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ABSTRACT

Background: Stress is an important mental health problem
which significantly affects the medical under graduates. Cortisol
is known as stress hormone. Medical education is very stressful
out of all higher education and medical undergraduates are
more affected when compared to other professional students.
In that examination has been described as a naturalistic stressor
capable of affecting human health.

Objectives : To estimate and correlate serum cortisol and lipid
profile before & during the examination in medical students.

Materials & Methods: A longitudinal follow up study was  done
on 50 first MBBS students(aged,18-25 years) of Prathima
college after taking informed consent.  Subjects were assessed
for stress parameters with given questionnaire of 42
items(DASS-42) and serum cortisol ,lipid profile at two times.
Exactly 5 ml of venous blood was collected from each subject
before & during major examination for cortisol & lipid profile.
Cortisol was assessed using ELISA techniques, while lipid
parameters were assessed using standard enzymatic-
spectrophotometric methods.

Results: There was statistically significant increase in serum
cortisol, Total cholesterol, HDL-cholesterol and LDL-cholesterol
levels in students during examination stress compared to the
before  examination period (P = 0.001, 0.001, 0.001, 0.005 and
0.001, respectively). There was also non significant positive
correlation between serum cortisol and other lipid profile
parameters  before examination stress but not during the
examination period.

Conclusion: Significant increase in cortisol, TC, HDL and LDL
but no significant correlation between cortisol and the other
parameters were observed during examination stress. This
study could be helpful to the students  in planning strategies
to be adopted to cope up the examination stress to prevent
harzards of stress..
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Introduction

Stress is an important mental health problem which
significantly affects the medical under graduates. Perceiving a
course in the medicine is challenging and demands lot of hard

work and dedication. First MBBS students who enter the
medical school have to deal with the vast syllabus, lack of time
and large expectations from parents, peers and teachers; which
expose them to varied types of stresses. Stress is defined as “a
physical or psychological stimulus that can produce mental or
physiological reactions that may lead to illness”1.

When compared to global population the prevalence
of depression and anxiety is lesser in medical undergraduates
of Asia2. Physical and psychological stresses can induce a wide
range of immunological alterations in the cell mediated and
humoral immunity3,4

 Although the basic neurochemistry of the stress
response is now well understood, much remains to be
discovered about how the components of this system interact
with one another, in the brain, and throughout the body5.

 Both negative and positive stressors can lead to stress.
The intensity and duration of stress changes, depending on
the circumstances and emotional condition of the person
suffering from it and examples of stressors ranges from sensory
input such as pain, to life experiences such as poverty. Besides
releasing typical stress metabolites, characteristic enzymes and
hormones, primary factors of psychological stress situations,
possible reactions and recognizable symptomatic organic
changes also show multi-factorial appearances3. Exposure to
psychological stressors can modulate the primary antibody
response and increased permanent stress levels can lead to
pathological organ changes, psychological alterations as well
as psychosomatic diseases6.

Mild stress is beneficial in terms of cognitive tasks and
performance while higher level of stress which is persistent
leads to anxiety and depression7.  Need to perform in the
academic examinations for better carrier prospects acts as an
acute stressor to the students8. Any type of stress physical or
mental causes increase activity of Hypothalamo-Pituitory-
Adrenal axis leading to increased secretion of cortisol in the
plasma9. As the level of stress affects the performance of the
students in examination which could in turn become a stressor
producing ill effect on the body and mind.

Since serum cortisol has similar primary structure
(cyclopentanoperhydrophenanthrene ring system) as steroids
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and lipids, and lipids are usually metabolized to release energy,
there may be a possibility of examination stress affecting the
lipid profile in the body. Any alteration in the plasma lipid which
leads to increase in cardiac risk factor may ultimately
predispose the student to risk. Thus the present study is being
undertaken to explore the effect of examination stress and to
estimate and correlate serum cortisol  with lipid profile before
& during the examination in  first MBBS students.

