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ABSTRACT
Aim and Objectives
The purpose of this dissertation is to critically explore the association of sleep quality, stress and academic performance of undergraduate nursing students. Specifically, it sought to review the literature on sleep quality, examine the relationship between sleep quality and academic performance, and evaluate the impact of stress levels on academic performance among this student group.
Background
Good quality sleep is essential for optimal cognitive performance and well-being, yet poor sleep is common among nursing students due to high academic and clinical demands. Stress also plays a significant role, potentially impacting on academic performance. While this is an emerging field of study, often these factors are looked at in isolation.
Methods
This research used secondary design, with a structured literature review to summarise data from peer-reviewed literature between 2015 and 2026. The data were sourced from databases such as PubMed, CINAHL and Google Scholar. The data were analysed through thematic analysis to explore the relationships and patterns in the literature.
Main findings
The analysis showed a correlation between poor sleep quality, stress and academic performance in nursing students. There appears to be a reciprocal link between stress and sleep quality, where stress disrupts sleep and poor sleep contributes to stress, leading to decreased academic performance.
Conclusions
In conclusion, sleep and stress are key and interrelated factors affecting student performance. Interventions and support strategies are crucial to enhance student well-being and academic performance.
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[bookmark: _Toc228113479]CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
[bookmark: _Toc228113480]Definition of main concepts of the study
Sleep quality refers to an individual’s overall satisfaction with sleep, including aspects such as sleep duration, sleep latency, sleep disturbances, and daytime dysfunction. It is usually measured with validated instruments like the Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index (PSQI) that offers a detailed assessment of subjective and objective experiences with sleep (Buysse et al., 1989). Good sleep quality is linked to the best cognitive functioning, emotional regulation, and physical health, and poor sleep quality has been linked to fatigue, poor concentration, and poor academic performance.
The concept of stress as applied in the current research is a psychological and physiological reaction to perceived academic and environmental pressures that are beyond coping capacity of an individual. Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) is a widely used contemporary scale which measures the level at which people evaluate scenarios in their life as stressful (Cohen et al., 1983). Academic workload, clinical placements, and emotional exposure to patient care are some of the factors that tend to cause stress among nursing students, and this can have a detrimental impact on well-being and learning outcomes.
Academic performance is defined as the level at which a learner successfully meets the objectives of the educational program, which is usually gauged by factors like Grade Point Average (GPA), examination performance and coursework performance (Suleiman et al., 2024). Academic performance in this study is operationalised using GPA as it offers a standardised and measurable measure of student performance. Several factors affect academic performance and they are cognitive ability, motivation, mental health, and lifestyle such as sleep. 
Nursing students refer to persons undertaking undergraduate nursing courses and are in the process of both theoretical and practical training with a view to becoming professional healthcare workers. This population is especially pertinent to the research because of the particular set of experiences of academic pressure and clinical duties that this group faces, which can affect their sleeping behaviors, stress levels, and academic performance.
[bookmark: _Toc228113481]Rationale of the study
The research is significant because it explores the increasing problem of unsatisfactory sleep quality and high levels of stress among undergraduate nursing students, which have been repeatedly associated with negative outcomes in academic achievement and well-being. Aryuwat et al. (2024) confirm that nursing programmes are high-stress occupations by nature as they combine both theoretical training and clinical placements, which are frequently characterised by high-workload, irregular working hours, and high psychological stress. Sleep quality is an essential aspect of general health and cognitive performance, but has often been compromised in university students, especially in nursing programmes. According to Yusuf et al. (2025), poor sleep quality is very common in this population and according to the globe estimates, between 45.7% of nursing students have poor sleep quality. Sleep deprivation has been revealed to have negative effects on attention, memory consolidation, and executive functioning all of which are key to academic success (Jalali et al., 2020). These mental activities play a vital role in the nursing education to bridge the gap between the theoretical and clinical aspects of knowledge. Research also indicates that a short sleep duration and poor sleep quality correlates with low academic achievement, high levels of daytime sleepiness, and poor concentration (Hassan, 2025). Consequently, sleep problems in nursing students are a major issue of academic performance and subsequent professional competence.
Another key issue that can significantly impact sleep quality and academic performance in nursing students is stress. Nursing programmes are widely known to be demanding due to academic assignments, clinical placements, and emotional exposure to patient care settings (Jalali et al., 2020). Studies have demonstrated that a significant percentage of students enrolled in nursing experience moderate to high levels of stress and that prevalence rates of up to more than 60% are present in certain groups (Ullah et al., 2025). High levels of stress have been associated with worse sleep quality, and there have been strong connections between perceived stress and sleep disturbances. The interplay between stress and sleep is mutual, where stress may negatively affect sleep quality and poor sleep, in its turn, may increase stress levels. Lowered concentration, impaired memory, and diminished motivation have also been linked to chronic stress and this affects the outcome of learning adversely (Yusuf et al., 2025). This interplay between psychological and physiological aspects of student performance is extremely complex and emphasises the cyclical nature of the relationship between these factors.
