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Adaptation to Stress in Psychology
Graduate Students

Clara Simães , Alexandra Costa , Catarina Morais ,
and A. Rui Gomes

Abstract This study analyzed stress adaptation in university students, considering
the role of cognitive appraisal in the relationship between stress and burnout during
the testing season. A total of 187 students from a university in the northern region of
Portugal participated in the study. In the total sample, 154 were female (82.4%) and
32 males (17.1%), aged between 17 and 41 years old (M = 20.72; SD = 3.28). The
evaluation protocol included a Sociodemographic Questionnaire, the Stress Ques-
tionnaire for Students, the Primary and Secondary Cognitive Appraisal Scale, and the
Shirom-Melamed Burnout Measure. The results showed that 55.6% of the students
perceived high-stress levels, mainly derived from academic evaluation and work
overload. Cognitive appraisal mediated the relationship between the overall level of
students’ academic stress and the experience of burnout, mostly regarding physical
fatigue and cognitive weariness. These findings reinforce the importance of consid-
ering the role of cognitive appraisal processes in understanding the dynamics of
stress adaptation among university students. To promote healthy educational envi-
ronments, we must attend to these effects regarding occupational safety and hygiene
interventions within the academic context.
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1 Introduction

Stress ariseswhen students perceive their personal and social resources as insufficient
to deal effectively with new challenges imposed by the environment (Lazarus 1991).
Stress is an integral and inevitable part of the academic journey (Labrague et al.
2017) since it is necessary to deal with new responsibilities potentially stressful
during this period (Buchanan 2012). When stress occurs at a moderate level, it may
be considered healthy andmotivate goals achievement (Ramaprabou andDash 2018).
However, high-stress levels can lead to severe symptoms of anxiety, depression, or
other psychological problems in students (Acharya et al. 2018; Leppink et al. 2016).
These can result in adverse effects, such as low grades, failure (Frazier et al. 2018;
Leppink et al. 2016), school dropout (Britt et al. 2017), alcohol and drugs abuse (Böke
et al. 2019), violent behaviors (Alrawwad and Alrfooh 2014), and low self-esteem
(Hudd et al. 2000).

Thus, it is essential to gather knowledge about these phenomena in students, going
beyond understanding stress sources and consequences and comprehending how
students evaluate, react, and adapt to these situations. This study aims to understand
the stress adaptation process in Psychology graduate students during the academic
year. Specifically, it analyzes the relationships between stress, cognitive appraisal,
and burnout during one academic year, adopting the theoretical framework of the
Interactive Model of Human Adaptation to Stress (Gomes 2014) and the cognitive-
motivational-relatedmodel of stress and emotions proposed byLazarus (1991, 1999).
Both models reinforce the need to understand the stress adaptation process from an
integrated and conceptual perspective, considering the adverse events, the cognitive
appraisal processes (primary and secondary), and the individual responses (Gibbons
2010; Gomes 2014). The primary cognitive appraisal refers to evaluating the signif-
icance of a situation in terms of its importance, challenge, or threat perceptions,
pointing out the personal relevance of the stressful event to someone’s values, goals,
beliefs, and intentions. The secondary cognitive appraisal involves the personal eval-
uation of the ability to cope with stressors, comprising the perceptions of coping and
control over the stressful event (Gomes 2014).

There are several studies about stress among graduate students (e.g., Reddy et al.
2018; Weber et al. 2019); however, the majority do not consider simultaneously
the transactional relationship between the adaptation to stress, cognitive appraisal,
and stress consequences, which would be fundamental to test the transactional and
interactivemodels of stress adaptation (Gomes 2014; Lazarus 1991).Moreover, there
is a lack of evidence about how the adaptation to stress occurs over time, which is
very important due to the dynamic nature of the stress adaptation process (Enns
et al. 2018). This study intends to capture the entire dynamic process involved in the
stress experience of students by using a longitudinal perspective and the conceptual
framework of the transactional models of adaptation to stress. The adaptation to
stress is an antecedent variable, the cognitive appraisal is the mediating variable,
and burnout is the consequent variable. Burnout constitutes the consequent variable
because of its high prevalence among students (Farrell et al. 2019; Gomes et al.
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2022; Muzafar et al. 2015) and its consequences on their academic performance
(Vizoso et al. 2019). This construct represents a psychological syndrome related to the
experience of chronic job stress, which has not been successfully managed (Maslach
and Leiter 2016; World Health Organization 2019). Burnout has extended from the
professional to the educational environment (Eaves and Payne 2019; Jordan et al.
2020) and is characterized by physical fatigue, emotional exhaustion, and cognitive
weariness (Shirom and Melamed 2006).

