
OIKOS: The Ezekiel Guti University  Bulletin of Ecology, Science 

Technology, Agriculture, Food Systems Review and Advancement 
Vol. 2 (1&2), 2023 

 
i 

 

  



OIKOS: The Ezekiel Guti University  Bulletin of Ecology, Science 

Technology, Agriculture, Food Systems Review and Advancement 
Vol. 2 (1&2), 2023 

 
ii 

©ZEGU Press 2023 
 
Published by the Zimbabwe Ezekiel Guti University Press 
Stand No. 1901 Barrassie Rd, 
Off Shamva Road 
Box 350 
Bindura, Zimbabwe 
 
All rights reserved. 
 
“DISCLAIMER: The views and opinions expressed in this journal are 
those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the official position 
of funding partners‖ 
 
Typeset by Divine Graphics 
Printed by Divine Graphics 
 
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF  
Justin Makota, Zimbabwe Ezekiel Guti University, Zimbabwe 
 
MANAGING EDITOR 
………………………………………………………………………….. 
EDITORIAL ADVISORY BOARD 
 
Ms Fungai Mukora, University of Zimbabwe, Zimbabwe 
Mr Richman Kokera. University of Zimbabwe, Zimbabwe 
Engineer Hilton Chingosho, University of Zimbabwe, Zimbabwe 
Dr Partson Paradza, BA Isago University, Botswana 
Dr Jameson Kugara, University of Zimbabwe, Zimbabwe 
Mr Denford Nhamo, City of Harare, Zimbabwe 
Dr Netai Muchanyerei, Bindura University of Science Education, 
Harare 
 
SUBSCRIPTION AND RATES 
Zimbabwe Ezekiel Guti University Press Office 
Stand No. 1901 Barrassie Rd, 
Off Shamva Road 
Box 350,  
Bindura, Zimbabwe 
Telephone: ++263 8 677 006 136 | +263 779 279 912 
E-mail: zegupress@admin.uz.ac.zw 
http://www.zegu.ac.zw/press 

http://www.zegu.ac.zw/press


OIKOS: The Ezekiel Guti University  Bulletin of Ecology, Science 

Technology, Agriculture, Food Systems Review and Advancement 
Vol. 2 (1&2), 2023 

 
iii 

About the Journal 

 

JOURNAL PURPOSE 

The purpose of the Oikos - The Zimbabwe Ezekiel Guti University 

Bulletin of Ecology, Science Technology, Agriculture and Food 

Systems Review and Advancement is to provide a forum for 

scientific and technological solutions based on systems 

approach and thinking as the bedrock of intervention. 

 

CONTRIBUTION AND READERSHIP 

The natural scientists, engineering experts, technologists; 

multidisciplinary teams are encouraged.  

 

JOURNAL SPECIFICATIONS 
 Oikos - The Zimbabwe Ezekiel Guti University Bulletin of Ecology, 

Science Technology, Agriculture and Food Systems Review and 

Advancement  

 

 ISSN 2957-8434(Print)  

  

SCOPE AND FOCUS 

The journal is a forum for the discussion of ideas, scholarly 

opinions and case studies natural and physical science with a 

high proclivity to multidisciplinary approaches. The journal is 

produced bi-annually. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



OIKOS: The Ezekiel Guti University  Bulletin of Ecology, Science 

Technology, Agriculture, Food Systems Review and Advancement 
Vol. 2 (1&2), 2023 

 
iv 

Guidelines for Authors for the Oikos Journal 
 

Articles must be original contributions, not previously published and 

should not be under consideration for publishing elsewhere.  

 

Manuscript Submission: Articles submitted to the Oikos - The 

Zimbabwe Ezekiel Guti University Bulletin of Ecology, Science Technology, 

Agriculture and Food Systems Review and Advancement are reviewed 

using the double-blind peer review system. The author‘s name(s) must 

not be included in the main text or running heads and footers. 

 

A total number of words: 5000-7000 words and set in 12-point font 

size width with 1.5 line spacing. 

Language: British/UK English 

Title: must capture the gist and scope of the article 

Names of authors: beginning with the first name and ending with the 

surname  

Affiliation of authors: must be footnoted, showing the department 

and institution or organisation. 

