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design. The Scale to Estimate Self-Care Capacities (EECAC) and the SISCO SV
Academic Stress Inventory were used in a sample of 71 seventh-semester students.
Results: 67.6% of the students presented a medium self-care capacity and 32.4%
high. Regarding academic stress, 84.6% showed moderate levels and 11.3% high
levels, with notable differences between genders. A complex relationship between
self-care and stress was observed, where even students with high self-care capacity
can experience high-stress levels. Conclusion: Although self-care practices are
essential, they alone are insufficient to prevent high academic stress in nursing
students. The need to implement multifactorial, gender-sensitive interventions to
address academic stress and promote self-care in this population is underscored.
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INTRODUCTION

Self-care is defined as the set of deliberate actions a person takes to maintain his or her health and well-being.
According to Dorothea Orem's theory, self-care comprises all the activities that an individual initiates and performs on his or
her own to maintain life, health and well-being. This includes practices such as healthy eating, regular exercise, stress
management, proper personal hygiene, and seeking medical attention when necessary. In the context of nursing students,
self-care takes on special relevance, as these future health professionals must be able to care for themselves in order to
effectively care for others (Ruiz-Aquino et al., 2021).

Academic stress, on the other hand, refers to the psychological and physiological response that students experience
when faced with the demands and pressures of the educational environment. Barraza defines academic stress as a systemic
process of an adaptive and essentially psychological nature, which occurs when the student is subjected to a series of
demands that, in the student's own assessment, are considered stressors. This type of stress can manifest itself through
physical symptoms such as headaches or digestive problems, psychological symptoms such as anxiety or depression, and
behavioral symptoms such as changes in sleeping or eating habits. In the case of nursing students, academic stress can be
exacerbated by the demanding and emotionally demanding nature of their professional training (Teque- Julcarima et al,
2020; Jiménez et al.,, 2024).

Worldwide, research on self-care behaviors and academic stress in nursing students has gained relevance in recent
years. A study by (Colomer-Pérez & Useche, 2021) in Spain found that nursing students presented moderate levels of self-
care, but these were negatively affected by academic stress. The authors highlighted the importance of implementing
strategies to improve self-care practices as a means to reduce the impact of stress in this student population.

In the Asian context, research conducted by Zhang et al. (2020) in China revealed that nursing students experienced
high levels of academic stress, especially during clinical internships. The study also found a negative correlation between self-
care behaviors and stress levels, suggesting that encouraging self-care practices could be an effective strategy to mitigate
academic stress in these students. These findings highlight the need to address self-care and stress management as integral
components of nursing education globally.

In Latin America, the issue of academic stress and its relationship with self-care behaviors in nursing students has
received increasing attention. A study conducted by Ruiz-Aquino et al. (2021) in Peru found that 63.2% of health sciences
students, including nursing students, presented an average level of self-care behaviors. However, the study also revealed that
these levels of self-care were not sufficient to counteract the high levels of academic stress experienced by students,
especially in the final years of the degree program.

In Brazil, research conducted by Oliveira Silva et al. (2021) explored the relationship between self-care practices and
academic performance in nursing students. The results indicated that those students who maintained better self-care habits,
including a balanced diet, regular exercise and adequate time management, tended to experience lower levels of academic
stress and, consequently, better performance in their studies. These findings underscore the importance of promoting self-
care as a comprehensive strategy to improve not only the health and well-being of students, but also their academic
performance.

In Ecuador, research on self-care behaviors and academic stress in nursing students has gained relevance in recent
years. A study conducted by (Maza Ramon & Carrién Cabrera, 2023) at the National University of Loja revealed that 32.5% of
nursing students presented high levels of academic stress. The research also found a negative correlation between self-care
practices and stress levels, suggesting that strengthening self-care behaviors could be an effective strategy to mitigate stress
in this student population.