In sum, the present study aimed to capture the students’ adaptation process during
a school year that occurred before the pandemic lockdown. We used a critical inci-
dent methodology (Allen 2017; Flanagan 1954) related to the academic evaluation
period and the repeated measures methodology (Singer and Willett 1996) in two
phases. In order to study the negative effect of the chronic experience of stress on
students’ burnout, as proposed by the transactional models of adaptation to stress,
we used specific measures in phases one and two of data collection. The first phase
occurred during the academic evaluation period of the first semester of the school
year (November 2019) and included the antecedent and mediation variables (i.e.,
stress and cognitive appraisal measures). In contrast, the second phase occurred after
the academic evaluation period (February 2020) and involved the burnout measure—
the outcome variable related to the experience of chronic academic stress. This data
collection plan followed theoretical (Gomes 2014; Lazarus 1991, 1999) and empir-
ical (Gibbons 2010; Gomes et al. 2022; Gomes and Teixeira 2016) guidelines of
adaptation to stress, proposing that exposing to stress represents the first factor of
the adaptation process (antecedent variable), followed by the cognitive evaluation
of stressors (mediating variable) that, in turn, produce distinct effects on human
functioning, represented in our case by the burnout experience (outcome variable).
Burnout only occurs after people being repeatedly exposed to stress and this is why it
was evaluated in the second phase of data collection. Thus, the following objectives
were established:

1. analyze graduate students’ psychological experience during a week of academic
evaluation (critical incident);

2. test themediating role of cognitive appraisal in the relationship between students’
academic stress (i.e., overall level of stress) and burnout.

2 Materials and Methods

2.1 Design

We developed a quantitative and longitudinal study design with an exploratory
and descriptive nature, which used the critical incident and the repeated measures
methodology.
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2.2 Participants

This study used a non-probabilistic sample for convenience, including 187
Psychology graduate students from Portugal North. The majority was female (n
= 154, 82.4%), with a mean age of 20.72 years (SD = 3.28; min = 17, max = 41).
Participants were preponderantly in the 4th year of the Psychology course (n = 62,
33.2%), followed by those in the 3rd year (n= 50, 26.7%), 1st year (n= 39, 20.9%),
and, lastly, 2nd year (n= 36, 19.3%) of the course. The 5th-grade students were not
included in the sample, as they had not taken exams anymore. Psychology was the
first option of graduation course for 157 of the students (84%). Participants’ average
score on the course was 14.52 (SD= 1.51; min= 11, max= 19.4). Students reported
an average of 12.28 h of studying per week (SD = 10.50; min = 0, max = 60 h).

2.3 Instruments

2.3.1 Sociodemographic Questionnaire

This instrument collected information on personal (e.g., sex, age) and academic (e.g.,
course year, number of study hours per week) characteristics.

2.3.2 Stress Questionnaire for Students (SQS)

This instrument was used to evaluate the students’ perception about the sources
of stress faced in their academic activities (Gomes et al. 2022). The questionnaire
comprised two distinct parts. In the first part, students were asked to evaluate the
level of stress that they usually feel in their academic life through a single item (0
= No stress; 2 = Moderate stress; 4 = High stress). In the second part, 28 items
were presented regarding the potential sources of stress associated with academic
activities, being the stress intensity evaluated on a 5-point Likert scale (0 = No
stress at all; 2 = Some stress; 4 = Very high stress). Stress was measured through
seven dimensions: (a) academic performance: stress resulting from the possibility
of a school performance below that expected by the student (4 items; α = 0.89 for
this study); (b) academic evaluation: stress resulting from the evaluation moments
of the teaching–learning process (4 items; α = 0.78 for this study); (c) motivation:
stress resulting from a low motivation to perform study activities (4 items; α = 0.83
for this study); (d) learning: stress resulting from the student’s possible difficulty
in following the teaching–learning process (4 items; α = 0.89 for this study); (e)
work overload: stress resulting from excessive activities and school tasks (4 items;
α = 0.92 for this study); (f) future expectations: stress resulting from the student’s
lack of confidence about the usefulness and interest of studies for their future (4
items; α = 0.84 for this study); and (g) financial problems: stress resulting from
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the impossibility of continuing the studies due to financial difficulties (4 items; α