Sleep quality and stress levels have been shown to impact academic performance of nursing students, and many studies have shown that the variables are significantly related. There is empirical evidence indicating that students who sleep poorly perform poorly in school than those who sleep well (Jalal et al., 2020). In the same vein, an increase in stress has been linked to poor academic performance and grade point averages (GPA) (Al-Roomy, 2026). For example, literature has documented statistically significant associations of sleep quality and academic performance and stress and academic performance, which support the idea that both measures are critical factors contributing to student achievement (Al-Roomy, 2026). These results indicate that by increasing the quality of sleep and stress management, cognitive performance, academic performance, and overall well-being in nursing students can be improved. It is thus necessary to understand these relationships in order to respond to the issues in nursing education and in order to support the success of students.
[bookmark: _Toc228113482]Aim of the study
The study aims to critically and synthesise the available literature on the relationships existing between the quality of sleep and stress levels and academic performance among the undergraduate nursing students.
[bookmark: _Toc228113483]Objectives of the study
1. To investigate the current literature on the topic of sleep quality among undergraduate nursing students. 
2. To examine the correlation between sleep quality and academic performance. 
3. To assess the relationship between stress levels and academic performance of nursing students. 
[bookmark: _Toc228113484]Structure of the dissertation
This dissertation is structured into five major chapters where each chapter deals with a particular aspect of the research topic. Chapter 1 gives an introduction to the study, gives a background of the study, the important concepts, the rationale, the aim, the objectives, and the research question.  Chapter 2 gives the background of the study, the historical and theoretical underpinnings of the study related to sleep, stress and academic performance. Chapter 3 describes the methodology that will be used in this study. It outlines research design, data collection techniques, method of data analysis, and ethical considerations. The results and discussion of the study is presented in chapter 4. It discusses the main findings based on the chosen literature and critically evaluates the findings against the prior studies. Chapter 5 provides the final conclusions and recommendations of the study, summarises the key findings, discusses their implications for practice and future research, and offers evidence-based recommendations aimed at improving student well-being and academic outcomes.






[bookmark: _Toc228113485]CHAPTER 2: BACKGROUND
[bookmark: _Toc228113486]Historical background 
The research into the study of sleep and its effects on cognitive functioning has evolved significantly over the years, moving away to early physiological views to more broad behavioural and educational views. Preliminary studies had determined that sleep is a core part of memory consolidation, attention, and executive functioning that are key to learning. These findings have been supported by more recent research such as Gallego-Gómez (2021), which have shown that low academic performance among university students is strongly linked with poor sleep quality. In the same way, Hershner and Chervin (2014) emphasise that lack of sleep has a harmful impact on concentration and learning abilities. Although both studies consistently focus on the significance of sleep, their emphasis is different, where Chaput et al. (2018) believe that sleep quality and not just duration is a better predictor of academic success. This analogy indicates that despite the universal acceptance of the significance of sleep, previous studies might have reduced its complexity by making the measurement of sleep merely about time and not the quality.
Simultaneously, the perception of stress in the academic setting has also changed tremendously. Past theoretical approaches, including that of Yerkes and Dodson (1908), proposed that moderate stress levels might stimulate performance, but excess stress will cause performance to deteriorate. Newer researches such as Pascoe et al. (2020) extend this by showing that chronic academic stress is correlated with worse mental health outcomes and worse academic performance. In the nursing education context, Labrague et al. (2016) discovered that students often report high rates of stress because of academic tasks and clinical duties, which may adversely impact both well-being and performance. Nonetheless, even though all these studies concur that too much stress is harmful, they vary on how they interpret it, as some studies believe that stress is a direct predictor of academic performance and others believe that it is a mediator, and is influenced by other variables like sleep. The major limitation to a large part of this research is the use of cross-sectional designs, which prevents the establishment of causal links between stress and academic outcomes.
More recently, studies have been attempting to incorporate sleep and stress into a cohesive unit, as they are interrelated and bidirectional. Researchers like Almojali et al. (2017) show that inadequate sleep quality is highly related to higher levels of stress in nursing and medical students. In a similar manner, Pascoe et al. (2020) propose that stress may affect sleep pattern, which becomes a cyclic relationship adversely affecting cognitive functioning and academic performance. Although these results demonstrate the significance of studying the two variables simultaneously, numerous studies are still conducted on sleep and stress separately, thus restricting a comprehensive study of the interaction between the two variables. This is especially clear in nursing education, where the interplay between sleep quality, stress, and academic performance is not well studied. This means that studies are necessary that can associate these variables in a single model to get a more comprehensive picture of the student experiences and results.
