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Abstract

Poorly managed stress can be detrimental to health. However, exercise, relaxation, and sleep are important strategies
that can be adopted to manage stress and prevent its negative health consequences. This study investigated attitudes
toward exercise, relaxation, and sleep as stress management strategies among undergraduates. A total of three hun-
dred and fifty-five (355) undergraduates from the University of Nigeria participated in the cross-sectional study. The
instrument used for data collection was a researcher-designed questionnaire developed based on reviewed related
literature (Carver, 1997; Smith, 2002). The reliability of the instrument was confirmed with Cronbach's alpha coefficients
of 0.8. The major findings showed that undergraduates of University of Nigeria Nsukka had a positive attitude (X=3.43,
SD=0.52) towards exercise (X=0.72, SD=0.93), relaxation (X=3.95, SD=0.55) and sleep (X=3.47, SD=0.78) for managing
stress. The results also revealed that there was no significant difference in the attitude towards exercise, relaxation
and sleep based on gender (t=-1.487, P=0.138). Exercise (t=0.929, P=0.353), relaxation (t=-4.057, P=0.000) and sleep
(t=-0.619, P=0.536), and age (t=1.115, P=0.326). Exercise (t=0.621, P=0.535), relaxation (t=1.414, P=0.158) and sleep
(t=0.014, P=0.989). The study concluded that undergraduates have a positive attitude towards exercise, relaxation, and
sleep as stress management strategies among university undergraduates. Furthermore, the study concluded that fe-
males showed more favourable attitudes toward relaxation as a stress management strategy compared to males.
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Introduction (Cohen et al., 2019). As such, the importance of developing
effective coping strategies for stress management among un-
dergraduate students cannot be overstated. Among the many
approaches to managing stress, lifestyle behaviours such as
adequate sleep, relaxation techniques, and regular exercise are
recognised as effective and sustainable strategies (American
College Health Association [ACHA], 2020).

Exercise has been widely documented as a beneficial tool
in stress reduction. Exercise is known to reduce levels of corti-

University life is often characterised by high academ-
ic demands, social adjustments, and personal development
challenges, all of which can lead to significant stress among
students (Fentahun et al., 2025). Stress is a state of worry or
mental tension caused by a difficult situation (World Health
Organisation [WHO], 2023). Although stress is a normal part
of life and can even be motivating in certain contexts (Roboth-
am & Julian, 2006), high levels of stress pose a threat to health
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sol, the body's primary stress hormone, while stimulating the
production of endorphins, neurotransmitters that improve
mood and promote a sense of well-being (Salmon, 2001).
Regular participation in moderate to vigorous exercise has
been associated with lower levels of perceived stress among
university students (Nguyen-Michel et al., 2006). However,
the extent to which students perceive and utilise exercise as a
stress management tool can be influenced by individual atti-
tudes, awareness, and access to resources.

Furthermore, relaxation practices, including mindfulness,
meditation, breathing techniques, and progressive muscle relax-
ation, are increasingly recognised as effective in reducing psy-
chological distress and enhancing mental clarity (Grossman et
al., 2004). These techniques work by activating the parasympa-
thetic nervous system, which counters the body's stress response
and helps induce a state of calm. Despite their documented ben-
efits, relaxation strategies are often underutilised by students,
possibly due to a lack of knowledge or perceived difficulty in
maintaining consistency (de Vibe et al.,, 2013).

Sleep, an essential component of overall health, also
plays a critical role in stress regulation (Lund et al., 2010).
Poor sleep quality and insufficient sleep duration have been
consistently linked with increased stress, anxiety, and de-
pression in student populations (Lund et al., 2010). A good
nights sleep helps regulate emotional reactivity and cognitive
function, which are vital for managing academic and social
pressures (Fentahun et al., 2025). Nevertheless, many students
compromise sleep in favour of academic demands or social
activities, thereby exacerbating stress levels.

Recent research (Fentahun et al., 2025; Liu et al. 2025)
highlights the importance of health behaviours such as exer-
cise, sleep, and relaxation in stress management among uni-
versity students. A systematic review and meta-analysis (Liu
et al,, 2025) demonstrated that physical exercise interventions
significantly improve university students’ mental health out-
comes, including reductions in stress, anxiety, and depression,
while enhancing wellbeing and sleep quality; aerobics, resis-
tance, and high-intensity exercises showed notable benefits
when performed regularly over extended periods. Another
Chinese cross-sectional study (Xu et al., 2025) found that
higher levels of physical activity were associated with better
sleep quality among university students, mediated by reduc-
tions in rumination and depression, suggesting that exercise
helps regulate psychological processes that contribute to
sleep disturbances in stressed students. Furthermore, recent
work has identified significant associations between students’
well-being, sleep patterns, sport participation, and perceived
stress, with better sleep and higher physical activity levels
linked to improved well-being and lower stress.