= 0.89 for this study). Confirmatory Factor Analysis confirmed good psychometric
properties for the five-factor structure of the instrument (χ2 (79 df ) = 116.048, p =
0.004; χ2/df = 1.469; RMSEA= 0.050, 90% C.I. [0.029; 0.069]; SRMR= 0.0717;
IFI = 0.967; CFI = 0.967), and for a second order factor structure, (χ2 (11 df ) =
15.362, p = 0.167; χ2/df = 1.397; RMSEA = 0.046, 90% C.I. [< 0.001; 0.096];
SRMR= 0.0258; IFI= 0.995; CFI= 0.994), which was used to test the hypotheses.

2.3.3 Primary and Secondary Cognitive Appraisal Scale (PSCAS)

This instrument, validatedbyGomes andTeixeira (2016),was used to assess students’
primary and secondary cognitive appraisal processes regarding their academic activ-
ities. The scale measures students’ primary cognitive appraisal through the following
dimensions: (a) importance perception: which indicates the extent to which the
student evaluated the academic activity as significant and important for their personal
wellbeing (3 items; α = 0.81 for this study); (b) threat perception: which indicates
the extent to which the student evaluated the academic activity as disturbing and
negative for their personal wellbeing (3 items; α = 0.85 for this study); and (c)
challenge perception: which indicates the extent to which the student evaluated the
academic activity as stimulating and exciting for their personal wellbeing (3 items;
α = 0.68 for this study).

The scale measures students’ secondary cognitive appraisal through the following
dimensions: (d) coping perception: which indicates the extent the student felt to have
personal resources to cope with the demands of the academic activity (3 items; α

= 0.85 for this study); and, (e) control perception: which indicates the extent to
which the student felt to have control over the processes of decision making of the
academic activity (3 items; α = 0.73 for this study). The instrument presented 15
items, eachmeasured on a 7-point Likert scale (0= Is not at all important tome; 6= Is
very important to me, for academic activities importance). Thus, high scores on each
subscale indicated higher perceptions of the corresponding dimension. Confirmatory
Factor Analysis confirmed the five-factor structure of the instrument for this study
(χ2 (79 df ) = 116.048, p = 0.004; χ2/df = 1.469; RMSEA = 0.050, 90% C.I.
[0.029; 0.069]; SRMR = 0.0717; IFI = 0.967; CFI = 0.967).

2.3.4 Shirom-Melamed Burnout Measure (SMBM)

This instrument evaluated the burnout levels regarding academic activities (Shirom
and Melamed 2006). In the current study, we used the Portuguese version (Gomes
et al. 2022), which consisted of 14 items divided into three dimensions: (a) phys-
ical fatigue: feelings of physical tiredness regarding academic activities, resulting
in physical energy decrease (6 items; α = 0.95 for this study); (b): cognitive weari-
ness: cognitive wear regarding academic activities, resulting in the decrease of the
ability to think and concentrate (5 items; α = 0.96 for this study); and (c) emotional
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exhaustion: feelings of emotional exhaustion in the relationships to others, resulting
in the decrease of the cordiality and sensitivity to other people’s needs (3 items; α

= 0.89 for this study). The instrument measured the items on a 7-point Likert scale
(1 = Never; 7 = Always). Higher scores indicated higher levels of physical fatigue,
cognitive weariness, and emotional exhaustion, thus, pointing to higher levels of
burnout. Confirmatory Factor Analysis confirmed the three-factor structure of the
instrument for this study (χ2 (72 df )= 157.118, p < 0.001; χ2/df = 2.182; RMSEA
= 0.080, 90% C.I. [0.063; 0.097]; SRMR = 0.0442; IFI = 0.969; CFI = 0.969).