Abstract: must be 200 words 

Keywords: must be five or six containing words that are not in the title 

Body:  Where the authors are more than three, use et al., 

Italicise et al., ibid., words that are not English, not names of people or 

organisations, etc. When you use several authors confirming the same 

point, state the point and bracket them in one bracket and in ascending 

order of dates and alphabetically separated by semi-colon e.g. 

(Falkenmark, 1989, 1990; Reddy, 2002; Dagdeviren and Robertson, 

2011; Jacobsen et al., 2012). 

 

Referencing Style: Please follow the Harvard referencing style in that: 

— In-text, citations should state the author, date and sometimes the 

page numbers. 

— the reference list, entered alphabetically, must include all the works 

cited in the article. 

 

In the reference list, use the following guidelines, religiously:  



OIKOS: The Ezekiel Guti University  Bulletin of Ecology, Science 

Technology, Agriculture, Food Systems Review and Advancement 
Vol. 2 (1&2), 2023 

 
v 

Source from a Journal 
 Anim, D.O and Ofori-Asenso, R (2020). Water Scarcity and 

COVID-19 in Sub-Saharan Africa. The Journal of Infection, 81(2), 
108-09. 

 Banana, E, Chitekwe-Biti, B and Walnycki, A (2015). Co-
Producing Inclusive City-Wide Sanitation Strategies: Lessons 
from Chinhoyi, Zimbabwe. Environment and Urbanisation, 27(1), 
35-54. 

 Neal, M.J. (2020). COVID-19 and Water Resources Management: 
Reframing Our Priorities as a Water Sector. Water International, 
45(5), 435-440.  

 
Source from an Online Link 
 Armitage, N, Fisher-Jeffes L, Carden K, Winter K et al., (2014). 

Water Research Commission: Water-sensitive Urban Design 
(WSUD) for South Africa: Framework and Guidelines. Available 
online: https://www.greencape.co.za/assets/Water-Sector-
Desk-Content/WRC-Water-sensitive-urban-design-WSUD-for-
South-Africa-framework-and-guidelines-2014.pdf. Accessed on 
23 July 2020. 

 
Source from a Published Book 
 Max-Neef, M. (1991). Human Scale Development: Concepts, 

Applications and Further Reflections, London: Apex Press. 
 
Source from a Government Department (Reports or Plans) 
 National Water Commission (2004). Intergovernmental 

Agreement on a National Water Initiative. Commonwealth of 
Australia and the Governments of New South Wales, Victoria, 
Queensland, South Australia, the Australian Capital Territory 
and the Northern Territory. Available online: 
https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/water-
reform/national-water-initiative-agreement-2004.pdf. Accessed 
on 27 June 2020. 

 
The source being an online Newspaper article 
 The Herald (2020). Harare City Could Have Used Lockdown to 

Clean Mbare Market. The Herald, 14 April 2020. Available online: 
https://www.herald.co.zw/harare-city-could-have-used-
lockdown-to-clean-mbare-market/. Accessed on 24 June 2020.  

https://www.greencape.co.za/assets/Water-Sector-Desk-Content/WRC-Water-sensitive-urban-design-WSUD-for-South-Africa-framework-and-guidelines-2014.pdf
https://www.greencape.co.za/assets/Water-Sector-Desk-Content/WRC-Water-sensitive-urban-design-WSUD-for-South-Africa-framework-and-guidelines-2014.pdf
https://www.greencape.co.za/assets/Water-Sector-Desk-Content/WRC-Water-sensitive-urban-design-WSUD-for-South-Africa-framework-and-guidelines-2014.pdf
https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/water-reform/national-water-initiative-agreement-2004.pdf
https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/water-reform/national-water-initiative-agreement-2004.pdf


OIKOS: The Ezekiel Guti University  Bulletin of Ecology, Science 

Technology, Agriculture, Food Systems Review and Advancement 
Vol. 2 (1&2), 2023 

43 
 

he Nexus between Personal Life Events 

of Medical Students and Distress: A Case 
of Two Newly Established Medical 

Schools in Zimbabwe 
 

MQEMANE TSHABABA1, REGIS CHIRESHE2, JULIA MUTAMBARA3 

 