[bookmark: _Toc228113487]Theoretical background 
The interplay of sleep, stress and academic performance can be explained with the help of a number of major theoretical frameworks which explain the way people react to the needs, both internal and external. The most powerful one is a Transactional Model of Stress and Coping created by Lazarus and Folkman (1984) which theorises stress as an outcome of an individual assessment of environmental demands and his capacity to cope with them. Recent research such as Pascoe et al. (2020) expands on this model by showing that academic stress emerges when students feel that their workload surpasses their coping resources and results in adverse psychological and cognitive effects. Although this model focuses on the subjective aspects of stress, it has been criticised as putting a lesser emphasis on physiological reactions like sleep disturbance. However, it is still very applicable in the interpretation of how nursing students feel and cope with stress in a challenging academic and clinical setting especially in the context of its influence on performance.
Besides the stress theory, sleep-related theories also offer more information on how sleep quality can be connected to cognitive functioning and academic results. The two-process model of sleep regulation is the original proposal on sleep that was developed by Borbély (1982) as the interaction of the homeostatic pressure of sleep and the circadian rhythms. Recent research, such as Medic et al. (2017), corroborates this framework by showing that circadian rhythm disruptions, including irregular sleep patterns among nursing students, can negatively affect cognitive functioning and learning ability. Likewise, Walker (2017) claims that sleep is fundamentally important in memory consolidation and emotional regulation, which are critical to academic success. Although these theories emphatically justify the relevance of sleep, other researchers state that they do not take into consideration all other external factors like stress and environmental demands, and the theoretical approach requires further integration.
Putting these theoretical viewpoints together can bring a deeper insight into the connection between sleep, stress, and academic performance. More recent research such as Almojali et al. (2017) provide evidence on the bidirectional interaction between sleep and stress where poor sleep leads to higher levels of stress, and high levels of stress further negatively affect the quality of sleep. This interplay is consistent with cognitive theories of performance, which propose psychological and physiological aspects of learning and academic performance (Curcio et al., 2006). Nevertheless, although these frameworks were relevant, most of what is known about them is implemented separately and not in conjunction, which prevents a comprehensive explanation of the intricate relationships between sleep, stress, and academic performance. Thus, the study takes an integrative theoretical approach, as it builds on the stress, sleep, and cognitive theories to get a more profound insight into how these elements interrelate in the framework of nursing education.
[bookmark: _Toc228113488]International context 
The connection between the quality of sleep, stress, and academic achievements among nursing students has been extensively studied in various global settings, which showed some commonalities and significant differences. Recent research such as Almojali et al. (2017) in Saudi Arabia established high rates of poor sleep quality among medical and nursing students and revealed significant correlations between sleep disturbances and high stress levels. On the same note, Gallego-Gómez (2021), in their research study carried out in China, reported that poor quality of sleep was strongly related to poor performance in academics and high levels of psychological distress. These results align with European studies, with researchers like (Gallego-Gómez (2021) pointing to sleep deprivation among university students as the most likely factor to exhibit decreased academic interest and performance. Although all these studies point towards the adverse effects of inadequate sleep, they vary in the degree to which cultural and educational systems contribute to these effects.
In contrast, some international research suggests that contextual factors such as academic structure, cultural expectations, and support systems may moderate the relationship between sleep, stress, and academic performance. More recent research such as Labrague et al. (2016), which was done in various countries, has shown that nursing students that study in highly competitive academic settings report considerably higher stress levels than students in more supportive educational systems. Similarly, Pascoe et al. (2020) argue that stress levels among students vary globally due to differences in academic pressure, financial challenges, and social expectations. Although these studies demonstrate the importance of environmental factors, it also indicates that the measurement of sleep and stress is not consistent across different settings, and this could influence the comparability of results. Furthermore, many international studies rely on self-reported data, raising concerns about potential bias and the reliability of results.
Irrespective of these differences, the body of world literature on sleep and stress has become increasingly consistent in its view that the two elements are intimately related and have a substantial effect on academic performance in nursing students. More recent research such as Suleiman et al. (2024) show that students who exhibit poor sleep and stress levels were at higher risk of poor academic performance as compared to those who are only exposed to either of the two variables. Nevertheless, most of the research studies carried out in different parts of the world are still investigating these variables separately instead of taking a combined research approach. This constrains the systematic comprehension of the interactions of sleep, stress, and academic performance in diverse cultural and learning environments. Thus, more research is required, which will not only take into account these variables as a whole but also take into consideration contextual variations, allowing a more comprehensive perspective of student experiences on a global level.
[bookmark: _Toc228113489]National/Local context 
In the United Kingdom, the linkage between sleep quality, stress, and academic performance among nursing students has attracted growing interest, especially in the face of augmenting academic and clinical pressure. More recent studies like Belingheri et al. (2022) highlight that UK nursing students frequently experience poor sleep quality due to long clinical placement hours, shift work, and academic pressures. Equally, the Royal College of Nursing (RCN, 2024) highlights that nursing students tend to have difficulties in managing academic tasks with clinical training, which leads to fatigue, stress, and poor well-being. The findings align with the international literature, but the UK scenario is distinctly determined by the framework of the National Health Service (NHS) and the pressure on the student nurses in a clinical setting.