2.3.5 Procedures

The Ethical Committee of one of the authors’ institutions of the paper approved the
study (CEICSH 034/2019), which was authorized by the directors of a Psychology
course from a university in the North of Portugal. We performed data collection in
two phases: moment 1 (Mt 1) of data collection occurred four to six weeks after the
beginning of the academic semester for university students and before the academic
exams period (critical incident methodology), where we collected the measures of
stress and cognitive appraisal; and moment 2 (Mt 2) of data collection occurred
after the period of exams, approximately at the middle of the semester, where we
collected the measure of burnout. All participants filled out the informed consent
term before answering the questions through an electronic platform (Qualtrics). To
pair the data between the two phases of collection and guarantee their use in future
studies, students were asked for an identification code so that the researchers could
not interpret their identity. In total, 320 students attended the course. Two hundred
sixteen responses were received, representing a response rate of 67.5%.

2.3.6 Data Analysis Procedure

Data analysis was performed through quantitative research methodologies using the
Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS, v. 28, Inc. Chicago, IL). Initially, 23
participants were excluded from the total sample of 216 students since they did
not participate in both phases of the data collection. Then, we also excluded six
participants as they attributed reduced or no importance to their academic activity
(subscale of “importance perception”≤2 in the PSCAS) (Gomes and Teixeira 2016).
We used descriptive statistics proceedings to analyze graduate students’ psycholog-
ical experiences during a week of academic evaluation. Then, we performed struc-
tural equation modeling analyses through AMOS 28.0 software to test the mediating
role of cognitive appraisal in the relationship between academic stress and burnout
dimensions. For each of the three models tested (i.e., direct, total, and partial), we
performed adjustment analyses using the literature’s mentioned indicators (Marôco
2014). Therefore, the indicators used were the following: the chi-square test (χ2);
the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA, Steiger 1990); the Stan-
dardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) (Hair et al. 2009); the Comparative
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Fit Index (CFI, Bentler 1990) and the Normed Fit Index (NFI, Bentler and Bonett
1980). To better understand the mediation process and the causal relationships in the
model with the best-fit indices, we also analyzed the model’s standardized direct,
indirect, and total effects.

3 Results

3.1 Descriptive Statistics of the Study Variables

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics of all variables under study (e.g., the sources
of stress, the dimensions of the Primary and Secondary Cognitive Appraisal Scale,
and the burnout levels).

Table 1 Descriptive statistics of the study variables (N = 187)