Abstract  
The article is based on a study whose aim was to investigate sources 
and levels of distress among medical students at two newly 
established medical schools in Zimbabwe. The study used a mixed 
methods approach and a concurrent parallel design. A sample of 123 
medical students, drawn from two newly established medical schools 
in Zimbabwe, was used for the study. The participants‘ ages ranged 
between 18 and 47 years. The study used a structured questionnaire 
and face-to-face interviews to collect data. Quantitative and qualitative 
data were collected separately, analysed independently, and merged at 
the interpretation stage. Numerical codes were used for the 
quantitative data. The quantitative data were entered into the SPSS 
version 21 and analysed using regression analysis. The computed 
quantitative data showed significant relationships between personal 
life events and medical students‘ distress. The qualitative data were 
analysed thematically. Personal life events were examined under the 
following themes: death of a loved one and distress, pregnancy and 
distress, a gain of a new member in the family, change in the health of 
self or family member, and distress, and marital separation and 
distress. The death of a loved one was found to be the only significant 
factor affecting medical students at the two newly established schools 
in Zimbabwe.  

                                                           
1 Department of Psychiatry, Social and Behavioural Sciences, National University of 

Sciences Technology, Bulawayo, Zimbabwe 
2 Department of Special Needs Education, Great Zimbabwe University and Quality 
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INTRODUCTION  
Personal life events and distress among college students have long 
been topical areas of research among academics. Studies such as by 
Gungor et al. (2021), Buizza et al. (2022) and Torres-Chávez et al. (2022) 
investigated the link between personal life events and their stress 
levels among students drawn from the general population and at 
different universities.  In their study, negative life events were found to 
be unpleasant, uncontrollable and generally stressful.  Life events, as 
alluded to above, describe numerous stimuli experienced during the 
progression of life (Seo et al., 2018; Steinmayr et al., 2019). Life events 
are one of the major factors in the mental health of university students 
in general. Personal life events include, but are not limited to; 
pregnancy, gaining a new member in the family, change in the health 
of self or family member, death of a loved one and marital separation. 
Extant literature reveals that university students, with the capacity to 
cope with stress through healthy life events, will probably exhibit 
better life fulfilment (Saha et al., 2014). Nevertheless, some studies 
reveal that stressful life events can have short- and long-term outcomes 
on subjective well-being (Senocak and Demirkiran, 2020). While the 
above studies by Saha et al. (2014), Seo et al. (2018), Steinmayr et al.  
(2019), Gungor et al. (2021), Buizza et al. (2022) and Torres-Chávez et al. 
(2022) focused on personal events of general university students, this 
study focused exclusively on medical students to establish if the cited 
effects experienced by general university students are also applicable 
to medical students from a Zimbabwean sample. 
 
The article is so organised that it has ten sections. The first section is 
the introduction which highlights to the reader what the whole article 
is about. The second is the conceptual framework, highlighting how 
the authors view the relationship between personal life events and 
distress. The third section is the review of literature related to the 
relationship between personal life events and distress. The fourth 
section examines the relationship between personal life events under 
the following subtopics: Death of a loved one and distress, marital 
status and distress, illness of oneself and distress, pregnancy and 
distress, and marital separation and distress.  The firth section is a 
presentation of the methods used in the study. The sixth section 
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discusses the instruments used to collect data from the participants.  
The seventh section is on the ethical clearance for the study. The eighth 
section presents the results of the study. The nineth section discusses 
the results of the study. The last section is about the conclusions and 
recommendations of the study. 
 
THE CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

The conceptual framework for understanding the link between 
personal life events and distress is based on the notion that life events 
can contribute to distress whether they are positive or negative events 
(Figure 1). When these life events happen, individuals cannot cope 
with the resultant distress and hence may require outside resources to 
manage the distress.  As alluded to, personal life events are either 
positive or negative and unpleasant events experienced by medical 
students during their training.  At the core of the framework is the 
identification of personal life events that the medical students have 
already faced or are likely to face during their training and are beyond 
their coping capacity. Among other personal life events, the 
framework identifies the death of a loved one, illness of self or of a 
loved one, pregnancy and marital separation as possible causes of 
distress among medical students undergoing training at two newly 
established medical training schools in Zimbabwe.  

 
Figure 1 The conceptual framework for personal life events and 
distress link 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
In illuminating the association between life events and distress, studies 
such as by Hill et al. (2018), Fontana et al. (2020) and Howarth et al. 
(2020) examined the role of personal life events in causing medical 
students‘ distress and found an association between life events and 
distress. The Hill et al. (2018) study concluded that personal life events 
make medical students, especially susceptible to stress and poor life 
fulfilment. The study identified the personal life of medical students 
such as the loss of a loved one such as a parent, job loss, gaining a new 
family member and spousal separation as the leading causes of distress 
among medical students (ibid.). The weakness of the Hill et al. (2018) 
study, just like other quantitative studies already cited, is that it used a 
structured questionnaire to collect data. The weakness of using such a 
data collection tool without other supporting tools is that it does not 
tell us about the feelings of the participants as expressed by 
themselves. The present mixed methods study addressed the rigidity 
element of the structured questionnaire by including a semi-structured 
interview to also understand how medical students feel about their 
distress.  
 
