
The Effect of Self-Care on College Students’ Stress Levels

College courses require extensive hours of studying outside 
of the classroom which can cause extremely high levels of 
stress in college students. Most college students have a job(s) 
and other commitments that compete for their time. Due to 
these busy schedules, there is little time for activities that 
decrease stress levels, like self-care (Martin, 2021).  Self-care is 
especially important when one is going through a stressful 
and busy time, but that is when people usually make less time 
for it (Martin, 2021). There are still people who do not know 
what self-care is and there are many who do not practice it 
routinely (Martin, 2021). This study examines the effects of 
self-care practices on stress levels in college students. In this 
study, students who were encouraged to implement self-care 
practices were compared to students who were not, and how 
their stress levels changed throughout the semester were 
measured. Survey responses were collected from students in 
different PAL courses, including  BIO 121,  MATH 12, 
MATH 29, and MATH 32. When compared to a control 
group, students in treatment groups who did not previously 
practice self care indicated experiencing decreased levels of 
stress.
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Figure 1. Bar graph showing the comparison of stress levels for students who practiced self
care vs. those who did not. Of the students who practiced self care (n=96), 79.17% felt
stressed. Of the students who did not practice self care (n+33), 84.85% felt stressed.
(Students that felt “fairly stressed” to “very stressed” were counted as students who felt
“stressed”)

Our results indicate when students practice self-care, they 
tend to feel slightly less stressed than those who do not 
practice self care. It is well documented that students 
experience elevated stress levels, so it is beneficial to see that 
self-care can aid with that. This information could provide 
insight to students and potentially influence what they decide 
to dedicate their time to. As with every study, this one has 
limitations. Notably, our data was collected over the course of 
nine weeks and our results come from a small sample of the 
student population of Sacramento State University 
(n=32,293). In addition, our surveys did not receive enough 
responses for us to conduct a reliable chi-squared test. This led 
to a lot of the data from our surveys going unused. It also 
altered our plan for data analysis and resulted in our inability 
to determine the significance of our data.  Because of this 
change, we were unable to analyze differences between the 
control and experimental groups as planned. Additional 
testing should be done over a longer period of time and with a 
larger sample size for more accurate results. The larger sample 
size should also eliminate the problem we had in obtaining 
enough responses to conduct a chi-squared test. We would 
also recommend conducting this survey by asking less 
questions, administering only one type of survey (instead of 
3), and ensuring that the questions are easy to understand by 
utilizing the opinions of a focus group. It is also possible that 
self-care itself did not affect students’ stress levels, but that 
their stress levels were unusually high or low due to other 
factors. For example, if a student had multiple exams in one 
week and practiced self care, they might still feel stressed, even 
if the self-care did help reduce their stress levels. These 
potential effects can be explored further by conducting more 
research.

In this study, we defined any activity that sparked joy to be 
considered self-care, and what “sparked joy” was determined 
by each student individually. The study was conducted in six 
PAL sections at CSU Sacramento, specifically for Molecular 
Cell Biology (BIO 121), Algebra for College Students (Math 
12), Precalculus (Math 29), and Calculus III (Math 32) PAL 
sections. To measure students’ reduction in stress levels via 
self-care habits, we administered two initial surveys at the 
beginning of the semester. The first was to understand their 
starting stress levels, and the second to assess any self-care 
habits they already had. After the initial surveys were 
administered, the PAL facilitators conducted weekly 5-
minute conversations about ways to implement self-care and 
their own personal self-care habits. Out of the six 
participating class sections, three acted as the control group 
(“Group B”), and the other three acted as the experimental 
group (“Group A”). The classes that acted as controls took 
both the initial and the weekly quizzes, however their PAL 
facilitator did not hold the weekly conversations about self-
care. Importantly, the control groups were not encouraged 
nor discouraged to practice self-care, but were simply asked 
to complete the survey. In the last week of our study, 
students took a final survey which was made up of the exact 
same questions as the initial survey. 
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