Rationale of the study

Despite growing evidence that physical exercise and re-
laxation practices can mitigate stress and improve sleep qual-
ity in university populations, few studies concurrently assess
students’ attitudes toward these stress management strategies
alongside self-reported use and perceived effectiveness. Most
existing work focuses on behavioural outcomes or interven-
tion effects rather than on attitudinal constructs such as the
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value students place on exercise, relaxation, and sleep for cop-
ing with stress. Additionally, research tends to examine these
coping mechanisms in isolation rather than as an integrated
set of stress management strategies.

In Nigeria, stress among university students is a growing
concern, particularly as institutional and societal pressures
mount. A study by Eze and Eze (2016) found that many Nige-
rian undergraduates experience high levels of stress due to ac-
ademic workloads, financial concerns, and future uncertain-
ties. However, little research has specifically examined how
Nigerian students perceive and engage in health-promoting
behaviours like exercise, relaxation, and sleep for managing
stress. Understanding these attitudes is essential for devel-
oping targeted interventions to promote holistic well-being
among students.

This study, therefore, investigated the attitudes of un-
dergraduate students at the University of Nigeria, Nsukka,
toward exercise, relaxation, and sleep as strategies for man-
aging stress based on demographic variables of age, gender
and marital status. We hypothesised that there is no signif-
icant difference in attitudes towards exercise, relaxation and
sleep as stress management strategies based on gender, age
and marital status.

Methods
Study design and setting

A cross-sectional study was conducted between May and
July 2024 at the University of Nigeria, Nsukka, a large federal
public university located in Enugu State, southeastern Nige-
ria. The university hosts a diverse undergraduate population
drawn from various academic disciplines, making it an ap-
propriate setting for examining stress management attitudes
among undergraduates.

Participants

The participants comprised undergraduates from differ-
ent academic departments. The participants were undergrad-
uate students drawn from various academic departments. The
sample comprised 181 males and 174 females. With respect
to age distribution, 303 participants were aged 16-24 years,
while 52 participants were aged 25-34 years. Participants
were adequately informed about the aims and procedures of
the study, and written informed consent was obtained from all
participants before data collection.

Sampling strategy

A sample size of 355 respondents participated in the
study. A multistage sampling technique was used in this study.
In the first stage, simple random sampling (balloting without
replacement) was used to select seven faculties from the nine
faculties at the University of Nigeria, Nsukka. In the second
stage, three departments were randomly selected from each
of the seven selected faculties, also using simple random sam-
pling by balloting without replacement, resulting in a total of
21 departments. In the third stage, 18 undergraduate students
were recruited from each of the 21 selected departments us-
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ing a convenience sampling technique, based on availability
and willingness to participate. This procedure yielded a total
of 378 undergraduates. After data collection and cleaning, 355
questionnaires, which represent 94 per cent of the sample,
were duly completed and therefore used for analysis.

Measures

Data was collected using a researcher-designed ques-
tionnaire developed based on information from reviewed re-
lated literature (Carver, 1997; Smith, 2002). The questionnaire
was made up of four sections. Section A contained three (3)
items which elicited information on the socio-demographic
variables (age, gender and marital status). Section B consisted
of five (5) items, which sought information on the attitude to-
wards exercise. Section C consisted of seven (7) items, which
sought information on the attitude towards relaxation. Section
D consisted of four (4) items, which sought information on
the attitude towards sleep. The questions were assigned a four-
point Likert response format of Strongly Agreed (4 points),
'Agree (3 points)', ' Disagree (2 points)', and 'Strongly Disagree
(1 point) (Boone & Boone, 2012). Mean and standard devia-
tion were used for analysing the Likert scale questions, which
measured attitude. Mean scores from 2.5 and above were rat-
ed as a positive attitude, while a score below 2.5 was rated as a
negative attitude.

To examine the face and content validity, the question-
naire was given to a professional board of five experts on the
subject (medical and public health sciences, human kinetics
and sports studies) and an expert in methodology. After col-
lecting the opinions of these experts, possible modifications
were made.

To determine the reliability of the questionnaire, Cron-
bach's alpha was adopted. This yielded a score of 0.82. The cut-
off point for the calculations was 0.70.