While there is evidence of a link between personal life events and 
distress among medical students, there is also evidence that medical 
students also experience numerous personal life stressors common to 
individuals their age (Dyrbye et al., 2006). In the Dyrbye et al. (ibid.) 
study, involving more than 1 000 medical students, many participants 
reported personal illness or injury (25%), or change of health in a 
relative (42%) within the past year as personal life events that were 
stressful to them. Work-life balance (family/parenting), lack of time 
for self-care (sleep, exercise) and complex personal relationships, were 
some of the personal events found to cause distress to medical 
students. However, the exponential rise of multiple factors places even 
the most resilient student at high risk for burnout (Shapiro, 2011; Bell, 
2013; Anne; 2014). 
 
To understand the nexus between personal life events and distress, an 

Iranian cross-sectional study conducted on medical students by 

Hassanzadeh et al. (2017), with 4 763 participants, used a scale 

comprising 46 items in 11 various dimensions. The study utilised self-
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administered standard questionnaires to collect data. Data were 

analysed using latent factor regression for grouped outcomes to model 

the relationship of stressful life events, as latent predictors, with 

psychological problems, as the grouped outcomes. The study observed 

that stressful life events were directly associated with components of 

psychological problems and their profile scores, with greater 

associations in females than in males. The researchers identified five 

prevalent sources of potential distress. First, home life was measured 

with addiction, divorce or separation, concern about addiction of a 

family member, quarrels with a spouse, being accused, legal problems, 

and troubles with children, Second, financial problems were measured 

with getting in debt, low income, major financial problems, taking on a 

mortgage and financial inflation. Third, social relations included social 

discrimination, major social changes, social insecurity and concern 

about the future. Fourth, personal conflicts included loneliness, lack of 

social support, cultural alienation, not having an intimate friend and 

failure to achieve life goals.  Fifth and finally, job conflicts were 

measured with quarrels with colleagues/boss, dealing with customers, 

increased working hours and improper working place and 

environment. The sentiments of Hassanzadeh et al. (ibid.) were echoed 

by another study conducted in Syria by Al Houri et al. (2023) who 

reported that personal events such as financial problems and social 

relations were some of the causes of distress among medical students. 

 
A major strength of the Hassanzadeh et al. (2017) study was their use 
of a large population to which they applied latent factor regression 
modelling for grouped outcomes with confirmatory latent predictors 
for evaluating the association of stressful life events and psychological 
disorders. The current mixed-methods study used a similar approach 
with a small sample. The Hassanzadeh et al. (ibid.) study accedes that 
due to the cross-sectional design of the study, cause-effect 
relationships could not be inferred from their findings and, as such, the 
current mixed-methods study attempted to overcome the failure to 
determine the cause-and-effect hurdle through method triangulation, 
in which modelled data were further explained using interview data.  
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CHANGE IN HEALTH OF SELF OR FAMILY MEMBER AND DISTRESS 
Major personal illnesses and those of close family members have been 
implicated in university student distress. Numerous studies such as by 
Stewart-Brown et al. (2000), Modis et al. 2021) and Amass et al. (2022) 
researched on the correlation between personal illness and distress 
among the general population of university students. The above 
studies found that among other personal life events, the health status 
of students is a serious indicator of distress among university students. 
In support, Stewart-Brown et al. (2000) opine that students who fell ill 
in the last 12 months seem to have higher levels of distress compared 
to students who had not had major illnesses within the last that period.  
According to the study by Stewart-Brown et al. (ibid.), falling ill while 
at university is part of human development most students are not 
prepared for as this sometimes leads one to assume a sick role at the 
end of school assignments, school tasks and even examinations. The 
other study that focused on the general population of students, 
Schwarzer and Luszczynska (2012), found a correlation between the 
illness of a loved one and distress.  According to this study, the illness 
of a close member of the family is associated with distress because it 
disrupts the way of life for family members. The family is normally 
affected following the illness of a family member due to, among other 
things, fear of loss and assumption of duties previously done by the ill 
member. These responsibilities also add to the emotional burden faced 
by students who concentrate on academic work.  
 