Compared to other nations, the studies conducted in the United Kingdom imply that stress levels among nursing students can also be increased due to financial constraints and shortages of personnel. Recent literature such as Jafarian-Amiri et al. (2020) reports that a substantial number of nursing students in the UK face financial setbacks through low-level funding and the pressure of unpaid clinical placements leading to high levels of stress and a loss of academic focus. Similarly, Ueno et al. (2024) found that stress among UK healthcare students is not only academically driven but also influenced by concerns about future employment and professional expectations. Although these findings are consistent with the global trends, they also reflect specific national issues. Other studies have suggested that support systems in UK universities, including academic and well-being service mentoring, can alleviate these pressures, indicating that student experiences in different universities vary.
Although there is an increasing amount of research on the UK context, some gaps in the literature remain. More recent empirical research such as Wei et al. (2021) indicate that sleep and stress have been recognised as the major concerns in student well-being, though they are typically discussed independently of each other instead of as the two factors that mutually impact academic performance. Furthermore, much of the UK-based research relies on cross-sectional data and self-reported measures, limiting the ability to establish causal relationships and reducing the reliability of findings. This indicates that more integrative and comprehensive research methods are needed that investigate the joint impact of sleep quality, stress, and academic performance amongst nursing students. This research paper thus aims to fill these gaps by giving a more comprehensive view of these relationships in the UK context which can help not only in the academic literature but also in the practice of enhancing student support and education.



[bookmark: _Toc228113490]CHAPTER 3: METHODS

[bookmark: _Toc228113491]Data Collection
This study adopts a secondary research design, utilising a structured literature review approach to collect relevant data on the relationship between sleep quality, stress levels, and academic performance among undergraduate nursing students. The secondary research is suitable in this study because it enables systematic analysis and synthesis of the available empirical evidence without the necessity of primary data collection (Snyder, 2019). This method allows identifying patterns, trends, and gaps in the existing literature.
The data collection process involved searching multiple academic databases to ensure a comprehensive and unbiased selection of sources. More recent research such as that by Xiao and Watson (2019) suggests using multiple databases to enhance the literature review reliability and coverage. Thus, peer-reviewed journal articles relevant to the study were identified in databases like PubMed, CINAHL, Google Scholar, and ScienceDirect. Keywords used in the search process included “sleep quality,” “stress levels,” “academic performance,” “nursing students,” and “higher education.” Boolean operators (AND, OR) were applied to refine search results and ensure relevance.
Inclusion and exclusion criteria were used to ensure the quality and relevance of the selected studies. The inclusion criteria included peer-reviewed articles, published in 2015 to 2026, studies that involve undergraduate nursing or healthcare students, and studies that address at least one of the main variables, namely sleep quality, stress, or academic performance. Exclusion criteria included non-English publications, studies focusing on non-student populations, and articles lacking full-text access. While this structured approach enhances the credibility of the review, it may also limit the inclusion of potentially relevant older or non-English studies, which is a recognised limitation of secondary research methods.
[bookmark: _Toc228113492]Data Analysis
The data collected for this study were analysed using a thematic analysis approach, which is widely used in qualitative and mixed-methods research to identify, analyse, and report patterns within data. Thematically analysis is a more recent approach in which Braun and Clarke (2021) explain that it is a flexible and systematic approach that fits well in synthesising the findings of multiple studies. The method was chosen because it enables the incorporation of both quantitative and qualitative research findings, which is critical because sleep, stress, and academic performance are a complex phenomena. Moreover, such a method enables a full and detailed interpretation of the data because it is able to capture both explicit and underlying meanings in the studies. It also facilitates comparisons of results in various research settings, which increases the richness of the analysis. Thematic analysis is therefore a holistic way to comprehend the interrelationship between the variables being analysed in this research.
The analysis was conducted in a systematic manner, starting with familiarisation of the chosen studies by re-reading them. Important results of both articles were coded and put under significant categories. These codes were then combined into larger themes, including sleep quality and cognitive performance, stress and academic outcomes, and the relationship between sleep and stress. This procedure facilitated the establishment of patterns and relationships that were common throughout the literature. Also, the repetitive nature of going through the data again meant that no important points were missed in the coding process. This method also enabled more in-depth interaction with the data, which enhanced the overall interpretation of results. As a result, the analysis produced a coherent and well-structured understanding of the central issues identified across the studies.
Even though thematic analysis is a method of data interpretation that offers a systematic approach, it is not devoid of limitations. It is a subjective process because the identification and interpretation of themes require the opinion of the researcher, as emphasised by Braun and Clarke (2021). Nevertheless, the reliability of the analysis was also improved by ensuring that there is a clear audit trail of the coding process and making sure that the themes were based on the evidence available in the chosen studies. This enhances validity and transparency of the results which is deemed critical in qualitative research (Nowell et al., 2017). Moreover, attempts were made to reduce possible bias through the constant reference to the original data in the interpretation. Rigour was also ensured in the analysis process by the use of the established methodological guidelines. Despite its limitations, thematic analysis remains a valuable tool for identifying meaningful patterns within qualitative data.