Another relevant study was conducted by (Morales Xocop & Cardona de Chavac, 2020) at the Technical University of
Ambato, where the relationship between emotional self-care and academic performance in nursing students was explored.
The results indicated that students who regularly practiced stress management and emotional self-care techniques tended to
have better academic performance and reported lower levels of burnout. These findings highlight the importance of
integrating the teaching of self-care strategies into the nursing curriculum in Ecuadorian universities.

The issue of academic stress and its impact on the self-care behaviors of nursing students is a growing concern
globally. According to a meta-analysis by Teque-Julcarima et al. (2020), the prevalence of academic stress among nursing
students worldwide ranges from 20% to 70%, with a mean of 43%. This wide range reflects variations in the educational
systems and academic cultures of different countries. The study also revealed that stress levels tend to increase as students
progress through their careers, with particularly high peaks during clinical placements.

Regarding self-care behaviors, a multinational study conducted by Rodriguez-Hernandez (2020) found that only 35%
of nursing students reported adequate self-care practices. The study identified particularly problematic areas, such as lack of
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adequate sleep (reported by 68% of students), irregular eating (62%) and lack of regular exercise (57%). These data suggest
an urgent need for interventions aimed at improving self-care practices among nursing students. In addition, the study found
a significant negative correlation (r= -0.45, p < 0.001) between academic stress levels and self-care practices, indicating that
the higher the levels of stress, the less likely students were to engage in appropriate self-care behaviors.

The World Health Organization (WHO) has recognized the importance of addressing academic stress and promoting
self-care in nursing students as a public health priority. In its State of the World's Nursing 2020 report, WHO highlighted the
need to strengthen the education and well-being of future nursing professionals to ensure a resilient and effective health
workforce. The organization argues that well-prepared nursing students with good self-care practices are essential to
building robust health systems and achieving the health-related Sustainable Development Goals (World Health Organization,
2020).

The WHO also emphasizes that excessive academic stress and poor self-care practices among nursing students can
lead to long-term mental health problems, early professional burnout and career dropout. This is of particular concern given
the global shortage of nursing professionals, estimated at 5.9 million according to the WHO report. Therefore, the
organization urges educational institutions and health systems to implement comprehensive strategies to promote self-care
and manage academic stress as a fundamental part of nursing education (World Health Organization, 2020).

The Ministry of Public Health (MOH) of Ecuador has identified strengthening the competencies and well-being of
health professionals, including nursing students, as a strategic priority. In its Ten-Year Health Plan 2022 - 2031, the MOH
recognizes the importance of addressing academic stress and promoting self-care in future nursing professionals as part of
its efforts to improve the quality of health care and strengthen the national health system (Ministerio de Salud Publica &
Viceministerio de Gobernanza y Vigilancia de la Salud. Quito, 2022).

The MOH has highlighted that high levels of academic stress and poor self-care practices among nursing students
can have long-term negative consequences, not only for the individual health of future professionals, but also for the quality
of care they will provide to patients. According to MOH data, 30% of nursing students in Ecuador report symptoms of
emotional exhaustion before graduation, which could lead to a decrease in the quality of care and an increase in staff
turnover in the future. Therefore, the ministry has established as a priority objective the implementation of psychological
support and self-care promotion programs in higher education institutions offering nursing programs (Ministerio de Salud
Publica & Viceministerio de Gobernanza y Vigilancia de la Salud. Quito, 2022)

In view of the above, the general objective of this study was to analyze the relationship between self-care behaviors
and academic stress in nursing students.

METHODOLOGY

A quantitative, descriptive and correlational study was carried out with a cross-sectional, non-experimental design.
This design made it possible to examine the relationship between self-care behaviors and academic stress in nursing students
at a specific point in time, without manipulating the study variables (Thomas & Zubkov, 2023).

The study population consisted of seventh semester nursing students of the Universidad Técnica de Ambato. A non-
probabilistic convenience sampling was used, resulting in a final sample of 71 students who met the inclusion and exclusion
criteria.