Materials and Methods:

A longitudinal follow up study was done on 50 first
MBBS students of Prathima medical college after taking
informed consent. The ethical clearance was obtained from
institutional ethical committee of Prathima medical college and
hospital.  Subjects were assessed for stress parameters and
serum cortisol at two times. One in the relaxed state (with no
examinations i.e., 4 weeks before examination) and other in
the stressed state (during theory examination).

Subjects were 18-25 years and matched for age and sex.

Inclusion criteria:

MBBS students of 18-25 years

Non – smokers

Non – alcoholics

Subjects who stay in the hostel

Exclusion criteria:

People who do not play sports or any athletic activity

People with any history of physical or mental illnesses

Students with the psychiatric disorders,
endocrinological disorders, addicted to tobacco or alcohol and
having past and family history of diabetes mellitus and
hypertension or any subject taking regular medicine were
excluded.

Stress parameters of the subjects were assessed with a
given questionnaire of 42 items for scoring Depression, Anxiety
and Stress Scale (DASS-42), which has 14 questions each for
assessing depression, anxiety and stress levels10. Subjects

before collection of blood were instructed not to take any food
in the morning.

Subjects were made to relax before sample collection.
Blood samples were collected between 10 and 11 am in both
the conditions to avoid diurnal variations. Samples consist of
5mls of venous blood collected aseptically from antecubital
vein and dispensed into  plain bulb and were transported to
the lab in ice pack, centrifuged immediately using centrifuge
and an aliquot of the separated sera stored frozen (-20°C) until
analyzed within 48 hours, for cortisol levels. The rest were
stored at 4°C for the estimation of lipid profile within 48 hours.
Both samples and reagents were brought to room temperature
before analysis.

The method of Fossati and Prencipe11 and McGowan et
al12 which involve the enzymatic hydrolysis of triglyceride to
glycerol was employed in triglyceride estimation. The
enzymatic colorimetric method by Allain et al13 was employed
for cholesterol estimation. HDL-cholesterol was assayed using
the method of Burnstein et al, 14.

LDL-Cholesterol and VLDL-Cholesterol were calculated
from the results of total cholesterol, HDL-cholesterol and
triglycerides as recommended by Friedwald et al 15 and National
Cholesterol Education Programme16. Serum cortisol was
assayed by ELISA technique14.

Statistical analysis:

Statistical analysis of results obtained was done with
the consultation of our college statistician by using SPSS 16
software. p< 0.05, p< 0.01 was considered statistically
significant, p< 0.001 was considered highly significant (HS) and
p> 0.05 was considered as not Significant. Serum cortisol levels
were correlated with lipid profile using Pearson’s co- relation
co-efficient (r) method.

Results:

Table 1:

Comparison of age, serum cortisol, lipid profile levels
of the students before &during  examination stress

Parameters
During examination

Mean±SD

(n=25)

T-Value P Value

19.56±1.23

71.86±22.43

103.78±15.69

32.66±6.90

46.26±18.05

33.28±17

19.5±2.24

220.21±87.41

128.48±24.04

47.96±3.03

59.84±22.26

18.5±17

0.300

-11.17

-4.80

-15.07

-2.97

4.44

0.74(NS)

0.000***

0.000***

0.000***

0.05**

0.000***

Before

examination

Mean±SD (n=25)

Age(years)

Cortisol(ng/ml)

 Total cholesterol(mmol/l)

HDL(mmol/l)

LDL(mmol/l)

VLDL(mmol/l)
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125.26±66.80 83.68±39.90 4.38 0.000***Triglycerides(mmol/l)

p>0.05: Not Significant(NS), *p: <0.05: Significant(S),

**p: <0.01: Highly significant(HS), *** p: <0.001: Very highly significant.

Table 2:

Correlation between serum cortisol and lipid profile values before and during examination stress.