[bookmark: _Toc228113493]Ethical Considerations
Ethical considerations form a critical aspect in any research study including secondary data-based research. Even though this research did not involve any human contact, ethical principles were rigorously followed throughout the research process. Recent research investigations such as the one by Morrow et al. (2015) have highlighted that secondary research should focus on the ethical utilisation of existing data through appropriate attribution and preventing plagiarism. Similarly, Saunders et al. (2019) highlight that maintaining integrity and transparency is fundamental when conducting literature-based research.
The sources used in this study were all cited appropriately in the Harvard referencing style, and original authors were referenced in their works. The integrity and reliability of the research were ensured using only peer-reviewed and credible academic materials. Additionally, care was taken to accurately represent the findings of previous studies without misinterpretation or bias, which is considered a key ethical requirement in academic research (Resnik, 2018). Although the main ethical issues, including informed consent and confidentiality, cannot be applied directly to secondary research, the research complies with the principles of academic honesty, transparency, and responsibility. However, it is important to acknowledge that the study relies on previously published data, and therefore, any limitations or biases present in the original studies may influence the overall findings. This demonstrates the need to critically assess the findings of the secondary research as stressed by Snyder (2019). Thus, the careful selection and evaluation of sources were undertaken to minimise the impact of such biases on the study’s conclusions.



[bookmark: _Toc228113494]CHAPTER 4: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

[bookmark: _Toc228113495]RESULTS
This chapter outlines the results obtained through the analysis of the literature reviewed on sleep quality, stress and academic performance in undergraduate nursing students. The findings will be presented thematically, based on the prominent patterns identified. The analysis revealed four key themes: sleep quality and cognitive performance, stress and academic performance, interaction of sleep and stress, and the cumulative effects of sleep and stress on academic performance. The results reveal a high degree of consistency across different locations and levels of education, despite differences in research design. 
[bookmark: _Toc228113496]Theme 1: Sleep Quality and Cognitive Functioning
One recurring theme is the link between poor sleep quality and cognitive function, and its impact on nursing students' academic performance. Several studies consistently indicate that students with poor sleep quality have a shorter attention span, poor memory consolidation and executive functioning. For example, Jalali et al. (2020) reported students with poor sleep quality had significantly lower academic achievement, with statistical analysis showing a significant difference in GPA (p < 0.05) compared to students with good sleep quality. Similarly, Gallego-Gómez (2021) found more than 60% of nursing students with poor sleep patterns had difficulties in attention and academic performance, affecting their academic performance.
Consistent with this finding, Hassan (2025) found that around 58% of undergraduate health science students reported poor sleep quality, which was significantly associated with poor academic performance and excessive daytime sleepiness. Specifically, daytime sleepiness was correlated with decreased classroom engagement and learning retention, which led to poor examination results. Similarly, Pandolfo (2022) indicate that sleep deprivation negatively affects neurocognitive aspects of attention, working memory and decision-making, which are critical to academic performance in complex disciplines like nursing. Belingheri et al. (2022) reported that approximately 52% of nursing students working night shifts experienced reduced concentration and cognitive fatigue during academic activities. Royal College of Nursing (2024) reported that student nurses frequently experience fatigue due to long placement hours, which negatively affects attention, learning capacity, and academic engagement. 
However, research also suggests that the duration of sleep is not a reliable predictor of academic achievement. Indeed, Chaput et al. (2018) suggest that sleep quality (such as sleep efficiency and sleep disturbance) is a better predictor of cognitive performance than sleep duration. Ueno et al. (2024) reported that students experiencing irregular sleep patterns were significantly more likely to report reduced academic engagement and impaired concentration, with over 40% indicating difficulties in maintaining focus during academic tasks. This implies that students might reach the recommended sleep duration, but still perform poorly academically if they have poor quality sleep. Although there is compelling evidence that sleep plays a critical role in cognitive functioning and academic performance, a common limitation identified in these studies is that self-reported measures (such as the PSQI) could be biased. However, the consistent results across studies supports the conclusion that sleep quality plays a significant role in academic performance and cognitive functioning.
[bookmark: _Toc228113497]Theme 2: Stress and Academic Performance
The second major theme is the effects of stress on academic performance in nursing students. Numerous studies have shown that perceived stress is negatively related to academic performance, motivation, and cognition. Al-Roomy (2026) reported a statistically significant negative association between perceived stress and GPA (r = -0.42, p < 0.01), suggesting that higher levels of stress are associated with lower academic achievement. Equally, Pascoe et al. (2020) found 75% of university students experience moderate to high levels of stress, which has negative impacts on cognitive performance, memory, and learning.
Within nursing education, stress levels can be particularly high due to the demands of both academic and clinical practice. Labrague et al. (2016) reported that more than 70% of nursing students experience moderate to high levels of stress, mainly attributed to workload, clinical load and time constraints. This may result in feelings of emotional exhaustion and decreased academic performance, especially if coping skills are limited. Similarly, Ullah et al. (2025) found that over 60% of nursing and medical students report high levels of stress, which has a profound effect on their academic performance.