Also focusing on the general population of university students, 
Khandelwal et al. (2020) conducted a study on the relationship between 
the illness of a member and distress in the United States of America. 
Their study used a sample of 175 students drawn from the University 
of Washington and the University of North Carolina. They reported 
high levels of psychological distress, symptoms of depression and 
anxiety among family members who lived with critically and 
chronically ill members.  In another study, Chronister, Fitzgerald and 
Chou (2021) interrogated the role of the family as a source of social 
support to ill members of the family and how they are impacted by the 
change of life for any one member of the family. Chronister, Fitzgerald 
and Chou(ibid.) focused on the mental illness of a member of the adult 
population who was not going to school.  
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While not focusing on college or university students, the study, 
however, provides a useful insight into understanding how the illness 
of a family member can contribute to the distress of other family 
members. Chronister, Fitzgerald and Chou (bid.) used a sample of 14 
adults in a qualitative approach and concluded that family members 
endure the most stress and anxiety due to the change in family 
circumstances, such as the role of assuming responsibilities previously 
done by the ill member.  As alluded to, while Chronister, Fitzgerald 
and Chou (ibid.) used a qualitative approach that captured students‘ 
lived experiences, it could not be generalised to medical students since 
its focus was on the general population of adults who were not 
attending any school or university. The lack of generalisation 
prompted the present study to investigate sources and levels of 
distress among medical students using a mixed methods approach to 
allow for the generalisation of the study results. 
 
Further, while studies by Stewart-Brown et al. (2000), Modis et al. 
(2021) and Amass et al. (2022) used quantitative approaches, the fact 
that they focused on non-student populations meant that a more direct 
study focusing on the sources and levels of distress among medical 
students needed to be carried out, hence the present study. The present 
study focused on medical students because their mental well-being, or 
lack of it, may affect the health outcomes of their patients. To 
understand distress emanating from the illness of a member, 
Khandelwal et al. (2020) used a quantitative approach to measure 
distress among adults not going to college or university students. The 
study, like other cited quantitative studies, typically had a weakness of 
failing to capture the lived experiences of students and, as such, the 
study might have failed to provide a full account of students‘ distress 
as told by students themselves. Given the highlighted weaknesses, the 
current mixed methods study sought to determine the relationship 
between the illness of a family member and distress specifically in 
medical college students to get a fuller appreciation of medical 
students‘ distress and to generalise the findings. 
 
DEATH OF A LOVED ONE AND DISTRESS 

While death is inevitable, the death of a family member or any 
significant other is difficult to contend with. Studies such as by Stroebe 
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et al. (2010) and Joaquim et al. (2021) researched the link between the 
death of a loved one and distress among the general population of 
university students and found that the death of a loved one is one of 
the leading causes of distress in students. While buttressing the 
psychological effect of losing a loved one, Joaquim et al. (2021) observe 
that the mixed experience of the loss of a close family or friend, 
especially at the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, could elicit 
negative manifestations of affection, and psychological distress.  In 
examining the impact of losing a loved one, Stroebe, Abakoumkin and 
Stroebe (2010) observe that the intensity of the stress caused by the life 
event depends on the extent to which the perceived demands of the 
situation tax or exceed the individual‘s coping resources, given that 
failure to cope can bring harmful effects. According to Stroebe, 
Abakoumkin and Stroebe (ibid.), the loss of a significant other in the 
last 12 months, especially a partner, leads to discrepancies in areas that 
can broadly be characterised as loss of instrumental support, loss of 
validation support, lack of emotional support and loss of social 
contact. Furthermore, the foregoing study postulates that the loss of a 
spouse is a key contributor to distress levels. This is largely so because 
the extent to which spouses feel supported by their partners is a key 
indicator of marital satisfaction. In addition, the loss of loved ones, like 
a child, a sibling or a mother is, ordinarily speaking, a source of 
distress.  While studies by Stroebe, Abakoumkin and Stroebe (ibid.) 
and Joaquim et al. (2021) focused on general university students and 
found a correlation between personal life events of students and 
distress, the present study sought to establish if medical students 
experienced the same effects as those experienced by the students from 
other faculties.  
 