SQS: stress questionnaire for students n (%) Min–Max

No stress 4 (2.1) –

Low stress 12 (6.4) –

Moderate stress 67 (35.8) –

Considerable stress 77 (41.2) –

High stress 27 (14.4) –

SQS: stress factors M (SD) Min–Max

Academic performance 2.90 (0.81) 0–4

Academic evaluation 3.05 (0.81) 0–4

Motivation 2.49 (0.85) 0–4

Learning 2.85 (0.89) 0–4

Work overload 3.02 (0.88) 0–4

Future expectations 2.46 (1.02) 0–4

Financial problems 1.95 (1.13) 0–4

PSCAS: cognitive appraisal M (SD) Min–Max

Importance perception 5.07 (0.94) 3–6

Threat perception 3.84 (1.28) 0–6

Challenge perception 3.64 (1.07) 0–6

Coping perception 3.30 (1.00) 0–6

Control perception 4.30 (0.96) 0–6

SMBM: levels of burnout M (SD) Min–Max

Physical fatigue 4.68 (1.37) 1–7

Cognitive weariness 4.16 (1.46) 1–7

Emotional exhaustion 2.40 (1.38) 1–7
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Concerning the general stress levels in students, 55.6% reported feeling consid-
erable to high stress in their academic activity, 35.8% reported moderate stress, and
8.5% reported feeling low to no stress. Regarding the seven stress factors of the SQS
instrument, the academic evaluation and work overload dimensions were rated by
students as the most stress-inducing, while the dimension of the financial problems
appeared as the least stress-inducing.About thePSCAS instrument, the highest scores
concerned the dimensions of importance perception, control perception, and threat
perception. Concerning the SMBM dimensions, students expressed more physical
fatigue and cognitive weariness, and less emotional exhaustion. Specifically, 128
students (68.4%) revealed physical fatigue problems, 66 (35.3%) cognitive weari-
ness, and 12 (6.4%) emotional exhaustion. Considering the three dimensions of
burnout, 31 students (16.6%) were in this burnout situation.

3.2 The Mediation Effect of Cognitive Appraisal
in the Relationship of Stress and Burnout

This phase tested the mediating role of cognitive appraisal between students’ overall
level of stress and burnout. This analysis considered three possibilities: the direct
model, the total mediation model, and the partial mediation model.

3.2.1 Students’ Overall Level of Stress and Burnout

To test the relationship between the overall levels of stress, cognitive appraisal,
and burnout, we performed three models: (a) the direct model, which established
relationships between the overall level of stress and cognitive appraisal to burnout; (b)
the total mediation model, which established relationships between the overall level
of stress, through cognitive appraisal to burnout; removing the direct pathways from
stress to burnout; and (c) the partial mediationmodel, which established relationships
from the overall level of stress, through cognitive appraisal to burnout and from
the overall level of stress directly to burnout. The results indicated that the partial
mediation model obtained the best adjustment rates (χ2(62) = 89.652, p = 0.012,
χ2/df = 1.446, RMSEA = 0.049 (90% C.I. [0.024; 0.070], p (RMSEA ≤ 0.05) =
0.509); SRMR = 0.046; CFI = 0.978; IFI = 0.978; GFI = 0.935 (see Table 2).

The differences between the chi-squared values of the direct effect model and
the partial mediation model were statistically significant ("χ2 (1) = 159.700; p <
0.001), the differences between the direct effect model and the total mediation model
were substantial ("χ2 (2)= 133.283; p < 0.001), and finally, the differences between
the partial mediation model and the full mediation model were also significant ("χ2

(3) = 26.417; p < 0.001). These results indicated a better adjustment of the partial
mediation model (Fig. 1).



Adaptation to Stress in Psychology Graduate Students 325

Ta
bl
e
2

M
ed
ia
tio

n
ef
fe
ct
:s
tr
uc
tu
ra
lm

od
el
fit

in
di
ce
s
(N

=
18
7)

St
ru
ct
ur
al
m
od

el
s

χ
2

df
χ
2/
df

p
rm

se
a

p-
va
lu
e
(r
m
se
a

≤
0.
05
)

rm
se
a

[l
o9

0-
hi
90
]

sr
m
r

cf
i

if
i

D
ir
ec
t

24
9.
35
2

63
3.
95
8

<0
.0
01

0.
12
6

<0
.0
01

[0
.1
10
;0

.1
43
]

0.
16
6

0.
84
9

0.
85
2

To
ta
lm

ed
ia
tio

n
11
6.
06
9

65
1.
78
6

<0
.0
01

0.
06
5

0.
09
9

[0
.0
45
;0

.0
84
]

0.
11
7

0.
95
9

0.
95
9

Pa
rt
ia
lm

ed
ia
tio

n
89
.6
52

62
1.
44
6

0.
01
2

0.
04
9

0.
50
9

[0
.0
24
;0

.0
70
]

0.
04
6

0.
97
8

0.
97
8



326 C. Simães et al.

e
e

Overall level 
of stress

Control
(R 2 = .101)

Threat 
(R 2 = .400)

Coping
(R 2 = .208)

Physical
fatigue

(R 2 = .188)

Cognitive 
weariness

(R 2 = .229)

Emotional 
exhaustion
(R 2 = .029)

e e

e

e

e

Challenge 
(R 2 = .025)

=-.393***

=-.120†

=-.174*

=.274***

=-.278***=.633****

=.159*

=.183**

=.171*

=.346***

=.340***

=-.199**

Fig. 1 Path analysis results for the partial mediation model (N = 187). Rectangles represent
observed variables, the oval is the latent variable, arrows the significant direct paths, the dashed
arrow refers to marginally significant direct paths (p = 0.09), and e represents the measurement
error. Note. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001, †p < 0.1

As shown in Fig. 1, the model allowed to explain 23% of the variance associated
with cognitive weariness and 19% of the variance related to physical fatigue. Addi-
tionally, the model explained 40% of the variance related to threat perception, 2.5%
of challenge perception, 21% associated with coping perception, and 10% related to
control perception.