Inclusion criteria:
e Students enrolled in the 7th semester of the Nursing program.
e Students who are not enrolled in a second enroliment.
e Students who agreed to participate voluntarily and signed the informed consent form.
Exclusion criteria:
e Students from other semesters of the nursing career.
e Students with previous diagnosis of mood disorders.
e Students who reported psychoactive substance use.
e Students who did not correctly complete the questionnaires. Two instruments were used for data collection:

Scale to Estimate Self-Care Capacities (EECAC) and the SISCO inventory of academic stress. The Scale to Estimate
Self-Care Capacities (EECAC), consisting of 24 items with a 4-option Likert-type response pattern (1 = total disagreement, 4 =
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total agreement), consists of the health promotion dimension, social interaction dimension, personal well-being dimension,
activity and rest dimension, and food and nutrition dimension. Each response is summed to produce a total score; for
measurement purposes questions 2, 6, 11, 13, 14, 15, 20 and 23 are reversed, so the total value ranges from 24 to 96 points,
where a higher score indicates greater self-care capabilities. To facilitate interpretation and comparison, the scores were
transformed to a scale from 0 to 100 using the formula: Transformed score = (Original score - 24) / 72 * 100. Cut-off points
were established to categorize levels of self-care capacity: low (0-33), medium (34-66) and high (67-100). The EECAC has been
validated in the Mexican population by Da Silva (1997) and Gallegos (1998), who reported a Cronbach's alpha of 0.79 and
0.81 respectively, indicating good internal consistency of the instrument (Guzman-Castillo et al., 2022).

To measure academic stress, the SISCO SV Academic Stress Inventory adapted to the context of the crisis by COVID-
19 was used, which consists of 47 items distributed in three dimensions: stressors (15 items), symptoms (15 items) and coping
strategies (17 items). It uses a 6-option Likert scale (0 = never, 5 = always). The total score ranges from 0 to 235 points, where
a higher score indicates a higher level of academic stress. Cut-off points were established to categorize the levels of academic
stress: mild (0-78), moderate (79-157) and strong (158-235). Construct validity was assessed by means of Pearson's
correlation coefficient r corrected and confirmatory factor analysis, obtaining a variance of total explained of 0.53952.
Reliability was evaluated with Cronbach's alpha coefficient, obtaining a value of 0.946, indicating excellent internal
consistency of the instrument (Salas Osorio, 2021).

To carry out the data collection, the study participants applied the two measurement instruments online. They were
provided with the questionnaire created through the Google Forms platform in which they had to answer each item by
selecting the option they best identified with. Prior to the application, informed consent was obtained from each participant.
Once the questionnaires have been completed, the responses will be tabulated and analyzed, after which the corresponding
scores will be assigned to each instrument.

The data collected were analyzed using SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Sciences) statistical software. Descriptive
analyses were performed to characterize the sample and the study variables. To examine the relationship between self-care
behaviors and academic stress, correlation tests and analysis of variance were used, according to the nature of the variables.

From a research ethics perspective, this study was based on the principles established in the Declaration of Helsinki
of the World Medical Association, which addresses a number of essential ethical issues in medical research involving human
subjects, including the requirement to obtain informed consent, the obligation to promote the welfare and minimize harm to
participants, the importance of fair subject selection, the protection of the most vulnerable participants, the confidentiality of
personal data, the right of participants to be informed, and transparency in the publication of results (The World Medical
Association, 2022). Thus, by signing the informed consent form, each participant freely and voluntarily agreed to participate
in the research and was aware of the confidentiality of his or her identity and the objectives of the study.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The results of this research address self-care behaviors and academic stress in nursing students of the Technical
University of Ambato, a topic of great relevance in the context of training health professionals. This study, which involved 71
seventh semester students, focuses on three main aspects: the determination of the types of self-care behaviors, the
identification of academic stress levels, and the relationship between these two crucial variables.