0.001

0.07

0.08

0.07

0.29

0.9

0.6

0.5

0.6

0.03

0.21

-0.07

0.14

-0.007

-0.29

0.1

0.6

0.3

0.9

0.08

Before examination

Total cholesterol(mmol/l)

HDL(mmol/l)

LDL(mmol/l)

VLDL(mmol/l)

Triglycerides(mmol/l)

r-value p-value

Before examination

r-value p-value

Discussion:

In the current study, we observed the hypothesis that
examination stress may lead to increase in stress hormone,
change in plasma lipid profile and that there may be a non
significant relationship between cortisol and the lipid profile
parameters.

The results in table-1 showed significantly increased
serum cortisol levels, total cholesterol, HDL-cholesterol and
LDL-cholesterol(P= 0.001, 0.001, 0.001, 0.005 and 0.001,
respectively) during examination when compared to the before
examination period. This indicates an increase cortisol and
lipids as a result of the ongoing examination.

We also tested the hypothesis that there may be a non
significant positive correlation between cortisol and the other
parameters before examination stress. This shows that the
students were exposed to stress and abnormal lipid profile
even before the examination period, probably due to the
thought of the impending examination which exposes the
students to stress before the actual examination.

The relationship obtained may actually not be
connected to the examination since it did not manifest during
the examination period. However no statistically significant
relationship was observed between cortisol and the other
parameters studied both before and during examination stress.
This did not support the findings of Roy et al17 who had shown
unfavourable  relationship between high stress cortisol and
lipid profile levels.

The observed increase in plasma cortisol may be as a
result of stimulation of the ACTH secretion by the stress stimuli
which stimulated the synthesis of  cortisol precursors18. In

response to a stressor, neurons with cell bodies in the
paraventricular nuclei of the hypothalamus secrete
corticotrophin releasing hormone (CRH) and arginine-
vasopressin (AVP) into the hypophyseal portal system19, 20. The
CRH through the HPA then activates the pituitary and adrenal
glands which is supported  by Burtis C et al, Sabyasachi S et al
and Tsigos C et al18,19.

According to  Shamsdin SA et al.,  these interactions
can bring  changes in immune system leading to increase
susceptibility to infection and certain diseases such as
psoriasis21.

In this study increased cortisol secretions, TC, LDL and
HDL were observed during examination stress. Over secretion
of stress hormones may also affect the brain where memories
are processed and stored, and might cause hormonal and
metabolic changes which contribute to heart disease and other
health problems. Similar reports were given by Glavas MM et
al and Sauro MD et al22,23.

Since over secretion of stress hormones may also affects
the outcome of their examination performance. The
examinations studies may not actually be a true test of
knowledge of these set of stressed students. In current study
the excessive response to stress observed during examination
may be as a result of fear associated with the examination.
This may also be linked to the warning and knowledge of the
fate of the past students who did not excel in the previous
similar examinations. It may also be observed that some
students were never ready for the respective examinations as
a result of not being serious with their studies until examination
date is announced. Such students study under severe stress,
and are always afraid of examinations.
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According to Qureshi et al24 and Viner25 stress also
increases visceral fat.The observed non significant positive
correlation between increased cortisol during the examination
period was in agreement with the study by Weekes et al.,26

who reported no significant correlations in cortisol and
elevations in psychological stress measures. Although serum
cortisol has similar primary structure (cyclopentano perhydro
phenanthrene ring system) as lipids, the abolition of normal
physiological control mechanism observed in examination
stress did not relate to the serum concentration of these
parameters.

Conclusion:

This study mainly aims to explore the effect of
examination stress on first MBBS students’serum cortisol level
and its correlation with lipid profile. The current study showed
significant increase in cortisol, TC, HDL and LDL but no
significant correlation between cortisol and the other
parameters during examination stress.. This may be as a result
of physiological compensatory mechanisms.  This study gives
message to the teachers, that they need continuous
assessment of students which helps to reduce risk associated
with examination stress. To the students, this study could be
helpful in planning strategies to be adopted to cope up the
examination stress among medical students.
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