3.2.2 Partial Mediation Model: Direct, Indirect, and Total Effects

Based on the best fit of the partial mediation model, it is now essential to analyze the
direct, indirect, and total effects of the variables under study. Regarding significant
direct effects, we found that higher levels of students’ overall experience of academic
stress increased the perception of challenge, butmainly students’ perception of threat.
Additionally, an increase in threat perceptionpredicts a decrease in control and coping
perceptions, but an increase in challenge perception indicates greater control and
coping perceptions. Finally, a reduction in coping perception led to higher physical
and cognitive fatigue. Students’ overall experience of academic stress significantly
increased all burnout dimensions (see Fig. 1).

As for the significant indirect effects, there was a relationship between students’
overall experience of stress and physical fatigue and cognitive weariness, medi-
ated by cognitive appraisal processes. Specifically, higher levels of academic stress
were related to higher threat perception, which led to lower coping perception, ulti-
mately decreasing physical fatigue and cognitive weariness. So, the negative impact
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Table 3 Standardize Indirect and Total effects for the partial mediation model (N = 187)

Secondary cognitive
appraisal

Burnout dimensions

Control
perception

Coping
potential

Physical
fatigue

Cognitive
weariness

Emotional
exhaustion

Standardize indirect effect

Overall level of stress −0.147*
(−0.229, −
0,046)

−0.205**
(−0.307,
−0.114)

0.042**
(0.014,
0.088)

0.058**
(0.023,
0.104)

−0.002 ns

(−0.023,
0.023)

Primary cognitive appraisal

Threat perception – – 0.081**
(0.032,
0.156)

0.111**
(0.051,
0.183)

−0.004 ns

(−0.051,
0.044)

Challenge perception – – −0.056*
(−0.109,
−0.017)

−0.077**
(−0.131,
−0.037)

0.003 ns

(−0.033, −
0.038)

Standardize total effect

Overall level of stress – – 0.388*
(0.224,
0.477)

0.398*
(0.24,
0.491)

0.169*
(0.044,
0.281)

Note *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. ns = p value statistically non-significant

of students’ academic stress exacerbates the perception of threat; this threat decreases
the coping perception, but in the end, coping may even reduce the physical fatigue
and cognitive weariness of the students. Additionally, there was a significant indirect
effect of challenge perception on burnout dimensions. Higher perceived challenges
lead to higher coping perception, decreasing students’ physical fatigue and cognitive
weariness. Table 3 shows the indirect and total effects.

4 Discussion

The study of stress in the academic context has received increasing attention since it
represents a problem that affects students’ mental and physical health (Leppink et al.
2016). In this study, we chose to understand the phenomenon of human adaptation
to stress in higher education students in the psychology course in the light of the
transactional and interactive approach.

Regarding the first objective of this study, to analyze graduate students’ psycho-
logical experience during a week of academic evaluation (critical incident), 55.6%
of the students reported feeling high stress in their activity. These data are consis-
tent with the literature, with several studies indicating that university students find
their academic experience stressful (Wahed and Hassan 2017). That experience of
stress seems to relate more intensely to the academic evaluations students undertake
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throughout their educational journey and the excess of activities and tasks to do. The
literature also reports similar results (Pitt et al. 2017; Shdaifat et al. 2018).