Jafarian-Amiri et al. (2020) reported that a significant proportion of UK nursing students experience financial and academic stress, with many reporting difficulty balancing clinical placements and academic responsibilities. Ueno et al. (2024) reported that over 65% of UK students experienced moderate to high stress levels, which were associated with decreased academic focus and performance.
Although early theories like the Yerkes-Dodson law postulate that optimal stress levels can be beneficial to performance, modern research shows that many nursing students experience stress levels beyond this optimal zone. This means that stress is not beneficial, but rather is counterproductive as it negatively impacts cognitive performance and academic performance. Royal College of Nursing (2024) reported that high stress levels among student nurses are linked to burnout, reduced academic engagement, and increased risk of attrition. However, a potential weakness in the literature is the use of different methods to measure stress, and the varying cultural definitions of stress, which could affect the results. However, the research indicates stress is a significant contributor to poor academic performance in nursing students.
[bookmark: _Toc228113498]Theme 3: The Interrelationship Between Sleep and Stress
A prominent theme from this analysis is the interplay between sleep and stress. The research consistently shows how poor sleep leads to higher levels of stress, and how higher levels of stress, in turn, affect sleep quality, perpetuating a vicious cycle that affects students' well-being and learning. Almojali et al. (2017) observed that students experiencing poor sleep were more likely to experience high levels of stress (statistically significant PSQI and PSS scores, p < 0.01).
Likewise, Yusuf et al. (2025) found that 45.7% of nursing students have poor sleep, with a significant proportion also experiencing high stress levels. The overlap suggests a co-existence between the factors. Pascoe et al. (2020) also explain that stress can interfere with sleep by elevating arousal levels and disrupting circadian rhythms, causing problems with sleep initiation and maintenance. Lack of sleep, in turn, worsens stress through decreased emotion regulation and heightened anxiety and distress.
Belingheri et al. (2022) reported that nursing students engaged in shift work experienced both higher stress levels and poorer sleep quality compared to those with regular schedules. Ueno et al. (2024) reported that stress-related anxiety significantly increased the likelihood of sleep disturbances, with a substantial proportion of students reporting insomnia symptoms.
This interplay is especially pronounced in nursing students, who may have variable work shifts, including night shifts, and demanding coursework. These circumstances lead to sleep disturbances and stress, which interact to impact academic performance. Royal College of Nursing (2024) reported that this bidirectional relationship contributes to increased emotional exhaustion and reduced psychological well-being among student nurses.nWhile this interaction is well supported, many studies still treat sleep and stress as independent variables, which hampers a full understanding of the effects of sleep and stress. This leaves a gap in the literature and supports the importance of a more holistic approach to research that includes both of these variables.
[bookmark: _Toc228113499]Theme 4: Combined Impact on Academic Performance
The fourth theme is the effect of poor sleep and high stress on academic performance. The literature indicates that students who experience both are more likely to experience worse academic performance than students who experience only one or neither factor. Suleiman et al. (2024) found that both poor sleep quality and stress have a significant negative impact on academic performance, with students exposed to both showing a 10-15% decrease in their GPA scores compared to students with good sleep quality and low stress.
Likewise, Wei et al. (2021) found that burnout, which is linked to both sleep deprivation and stress, is a significant predictor of poorer academic performance and decreased psychological well-being. Royal College of Nursing (2024) reported that student nurses experiencing burnout are more likely to demonstrate reduced academic performance and lower course completion rates. Belingheri et al. (2022) reported that combined sleep deprivation and stress significantly impair cognitive functioning, particularly decision-making and learning ability. They found that students with burnout were more likely to report low motivation, concentration and academic achievement. This research highlights the compounding impact of sleep and stress on student performance, and suggests that focusing on one variable may not provide enough of an improvement in academic achievement.
Additionally, studies show that the combined effects of sleep and stress exacerbate cognitive impairment. For instance, students with both poor sleep and high stress may experience extreme fatigue, poor judgement, and a decreased ability to learn. Ueno et al. (2024) reported that students experiencing both high stress and poor sleep were significantly more likely to report academic difficulties, with over 50% indicating reduced academic productivity. However, a gap in the research is the absence of longitudinal research exploring the long-term effect of these factors on academic performance. The current research predominantly uses cross-sectional data, which only captures information at a single point in time.
The results of this study show that sleep quality and stress are not isolated variables but are interrelated and affect academic performance. This suggests the need for a comprehensive approach to student welfare, which takes into account both sleep and stress factors in enhancing academic performance.