Data collection procedure

This study was approved by the Research Ethics Com-
mittee of the Faculty of Education, University of Nigeria,
Nsukka (Ethical Clearance Code; UNN/FE/REC24/092), and
was conducted in compliance with the Ethical Principles of
the World Medical Association Declaration of Helsinki for
medical research involving human subjects (World Medical
Association, 2013).

To facilitate data collection, the research team met with
the Heads of Departments of the several departments selected
for the study to ask for their consent to study their subjects to
secure the respondents' cooperation. Following agreement with
the department Heads, the students gave their informed con-
sent verbally after being briefed on the procedure and timing
of the data collection. Additionally, the research team informed
the participants of the study's goals and gave them assurances
regarding the confidentiality of their personal information.

Ten research assistants aided in the data collection. These
assistants were undergraduate students from various depart-
ments at the University of Nigeria, Nsukka—an approach
intended to encourage cooperation from the respondents. A
total of 378 questionnaires were distributed to the respon-
dents by the researcher and the assistants. However, 355 had
complete data and were included in the subsequent analyses.

Data analysis

Data were analysed using the Statistical Package for the So-
cial Sciences (SPSS, Version 25; IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA).

The null hypotheses were tested using an independent
t-test and One-way ANOVA. The Independent T test was
used to compare male and female attitudes towards exercise,
relaxation and sleep as stress management. The Independent
T test was also used to compare attitudes based on age. While
One-way ANOVA was used to compare singles, married and
separated participants’ attitudes towards exercise, relaxation
and sleep as stress management. The entire null hypotheses
were tested at a 0.05 level of significance. All tests were 2-tailed,
and probability values less than or equal to 0.05 (p<0.05) were
considered significant. We also conducted Scheffe Post Hoc
Analysis of Group Mean Difference to compare the mean dif-
ference between single, married and separated undergraduates
and their attitude towards using sleep as a stress coping strategy.

Results

The undergraduates reported an overall positive attitude
toward exercise, relaxation, and sleep as stress management
strategies (X=3.43, SD=0.52). Specifically, attitudes toward
exercise were moderate (X=2.72, SD=0.93), while attitudes
toward relaxation (X=3.95, SD=0.55) and sleep (X=3.47,
SD=0.78) were more positive (Table 1).

Table 1. Attitude towards exercise, relaxation and sleep as stress management
among undergraduates of University of Nigeria Nsukka (n=355)

S/N Items M SD Decision
Exercise
1 Whenever | feel stressed out, | mostly exercise 2.69 1.33 PA
2 Engaging in weightlifting to get relief from stress 2.38 1.21 NA
3 Participating in outdoor games when | feel stressed or anxious 3.16 1.32 PA
4 Swimming so as to manage stress 2.65 1.29 PA
5  Cycling to get relief when confronted with a stressful situation 272 1.24 PA
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(continued from previous page)
Table 1. Attitude towards exercise, relaxation and sleep as stress management
among undergraduates of University of Nigeria Nsukka (n=355)

S/N Items M SD Decision
Relaxation
6 Taking a deep breath whenever I'm under pressure 4.41 0.78 PA
7 Isolating into a peaceful state when feeling threatened 4.23 0.92 PA
8 Having a warm bath is stress relieving for me 3.87 1.10 PA
9 Casting my mind on a pleasant event when stressed 3.92 1.08 PA
10  Meditating whenever | experience stress 3.63 1.09 PA
11  Getting a massage when stressed 3.23 1.24 PA
12  Listening to music when stressed 434 092 PA
Sleep
13  Sleeping often whenever stressed or anxious 4.13 1.10 PA
14  Sleeping more when nervous or under pressure 3.48 1.28 PA
15  Staying awake all night thinking about stressful events 2.76 1.36 PA
16  Sleeping up to eight hours is stress relieving 3.52 1.38 PA
Overall Attitude 3.43 0.52 PA

Positive attitude towards exercise, relaxation and sleep for managing stress = )?iz. 50
Negative attitude towards exercise, relaxation and sleep for managing stress = X<2.50

There was no significant difference in attitudes toward ~ was a significant difference in attitudes toward relaxation
exercise (t=-1.487, p=0.138) and sleep (t=-1.487, p=0.138)  based on gender (t=-4.057, p<0.001), with male students
based on gender, although male students scored slightly — showing more positive attitudes toward relaxation than fe-
higher than female students in both cases. In contrast, there =~ male students (Table 2).