The findings obtained through the application of the Scale to Estimate Self-Care Capacities (EECAC) and the SISCO
SV Academic Stress Inventory are presented. The data are analyzed considering gender differences and possible implications
for the well-being and academic performance of nursing students. Table 1 presents the results of self-care ability in a sample
of 71 nursing students, categorized by gender and ability level.

Table 1. Sociodemographic data

Self-care capacity Frequency Percentage
Female Low 0 0,0
Medium 34 479
High 16 225
Male Low 0 0.0
Medium 14 19.7
High 7 9.9
Total 71 100

Note: Results obtained from the surveys applied
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The distribution by gender in the sample reflects the demographic trend characteristic of the nursing career. There is
a marked female presence, with 50 students (70.4% of the total), compared to a male representation of 21 students (29.6%). A
notable finding is the absence of cases with low self-care skills in both genders, suggesting that nursing students in general
maintain at least an average level of self-care practices.

The majority of the students surveyed (48 individuals, equivalent to 67.6% of the sample) have an average self-care
capacity. This majority group demonstrates adequate self-care practices, although with room for improvement. On the other
hand, a significant segment of the sample (23 students, representing 32.4%) exhibits a high capacity for self-care, which is
especially positive in the context of their training in health sciences. This distribution indicates that while most students have
adequate self-care practices, there is a substantial group that has developed outstanding self-care skills.

When analyzing the data by gender, interesting patterns are observed. Among females, 34 students (47.9% of the
total sample) show a medium self-care capacity, while 16 (22.5%) reach a high capacity. In the case of men, 14 (19.7% of the
total) show a medium capacity and 7 (9.9%) a high capacity. It is notable that, proportionally, males show a slightly higher
percentage of high self-care ability. Of the total number of male students, 7 out of 21 (33.3%) fall into this category,
compared to 16 out of 50 (32.0%) in the case of females, giving a minimal difference.

These results are encouraging in the context of nursing education, as they suggest that students are developing
good self-care practices. This is particularly relevant considering their future profession, where they will be responsible for
promoting health and well-being in others. The presence of one-third of the sample with high self-care skills is particularly
positive, although it also indicates that there is room for improvement in raising the self-care skills of the rest of the students.

Table 2 presents the results of academic stress level in a sample of 71 nursing students, categorized by gender and
stress level.

Table 2. Level of Academic Stress

Academic stress level Frequency Percentage
Female Low 0 0.0
Medium 42 59.2
High 8 1.3
Male Low 3 42
Medium 18 254
High 0 0,0
Total 71 100.0

Note: Results obtained from the surveys applied

The distribution by gender maintains the trend observed in Table 1, with a greater female representation. There are
50 female students (70.5% of the total) and 21 male students (29.5%), reflecting the typical composition in nursing programs.
A significant finding is the absence of cases of high stress among males and mild stress among females, suggesting a gender
difference in the perception or management of academic stress.

The majority of the students surveyed (60 individuals, equivalent to 84.6% of the sample) present a moderate level of
academic stress. This majority group indicates that stress is a common experience among nursing students, although it does
not reach extreme levels in most cases. On the other hand, a small segment of the sample (8 students, representing 11.3%)
exhibit a high level of stress, all of them women, which is concerning and deserves special attention. Only a minority (3
students, 4.2%) report mild levels of stress, all of them male.

When analyzing the data by gender, distinctive patterns are observed. Among females, 42 students (59.2% of the
total sample) show a moderate level of stress, while 8 (11.3%) present a high level. In the case of men, 18 (25.4% of the total)
present a moderate level and 3 (4.2%) a mild level. It is notable that no men report high levels of stress, while no women
report mild levels, suggesting a possible gender difference in the experience or reporting of academic stress.

These results are revealing in the context of nursing education, as they indicate that academic stress is a prevalent
reality among students. The prevalence of moderate levels of stress suggests that while stress is common, most students
appear to be managing it without reaching extreme levels. However, the presence of a high stress group, exclusively
composed of women, points to the need for specific support strategies for this group.