A study by Corden, Hirst, and Nice (2008) found that the loss of loved 
ones does not cause distress in general, but observed that a lot depends 
on the timing of the interviews after such loss. The timeframe is the 
most critical aspect when determining distress due to the loss of a 
loved one. If interviews on distress are conducted 10 months after the 
loss, the participants might not necessarily show distress. Not only 
does the loss of a loved one predict distress for students, but also 
people whose psychological well-being was relatively secure, as well 
as those already experiencing high levels of distress, were vulnerable 
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to the emotional impact of loss. In a study aimed at understanding the 
effects of the death of a loved one, Laranjeira et al. (2022) found that 
51% of participants in their study faced high susceptibility to sorrow 
and showed a raised need for emotional support, particularly in 
dealing with expressing emotions and feelings. Most bereaved 
individuals adapt to loss, but a significant minority report high levels 
of persistent grief symptoms long after the loss.  The Laranjeira et al. 
(ibid.) study reported that complicated grief manifests in excessive 
rumination, alienation, hopelessness and intrusive thoughts about the 
dead.  
 
Preceding studies like Corden et al. (2008), Joaquim et al. (2021) and 
Laranjeira et al. (2022) appear to suggest that the experience of distress 
because of the loss of a loved one is a subjective experience. The 
foregoing literature review presented mixed and perhaps inconclusive 
findings on the impact of the death of a loved one on distress.  Given 
the inconclusive nature of the preceding findings, the current study, 
therefore, sought to examine the effect death of a loved one had on the 
distress of medical students at two Zimbabwean universities. The 
medical students were chosen in the present study because of the 
clinical nature of their duties that expose them dying patients and 
deaths in the wards. Deaths in the wards may make the medical 
students‘ distress unique when contrasted with students from other 
academic programmes.  For this reason, understanding the impact of 
losing a loved one on a medical student may allow decision-makers to 
allow medical students sufficient time off after losing a loved one, to 
give them enough healing time. Such may help reduce negligence-
related hospital accidents.  
 
MARITAL SEPARATION AND DISTRESS 
In a bid to understand the impact of marital separation on human well-
being, Crabtree and Harris (2020) carried out a study comprising 20 
married male individuals who were non-students. At the time of the 
interviews, these were identified as having separated from their wives. 
According to the study, separation and divorce are not synonymous. 
Marital separation is an understudied phenomenon related to divorce-
related processes and transitions (Crabtree and Harris 2020; O‘Hara et 
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al. (2020). Crabtree and Harris (2020:01) investigated marital separation 
and found that: 

During separation, a couple remains legally married, but their 
relationship is on hold, either legally or informally, due to relationship 
distress. … a socially ambiguous status — not quite married, not quite 
divorced. Treating separated persons as divorcing suggests an 
assumption that separation inevitably and linearly leads to divorce and 
leaves little room to examine different outcomes (e.g., reconciliation, 
long‐term separation), pathways to various outcomes, or unique 
elements of the separation experience. This also implies that marital 
decision‐making happens before separating when it may continue after.  

 
The preceding study concluded that separation is not sustainable and 
that those involved in separation cannot go on indefinitely as the 
doubt of the future is too much to bear. In support of the above 
findings, Wolchik and Sandler (2013) assessed how separation affected 
children and their parents and conclude that one may feel 
overwhelmed by everything that goes on during separation, especially 
when it comes to having to tell one‘s children or parents, friends or 
colleagues about one‘s separation. It also found that having to deal 
with and manage the emotions and reactions, or even the act of 
sharing and distributing the property and other possessions was 
stressful.  While studies by Wolchik and Sandler (ibid.) and Crabtree 
and Harris (2020) focused on adults who were at neither university nor 
college, they however, have important implications for our 
understanding of the role of marital separation in human distress.   
 
Similarly, studies such as by Tong, Chen and Shu (2019) and Reneflot 
et al. (2020) researched the association between marital separation and 
distress using secondary data and found a positive correlation between 
the two variables. The Tong, Chen, and Shu (ibid.) study used 2010, 
2012, and 2014 data from the Chinese Family Panel Studies (CFPS), 
while the Reneflot et al. (2020) study used secondary data from the 
Norwegian Population Register between 2005 and 2015 to conclude 
that marital separation and distress had a positive correlation.  The 
weakness of using secondary data as in the studies by Tong et al. (2019) 
and Reneflot et al. (2020) is that the data used was from China and 
Norway, respectively, hence, may not be relevant in the Zimbabwean 
context, hence the present study. In addition, secondary data used do 
not provide answers to some research questions in the present study, 
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hence the use of the current mixed methods approach that combines 
questionnaires and interview questions, to answer all the questions 
about medical sources and levels of distress among medical students 
in the two newly established medical schools in Zimbabwe. 
 