Table 2. Summary of t-test analysis showing the difference in attitude towards exercise, re-
laxation and sleep as Stress Management among Undergraduates of University of Nigeria,
Nsukka Enugu State based on Gender (n=355)

Male Female
Variable t P Cohen's d
Mean SD Mean SD
Exercise 2.77 0.94 2.67 0.93 0.929 0.353 0.11
Relaxation 3.83 0.58 4.06 0.50 -4.057 0.000 -0.43
Sleep 3.45 0.75 3.50 0.80 -0.619 0.536 -0.06
Overall Attitude 3.39 0.53 3.48 0.51 -1.487 0.138 -0.17

Note. NS = Not Significant; S = Significant; SE = Standard Error; Cl = Confidence Interval

Regarding age, there were no significant differences  higher mean scores for exercise and sleep than those aged
in attitudes toward exercise, relaxation, or sleep (t=1.115, 25-34 years (Table 3).
p=0.326), though students aged 16-24 years had slightly
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Table 3. Summary of t-test analysis showing the difference in attitude towards Exercise,
Relaxation and Sleep as stress management among Undergraduates of University of Nigeria,
Nsukka Enugu State based on age (n=355)

Younger (16—24 y)

Older (25-34y)

Variable t P Cohen's d
Mean SD Mean SD

Exercise 2.73 0.93 2.65 0.99 0.621 0.535 0.08

Relaxation 3.96 0.57 3.85 0.45 1.414 0.153 0.21

Sleep 3.47 0.76 3.47 0.88 0.014 0.989 0.00

Overall Attitude 3.45 0.53 3.37 0.49 0.984 0.326 0.16

Note. NS = Not Significant; SE = Standard Error; Cl = Confidence Interval

Analysis by marital status indicated no significant dif-
ferences in attitudes toward exercise (F=1.556, p=0.212) and
relaxation (F=1.556, p=0.212). However, there was a signifi-
cant difference in attitudes toward sleep as a stress manage-

ment strategy (F=4.279, p=0.015), with married students
reporting the most positive attitudes, followed by separated
students, and single students reporting the least positive at-
titudes (Table 4).

Table 4. One-way ANOVA testing the difference in attitude towards exercise,
relaxation and sleep as stress management among undergraduates of University of
Nigeria, Nsukka based on marital status (n=355)

Married Separated Single Post-
Variable F P
Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD hoc
Exercise 3.20 0.98 2.63 0.83 2.70 0.93 1.802 0.167 NS
Relaxation 3.84 0.66 4.14 0.45 3.95 0.55 0.641 0.527 NS
Sleep 3.46 0.76 3.04 1.22 3.46 0.76 4.279 0.015 NS
Overall Attitude 3.43 0.52 3.38 0.60 3.43 0.52 1.556 0.212 NS

Note. NS = Not Significant; S = Significant at p<0.05

Post hoc comparisons confirmed that single students
had significantly lower mean scores for sleep compared with
married students, whereas married students had significantly

more positive attitudes than separated students. There was no
significant difference between single and separated students
in their attitudes toward sleep (Table 5).

Table 5. Scheffe Post Hoc analysis of group mean difference based on
attitude towards exercise, relaxation and sleep as stress management among
undergraduates of University of Nigeria, Nsukka (n=355)

(1) Marital (J) Marital  Mean Difference (I-J) SE p 95% Cl Lower  95% Cl Upper
Single Married -0.560 0.217 0.037 -1.094 -0.259
Single Separated 0.417 0.317 0.420 -0.361 1.196
Married Single 0.560 0.217 0.037 0.026 1.094
Married Separated 0.978 0.379 0.037 0.045 1.910
Separated Single -0.417 0.317 0.420 -1.196 0.361
Separated Married -0.978 0.379 0.037 -1.910 -0.045

The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level

Discussion

The findings of our study indicate that undergraduates
at the University of Nigeria, Nsukka, generally hold positive
attitudes toward exercise, relaxation, and sleep as strategies
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for managing stress (X=3.43, SD=0.52). Among the three
strategies, attitudes toward relaxation were the most positive
(X=3.95, SD=0.55), followed by sleep (X=3.47, SD=0.78),
while attitudes toward exercise were moderate (X=2.72,
SD=0.93). These findings suggest that students may prefer
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stress management strategies that are immediately accessible,
require less physical exertion, and can be integrated easily into
daily routines.

The high preference for relaxation techniques aligns
with previous research (Sharma et al., 2015) indicating that
strategies such as deep breathing, mindfulness, and leisure
activities are widely accepted among university students due
to their calming effects and ease of practice (Sharma et al,,
2015). Relaxation can reduce sympathetic nervous system ac-
tivity, lower cortisol levels, and enhance emotional regulation,
providing immediate stress relief (Khoury et al., 2015; Tang
et al., 2007). The moderately high rating for sleep found in
our study is consistent with literature emphasizing its role in
psychological recovery, cognitive functioning, and emotional
regulation (Pilcher & Huffcutt, 1996; Walker, 2017). Adequate
sleep has been shown to improve attention, mood, and resil-
ience to stress, which may explain why students recognize it as
an effective coping strategy.