Table 3 presents the relationship between self-care capacity and academic stress level in a sample of 71 nursing
students, providing an integrated view of these two crucial variables in the context of nursing education.
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Table 3. Relationship between Self-Care Ability and Level of Academic Stress

Academic Stress Level

Self-Care Capability

Low Medium High Total
Low 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
Medium 2 (2.8%) 36 (50.7%) 4 (5.6%) 42 (59.2%)
High 1(1.4%) 24 (33.8%) 4 (5.6%) 29 (40.8%)
Total 3 (4.2%) 60 (84.5%) 8 (11.3%) 71 (100%)

Note: Results obtained from the surveys applied.

A notable finding is the total absence of cases with low self-care skills at all stress levels, which is consistent with the
results previously observed in Table 1. This data suggests that nursing students, regardless of their stress level, maintain at
least an average level of self-care practices, which is encouraging in the context of their professional training.

The majority of students (36 individuals, equivalent to 50.7% of the sample) present a medium self-care capacity and
a moderate level of academic stress. This majority group indicates that, although students experience stress, they also
maintain adequate self-care practices. On the other hand, a significant segment (24 students, representing 33.8%) exhibit
high self-care ability along with a moderate level of stress, suggesting that these self-care skills may be helping to manage
stress effectively.

When analyzing the cases of severe stress, an equal distribution is observed between those with medium and high
self-care capacity (4 students or 5.6% in each category). This data is particularly interesting, as it suggests that even high self-
care capacity does not necessarily prevent severe levels of stress in all cases. This could indicate the presence of other factors
that influence academic stress beyond self-care practices.

At the opposite end of the spectrum, it is noted that of the 3 students (4.2%) who report mild levels of stress, 2 have
medium self-care ability and 1 has high ability. Although this group is small, it suggests that both medium and high self-care
practices may be associated with low levels of stress in some cases.

These results are revealing in the context of nursing education, as they indicate a complex relationship between self-
care practices and academic stress. While that most students with medium and high self-care abilities experience moderate
levels of stress, it is also observed that these abilities do not guarantee the absence of severe stress.

Discussion

The results of this study provide a comprehensive view of self-care behaviors and academic stress in nursing
students. Regarding self-care behaviors, our findings show that the majority of students (67.6%) present a medium self-care
capacity, while 32.4% exhibit a high capacity. These results are comparable to those found by Ruiz-Aquino et al. (2021), who
reported that 63.2% of health sciences students in Peru showed a medium level of self-care behaviors. However, our study
shows a slightly higher percentage of students with high self-care skills (32.4% vs. 25.7% in the Peruvian study), which could
suggest a positive trend in the training of future nursing professionals in terms of personal health practices.

The absence of students with low self-care skills in our sample is notable, which contrasts with some previous studies.
For example, Salas Osorio, (2021) found that 15.3% of nursing students in Colombia presented a low level of self-care during
the COVID-19 pandemic. This difference could be attributed to the specific measures implemented in our institution to
promote self-care, or to a greater general awareness of the importance of these practices in the post-pandemic context.

In relation to gender, our results show a slight difference in favor of men in terms of high self-care capacity (33.3% vs
32.0% in women), although this difference is not statistically significant. This differs from that reported by (Colomer-Pérez &
Useche, 2021), who found that women tended to show better self-care practices than men in Spanish nursing students. This
discrepancy could be due to cultural factors or the specific characteristics of our sample, and deserves further investigation.

Regarding academic stress, our study reveals that 84.6% of the students present a moderate level, while 11.3% exhibit
a high level, all of them female. These findings are consistent with those of Teque- Julcarima et al., (2020), who reported that
87.5% of Peruvian nursing students experienced moderate to high levels of academic stress. However, our results show a
lower prevalence of high stress compared to other studies. For example, (Maza Ramon & Carrién Cabrera, 2023) found that
32.5% of Ecuadorian nursing students presented high levels of stress.