To measure and explore the relationship between the personal life 
events of medical students and their distress, the following hypothesis 
and research question were formulated. 
 
HYPOTHESIS 
Personal life events are not associated with medical students‘ distress. 
 
RESEARCH QUESTION 
How far is personal life events of medical students linked to distress? 
 
METHOD 
 
PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE 
The study used a sample of 123 medical students chosen from two 
medical schools that were identified as Medical School A and Medical 
School B. The study used a stratified sampling technique, together 
with a simple random technique to select participants from the two 
medical schools. A mixed methods approach was used together with a 
convergent parallel design to understand how the personal life events 
of medical students impacted their distress. The choice of the mixed 
methods approach was meant to quantitatively measure the extent to 
which personal events contributed towards medical students‘ distress, 
while at the same time qualitatively understanding the subjective 
experiences of medical students regarding distress emanating from 
their negative life experiences.  
 
INSTRUMENT  
A structured questionnaire and a semi-structured interview were used 
to collect data from the participants. 
 
REVISED STUDENT-LIFE STRESS INVENTORY (SSI-R) 
Gadzella‘s (2005) revised Student-life Stress Inventory questionnaire 
was used to determine the extent to which personal life events 
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contributed to medical students‘ distress. The scale is a revision of the 
original Student-life Scale Inventory (Gadzella, 1991) which is a 51-
item Likert-type scale. The Revised Student Stress Scale used in the 
present study has 21 items each rated from 1 to 5. On the scale, 1 
means the identified stressor does not affect the student at all. A 5 on 
the scale means the identified stressor affects the student very much. In 
using this scale, researchers list only those areas that are rated 3 and 
above.  This instrument sought to measure students‘ distress across 
two sections: stressors and reaction to stressors.  The scoring for the 
revised student-life stress scale was the summation of the nine 
categories (scores) values (Gadzella et al., 2012).  The total stress score 
was, therefore, the summation of the nine categories.  To interpret the 
SSI-R, it is important to note that those who obtain a score of 84-105, 
indicate having severe stress, those with 63-84, reflect having moderate 
stress and those who obtain a score of 42-63, reflect having mild stress. 
The Revised Student Stress Scale was relevant in the present study 
because of its reliability coefficient of .789. 
 
 SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW 
The interviews were conducted face-to-face with medical students 
with strict adherence to the World Health Organisation (WHO) and 
the Ministry of Health and Child Care protocols on the COVID-19 
pandemic. Fourteen medical students, comprising seven medical 
students from Medical School A and seven from Medical School B, 
were interviewed. The idea to interview a total of 14 medical students 
from both schools was informed by a study carried out by Guest, 
Bunce and Johnson (2006) that states that if you are generating data 
using interviews, about 12 participants should be interviewed as data 
saturates around 12 interviews.  The semi-structured interview was 
considered ideal because it is flexible and it allowed the researchers to 
make follow-up questions and, at the same time, allowed respondents 
to freely express and share their thoughts on particular issues.  
 
ETHICAL APPROVAL  
Permission to conduct the study was obtained from the Medical 
Research Council of Zimbabwe and from the two newly established 
medical schools In Zimbabwe. The individual participants signed 
informed consent forms to indicate their willingness to participate in 
the study. 
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RESULTS  
The researchers employed linear regression and analysis of variance to 
establish the association between personal life events and medical 
student distress and explain the amount of the variance in distress. 
Table 1 shows the findings. 
 
QUANTITATIVE RESULTS ON HOW FAR MEDICAL STUDENTS’ PERSONAL 

LIFE EVENTS LINK WITH DISTRESS 
 
Table 1: The relationship between Personal Life Events and Medical 
Student Distress 
ANOVAa 
Model Sum of Squares Df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 Regression 1.005 1 1.005 4.876 .033b 

Residual 8.654 42 .206   

Total 9.659 43    

a. Dependent Variable: Stress 
b. Predictors: (Constant), personal life events 

 
Coefficients 

Model 

Unstandardised 
Coefficients 

Standardised 
Coefficients 

T Sig. 