Conversely, exercise received the lowest mean score,
indicating a relatively less positive attitude toward physical
activity for stress management. This contrasts with abundant
evidence demonstrating the benefits of exercise for reducing
stress, anxiety, and depressive symptoms (Biddle & Asare,
2011; Salmon, 2001; Sharma et al., 2006). The lower enthusi-
asm for exercise in this sample may reflect perceived barriers
such as time constraints, physical fatigue, or lack of accessi-
ble facilities (Saxena et al., 2015). Cultural and environmental
factors, including academic workload and campus infrastruc-
ture, may also influence students’ willingness to engage in
physical activity as a coping mechanism.

Regarding gender differences, our study found no sig-
nificant differences in attitudes toward exercise and sleep.
However, there was a significant difference in attitudes toward
relaxation, with male students demonstrating more positive at-
titudes than female students. Interestingly, this contrasts with
some studies suggesting that females are generally more likely
to engage in psychological coping strategies, including relax-
ation and social support (Matud, 2004; Tamres et al., 2002).
This discrepancy could be explained by cultural or contextu-
al factors specific to the study population, such as gendered
perceptions of stress management or differential exposure to
relaxation-promoting activities. It may also reflect variations
in stressor types experienced by male and female students,
with males potentially adopting relaxation techniques more
actively to cope with academic or social pressures.

Age did not significantly influence attitudes toward any
of the stress management strategies. This finding suggests
that within the undergraduate population, stress-coping atti-
tudes may be relatively stable across the typical age range of
16-34 years. This aligns with previous research by Eze and Eze
(2016) indicating that coping preferences in young adults are
more strongly influenced by individual personality traits, sit-
uational demands, and perceived efficacy of strategies rather
than chronological age (Eze & Eze, 2016; Folkman & Mos-
kowitz, 2004).

Marital status significantly influenced attitudes toward
sleep, with married students reporting the most positive at-
titudes, followed by separated students, and single students
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reporting the least positive attitudes. This may be due to
structured routines and shared responsibilities in married life,
which encourage regular sleep patterns and reinforce the val-
ue of restorative behaviors (Troxel et al.,, 2007). In contrast,
single students may experience more irregular schedules or
heightened academic and social stress, reducing attention to
sleep as a coping mechanism. Separated students’ lower scores
may reflect relational stress or emotional instability impacting
sleep quality (Meijer, 2008; Troxel et al., 2007).

The findings of this study may also be influenced by
environmental and cultural factors specific to the Nigerian
context. For instance, high academic workload, limited recre-
ational facilities, and cultural norms surrounding exercise and
leisure may shape students’ attitudes toward various coping
strategies. The preference for relaxation and sleep over exer-
cise may also be related to perceived convenience, immediate
effectiveness, and personal enjoyment, which are known to
predict engagement in coping behaviors (Schunk & DiBen-
edetto, 2020).

Our study has several strengths, including its broad fo-
cus on multiple stress management strategies, the inclusion of
demographic comparisons, and the use of a large, diverse un-
dergraduate sample, enhancing the reliability of its findings.
However, limitations include the use of self-reported data,
which may be subject to social desirability bias, the single-in-
stitution sample, limiting generalizability, and the cross-sec-
tional design, which precludes causal inference. Future re-
search should consider longitudinal or multi-institutional
designs, as well as qualitative methods to explore underlying
motivations and barriers influencing students’ attitudes. Inter-
vention-based studies could further promote positive coping
strategies, particularly in areas where attitudes toward certain
strategies, such as exercise, are less favourable.

Conclusion

Overall, the results of this study suggest that undergrad-
uates at the University of Nigeria, Nsukka, hold generally
positive attitudes toward exercise, relaxation, and sleep as ef-
fective strategies for managing stress. However, notable varia-
tions exist based on demographic factors, particularly gender
and marital status, with females showing more favourable atti-
tudes toward relaxation, and married students demonstrating
more positive attitudes toward sleep compared to their single
or separated peers. These findings highlight the importance
of understanding how personal characteristics influence cop-
ing preferences, which can inform the development of more
targeted and effective stress management interventions. To
enhance their impact, such interventions should be accessible
and tailored to address the unique needs of different student
groups. By promoting balanced and sustainable coping strate-
gies across diverse populations, universities can play a critical
role in improving students’ mental health, academic perfor-
mance, and overall well-being.
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