The absence of high stress among men in our sample is an interesting finding that contrasts with some previous
studies. (Nufiez Tavera & Ramirez Mendoza, 2021) found no significant gender differences in stress levels among Peruvian
nursing students. This discrepancy could be due to cultural factors specific or to the coping strategies used by the male
students in our sample.
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In examining the relationship between self-care capacity and academic stress, our results show that even students
with high self-care capacity can experience severe levels of stress (5.6% of the sample). This suggests that, while self-care is
important, it is not sufficient on its own to prevent high academic stress. This finding is consistent with that reported by
Rosales Pucheta et al. (2023), who found that, although Mexican nursing students showed good levels of positive mental
health, they still experienced significant academic stress.

Importantly, our study found a complex relationship between self-care and stress. While most students with medium
and high self-care abilities experience moderate levels of stress, we also observed that these abilities do not guarantee the
absence of severe stress. This is in line with the findings of Corea Del Cid, (2021), who points out that academic stress in
health science students is multifactorial and cannot be mitigated solely through self-care practices.

One aspect to consider is the potential impact of academic stress on students' mental health. Gil-Diaz et al., (2022)
found a significant correlation between academic stress and depressive symptomatology in adolescents. Although our study
did not specifically assess depression, the fact that 11.3% of our sample present high levels of stress suggests the need to
implement prevention strategies and psychological support for this at-risk group.

Our findings also highlight the importance of considering gender differences in the experience and management of
academic stress. The fact that all cases of high stress in our sample are female is in line with that reported by Quintero Lopez
& Gil Vera, (2021), who found a higher prevalence of depressive symptoms in female university students during the COVID-
19 pandemic.

Regarding the practical implications of our results, the need to strengthen self-care promotion and stress
management strategies in nursing programs is evident. Guzman-Castillo et al., (2022) stress the importance of implementing
evidence-based interventions to reduce academic stress in college students. Our findings suggest that these interventions
should be gender sensitive and address not only self-care practices, but also other factors that contribute to academic stress.

CONCLUSIONS

It is concluded that the results show that most of the students present a medium to high self-care capacity, which is
encouraging in the context of their professional training. However, it was observed that even those with high self-care
abilities may experience elevated levels of academic stress. This suggests that while self-care practices are important, they
alone are not sufficient to prevent high academic stress in all cases. The absence of students with low self-care skills is a
positive finding, indicating that nursing education is fostering at least basic self-care practices among students. However,
there is significant room for improvement in raising the self-care skills of the remaining students.

Also, it was identified that the majority of students present a moderate level of academic stress, with a smaller group
exhibiting high levels, the latter being composed exclusively of females. This gender difference in the experience of stress is a
significant finding that deserves further research and attention in future interventions. In addition, a slight difference was
observed in favor of men in terms of high self-care capacity, although this difference is not statistically significant. These
results underscore the importance of implementing gender-sensitive self-care promotion and stress management strategies
that address not only self-care practices, but also other factors that contribute to academic stress. It is crucial to develop
evidence-based interventions to reduce academic stress, considering that academic stress is a multifactorial phenomenon
that cannot be mitigated solely through self-care practices.

And among the limitations of the study, it is worth noting the relatively small sample size and its cross-sectional
nature, which prevents establishing definitive causal relationships between the variables studied. Furthermore, by focusing on
seventh-semester students, the results may not be generalizable to students at other academic levels. Methodologically, the
exclusive reliance on self-report instruments could introduce social desirability biases. For future studies, we suggest
conducting longitudinal research that examines how self-care behaviors and academic stress evolve over the course of a
career, incorporating mixed methodologies that include qualitative data on students' experiences, and exploring the
effectiveness of different interventions to promote self-care and reduce academic stress. It would also be valuable to
investigate the role of cultural and socioeconomic factors in the relationship between self-care and academic stress, as well as
to further examine the gender differences observed in this study.
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