[bookmark: _Toc228113500]DISCUSSION
This study demonstrates clear associations between sleep quality, stress, and academic performance among undergraduate nursing students, adding to and strengthening the body of research on this topic. The findings revealed that many students reported poor sleep quality, high stress levels, and associated reductions in academic performance, confirming previous empirical findings, but also revealing the complexity of these interrelationships. Recent studies like Okur et al. (2026) indicate that sleep quality continues to play a crucial role in academic performance, with students who report poor sleep showing significantly lower academic achievement scores than those with good sleep quality This is in line with the current study's findings of consistent links between increased PSQI scores and lower GPA. But the present study builds on this knowledge by showing that sleep quality is not just a single factor, but has a complex association with psychological stress, and therefore is not a linear predictor of academic performance.
Another significant finding of this study was the high rates of poor sleep quality in nursing students, which is in line with global trends in health-care sectors. For example, a recent study by Sayed et al. (2024) reported high levels of poor sleep quality among medical students, with stress being a significant predictor of poor sleep quality . Likewise, Al Ani et al. (2024) found that students with sleep disturbance had significantly reduced academic achievement and psychological well-being . These findings are consistent with this study's findings, which indicated sleep disruption is prevalent and has academic implications. But while earlier research is commonly undertaken in medical students, this study adds to the knowledge base in nursing students, in which the clinical and shift work components add to the difficulties. This is a critical finding as nursing students may have more variable schedules that may further interfere with sleep, and the effects of sleep deprivation may be even greater in this population.
The results also demonstrate the impact of stress on sleep quality. The findings demonstrate the association between perceived stress and sleep quality, giving support to the previous bidirectional hypothesis. Recent research such as Rianti et al. (2024) shows that academic stress plays an important role in sleep disturbances, with students who experience higher anxiety levels also having poorer sleep quality and cognitive performance . This aligns with the current study which also found that students with higher perceived stress had lower sleep quality scores. However, the study also indicates this is a bidirectional, rather than a unidirectional, relationship. Stress leads to sleep problems, and sleep problems in turn lead to stress, forming a vicious cycle that impairs academic performance. This bidirectional relationship suggests that interventions targeting both sleep and stress are crucial rather than focusing on one or the other.
As for academic performance, the results of this study provide strong evidence that sleep quality and stress are important factors contributing to students' academic performance. In line with existing literature, students who reported better sleep quality and lower stress levels had higher academic performance, while those who reported poor sleep and high stress levels had lower GPA. More recent studies, such as Zhang et al. (2026), suggest that sleep quality and academic stress mediate between students' well-being and academic performance, with significant statistical associations found between these factors. This is supported by the current study, which shows that academic performance is not only influenced by cognitive ability or learning strategies, but also by physiological and psychological factors. This supports the view that academic performance needs to be considered from a holistic perspective, including mental health and lifestyle factors.
In addition, the study underscores the need to take into account factors that affect sleep and stress levels in nursing students. Placement, shift work and course load were identified as the main factors contributing to sleep deprivation and stress. This is consistent with the literature, which indicates that health science students are especially susceptible to these issues because of the rigours of their courses. However, the current study expands on this by showing how these factors interact to influence academic achievement. This holistic view offers a more nuanced picture of student experiences and points to the need for campus resources to support students.
A key aspect highlighted in the study is the impact of sleep quality on cognitive processes, especially memory formation, attention and decision-making, which are vital for nursing education. More recent research, including Mehta et al. (2021), show that poor sleep quality is associated with decreased working memory and executive functions, both of which are essential for clinical decision-making processes and academic performance. Likewise, Killgore and Weber (2013) demonstrated that sleep deprivation contributes to diminished cognitive flexibility and slower processing of information, which can impact on students' ability to learn complex concepts. These studies are highly consistent with the present findings that poor sleep quality is linked with poorer academic performance. However, it is also important to critically reflect that cognitive impairment may not happen immediately but can build up over time, and therefore the academic consequences of poor sleep might be underestimated in short-term research. This is a key issue in many of the previous studies, which have mostly been cross-sectional in nature. Accordingly, although the current results confirm the cognitive benefits of sleep, they also imply that long-term academic implications of poor sleep among nursing students may be even greater than previously reported.
Furthermore, the results of the current study underline the increasing role of psychological health and well-being in moderating the relationship between sleep, stress and academic performance. Emerging evidence like Lipson et al. (2019) suggests that university students are indeed facing rising levels of mental health issues, with stress, anxiety and burnout being major factors in sleep disturbance and subsequent academic performance. Similarly, Dyrbye et al. (2006) identified that burnout among health care students is strongly associated with sleep disturbances and diminished academic engagement, implying that emotional exhaustion may be a mediator of the relationship between stress and academic performance. This finding is consistent with the current study, which found a bidirectional relationship between stress and sleep, but also expands on it by highlighting the importance of mental health. However, although these studies offer valuable insights, they also highlight the ambiguous directionality of these relationships, as it is not clear whether mental illness results in sleep disturbances or the other way around. This leaves us with uncertainty about the nature of the problem and implies that future studies should employ more holistic approaches that consider mental health in addition to sleep and stress, rather than focusing on only one of these factors.