95.0% Confidence 
Interval for B 

B Std. Error Beta 
Lower 
Bound 

Upper 
Bound 

1 (Constant) 1.795 .292  6.156 .000 1.206 2.383 

Personal 
life events 

.259 .117 .323 2.208 .033 .022 .495 

a. Dependent Variable: Stress 

 
The study hypothesised that personal events are not associated with 
medical students‘ distress. Table 1 reveals that there is a significant 
positive association between students‘ exposure to student personal 
life events and distress. Personal life events had a significant positive 
association with distress and explained a significant amount of 
variance in distress (F = 5.545, p = .020, R2 = .050, R2

adjusted = .045). Table 
1 shows that 4.5% of the variability in distress of medical students is a 
result of personal life events experienced by medical students. The 
regression coefficient (Beta = .323, p = .20<.05) suggested that a unit 
increase in life events of medical students results in an increase in 
medical students‘ distress by .323 points. 
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QUALITATIVE RESULTS ON HOW FAR MEDICAL STUDENTS’ PERSONAL LIFE 

EVENTS LINK WITH DISTRESS 

Most of the medical students indicated that personal life problems, 
such as losing a loved one, constituted another source of distress. Some 
students indicated that they experienced adjustment problems owing 
to losing loved ones such as a sibling, a parent or a guardian, while a 
few others mentioned that they had not experienced such life 
problems.  The following verbal quotes illustrate the above:   
 

Losing a loved one is a big problem because it can tear a person down. After all, 
they take long to accept the fact that someone is gone and is not coming back. 
This can cause a fall in academic performance; sometimes-suicidal thoughts can 
arise (Sithabile). 
 
Losing a loved one is a great setback as it brings sadness and worry and this 
affects reading. When death strikes, you keep thinking about it as if it has just 
happened. This experience brings other negative feelings such anxiety and 
depression. In some instances, you feel so weak and develop suicidal tendencies 
because of the pain (Amukela). 
 
Fortunately, I have so far not lost any close members of my family. I have seen 
how distressing it is for my friends who have gone through that sad chapter in 
life while at medical school (Nkanyiso). 
 
While I have heard and seen fellow students showing signs of distress after 
losing loved ones, I am yet to experience such since I commenced my programme 
(Sibusisiwe). 

 
Adjustment problems were cited as a major stressor in some medical 
problems. The next section presents results for research sub-question 
four that focused on the relationship between finance and medical 
students‘ distress.  
 
DISCUSSION  

The study hypothesised that medical students‘ events are not linked to 
their distress. The findings are discussed under the theme of the death 
of a loved one and distress. Other personal life events like pregnancy, 
marital separation and gain of a new family member, did not have a 
significant impact on the medical students‘ distress. 
 
The study found that the death of a loved one had a positive 
correlation with distress.  The finding in the present study that the 
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death of a loved one causes distress confirms findings by Gungor et al. 
(2021), Joaquim et al. (2021), and Torres-Chavez et al. (2022), that found 
that personal life events such as such death of a loved one contributed 
much to the general population of university students. It emerged 
from the present study that grief feelings cause an individual to lose 
concentration on their activities and focus on their loss. The grieving 
process, if not supported, can cause a decline in academic 
performance, thereby further increasing students‘ distress. The finding 
that the death of a loved one causes distress dovetails with findings by 
Laranjeira et al. (2022) who reveal in their study of general university 
students that the death of a loved one leads to complicated grief that 
manifests in excessive rumination, alienation, hopelessness and 
intrusive thoughts about the dead. Distress emanating from losing a 
loved one was linked to the nature of the relationship with the lost 
relative.  The death of a parent has long been linked to more distress 
compared to any other death that might occur in the family.  
 
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The study sought to establish the link between the personal life events 
of medical students and distress. It concluded that while the personal 
life events of medical students contribute to their distress, not all life 
events have a distressing effect on medical students. Only the death of 
a loved one seemed to distress medical students. Other life events, 
such as pregnancy, that affect only female students, and other life 
events like gaining a new family member and change of health, did not 
have significant contributions towards medical students. Given the 
foregoing, the study recommends medical college-specific policies on 
mental health to buffer students from the negative effects of distress. 
Further, the study recommends peer-to-peer counselling programmes 
at medical schools to complement the already existing counselling 
services offered by universities through Student Affairs Offices and 
Psychology Departments.   
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