Regarding the second objective of this study, it was tested the mediating role of
cognitive appraisal in the relationship between students’ academic stress and burnout.
The results indicated that we could understand this relationship better by assigning
a partial mediating effect to cognitive appraisal. Expressly, the partial mediation
model assumes relationships between stress and burnout, which is in line with the
literature (see Karaman et al. 2019), but mainly reinforces the mediating role of
cognitive appraisal in this relationship, which confirms the theoretical models in this
domain (see Gomes 2014; Lazarus 1999). In addition to considering the mediation
pathways via cognitive appraisal, we should not disregard the direct paths between
stress and burnout, which present significant relationships. Thus, the analysis of
the mediation effect reinforces two essential points. First, the relations of stress to
primary cognitive appraisal follow distinct paths. That is, the overall level of stress
resulting from all sources of academic stress experienced by students exacerbated the
perception of threat, which, in turn, negatively conditioned the secondary cognitive
appraisal (decreasing control and coping perceptions); but, in the end, the perception
of coping decreased the physical fatigue and the cognitive weariness of burnout.

The second point to retain from the partial mediationmodel is evenmore complex.
From the start, results showed that the overall level of stress related to the potential
sources of stress associated with students’ academic activity could stimulate positive
patterns of adaptation to stress. Specifically, higher levels of academic stress produced
a greater perception of challenge in students, which, in turn, was related to a higher
ability to manage stress at the secondary level (more coping and control perceptions)
which, in the end, resulted in a decrease of physical fatigue and cognitive weariness
(mainly via coping potential). Thus, we confirm the expected result in the process of
adaptation to stress; that is, a higher perception of the challenge is associated with an
improved ability to cope with stress and, consequently, lower the burnout experience,
as proposed in the theoretical models that are the basis of this study (Gomes 2014;
Lazarus 1999). Consequently, stress can be evaluated as positive and stimulating for
the individual, as suggested in other studies (Ramaprabou and Dash 2018).

This study has an innovative character due to the inclusion of cognitive appraisal
processes as a mediating variable between stress and burnout in university students.
The results confirmand strengthen the transactional perspective (Lazarus 1991, 1999)
and highlight the importance of cognitive appraisal processes in adapting to stress in
the academic context.

Despite its innovative character, we must recognize some limitations of the study.
As we focused on psychology university students, future research must diversify
the target population, including students from different university courses, academic
degrees, and those with particular academic statuses (e.g., worker students; student-
athletes). Additionally, considering the pandemic lockdown, the effect of students’
isolation regarding COVID19 infection, and the blended learning methodologies
implemented as a remediation strategy constitute variableswemust attend to in future
research designs. Allied to that, expanding the data collection moments between the
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two academic semesters of the school year with the same protocol of measures,
including a baseline measure of burnout, constitutes an option to implement.

5 Conclusion

We must highlight the main assumptions from this study. First, a significant
percentage of psychology university students reported high stress in their academic
activity due to the evaluations they face throughout their educational journey and the
high number of academic tasks. Second, the relationship between the overall level
of academic stress and students’ experience of burnout is better understood through
the partial mediation effect of cognitive appraisal. Aside from the direct effect of
academic stress on burnout, the overall stress level could strongly exacerbate the
students’ perception of threat, decreasing control and coping perceptions, or, in a
weaker relationship, produce a greater perception of challenge, increasing control
and coping perceptions. Third, greater control and coping perceptions were related
to a higher ability to manage stress, decreasing students’ physical fatigue and the
cognitive weariness of burnout.

Occupational safety and hygiene interventions guidelinesmust focus on the reduc-
tion of chronic stress by implementing life skills training programs (Gomes et al.
2019) that can help students to cope with academic sources of stress and to evaluate
their education as more challenging, reducing physical fatigue and cognitive weari-
ness of burnout (Gomes et al. 2022). And thus, increasing students’ mental health
promotes safety and healthy occupational environments. Intervention must consider
the organizational level to develop favorable policies that promote occupational
health and safety in the academic context. Specifically, academic leaders (course
directors, professors) should coordinate efforts to propose realistic working plans to
students that balance the amount of work required by each curricular unit along the
semester and course, avoiding feelings of work overload in students and lack of time
for rest and leisure activities. In sum, intervention strategies directed towards students
and towards the design of curricular programs may increase students’ ability to learn
and progress along their formative process and prevent undesirable consequences of
occupational stress.
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