Additionally, this study's results have implications for educational policy and practice, particularly as it relates to nursing students. Recent research, such as Zakiei et al. (2021) shows that universities with well-being initiatives that involve sleep education and stress interventions report better student outcomes and lower academic burnout. Likewise, mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) and cognitive behavioural techniques to improve sleep have been found to improve sleep quality and academic performance in university students (Rusch et al., 2018; Hülsheger et al., 2015). These results provide strong evidence to support the findings of the current study that interventions that focus on sleep and stress simultaneously are crucial for student outcomes. Nonetheless, a key gap is that many institutions remain focused on academic performance rather than well-being, frequently overlooking the contributing factors to poor performance. This gap highlights the need for a more integrated approach to education, which considers student health and well-being alongside academic performance. Thus, the current study not only adds to the body of academic literature, but also provides valuable insights that can be used to inform policy and practice, and enhance the learning experience of nursing students.
Although the study findings align with the existing literature, some of the complexities and contradictions need to be discussed. Although the majority of studies have found a negative association between lack of sleep and academic performance, some studies have shown that high-achieving students may trade sleep for better academic performance. For instance, some research has indicated that high-achieving students may have reduced sleep duration as a result of higher academic demands and study hours. This indicates that the link between sleep and academic achievement may not be as clear-cut and may depend on individual coping strategies and academic pressures. However, even in these instances, the long-term effects of poor sleep on health and well-being cannot be overlooked, suggesting that short-term academic success may be achieved at the cost of long-term well-being.
[bookmark: _Toc228113501]Strengths of the Research
A key strength of this study is the holistic and integrative analysis of the relationship between sleep quality, stress, and academic performance. Whereas many earlier studies have focused on examining these variables separately, this study takes an integrated approach, allowing for a more comprehensive exploration of their interactions in the academic environment. Recent research stresses such integrated perspectives, as Gómez-García et al. (2016) suggest student well-being is influenced by the interaction of various behavioural and psychological factors rather than individual factors. The simultaneous examination of sleep, stress, and academic achievement in this study breaks down reductionist approaches, offering a more holistic and authentic understanding of students' experiences. This is especially relevant in the context of nursing education, where the interplay of academic, clinical and emotional factors is evident. In addition, the use of recent and reputable academic literature strengthens the validity and trustworthiness of the study. Snyder (2019) argues that the inclusion of recent and peer-reviewed literature is critical in ensuring that findings are based on current evidence and reflect the latest academic discussions. As such, the integrative and evidence-based approach of this study enhances its contribution to the body of literature and facilitates the construction of more holistic models of student performance.
Another key strength is the adoption of a structured and systematic methodological approach, which increases the rigour and replicability of the study. The use of specific inclusion and exclusion criteria ensures only relevant and reliable studies were identified, thus minimising the potential for bias and enhancing the validity of the results. More recent methodological advice from Xiao and Watson (2019) suggests systematic literature reviews are especially useful in synthesising large evidence bodies due to the clear and replicable process that increases academic rigour. Moreover, the inclusion of several academic databases, such as PubMed, CINAHL and Science Direct, in the search strategy enhances the study's rigour by reducing the risk of missing relevant literature. The use of thematic analysis as the main method of analysis also enhances the study as it enables the detection of emerging patterns and connections across multiple studies. Braun and Clarke (2021) note that thematic analysis is a versatile yet robust approach that allows researchers to systematically analyse qualitative data. Through the processes of coding and categorising data into themes, this study was able to develop a structured and coherent synthesis. This approach not only contributes to the validity of the research, but also to the production of reliable and academically sound evidence-based conclusions.
The inclusion of undergraduate nursing students is another key strength of this study, as this group tends to be understudied when compared to other university students or medical students. Nursing students are a distinct group within higher education, with a combination of academic and clinical placements, which may involve irregular timetabling and emotional challenges. Recent research like Mulyadi et al. (2021) emphasises that nursing students are more stressed and sleep disordered than other university students, attributed to the academic-clinical workload. This targeted focus on this cohort in particular is a key contribution that fills a significant gap in the literature, and translates directly into nursing education and training for the profession. This specific focus increases the study's relevance to informing strategies to improve student well-being, learning outcomes and clinical skills. In addition, as noted by Labrague (2021), enhancing the well-being of nursing students has downstream effects on health care as stress and burnout during the learning period may affect job performance and retention. Thus, the study not only advances academic understanding but also practical applications, inform the design of specific interventions to optimise educational and professional outcomes, and lead to a sustainable healthcare workforce.
[bookmark: _Toc228113502]Limitations of the Research
While this study gives some insights, there are a couple of caveats with secondary studies. Secondary studies allow for the integration of several studies, but also limit the inference of causal relationships between sleep, stress and academic performance. This study shows a high correlation between these factors; however, the majority of the studies included in this review were cross-sectional, limiting the ability to infer temporal relations and causality. Recent methodological papers, such as Wang et al. (2020), demonstrate the strengths of cross-sectional studies to infer associations but not causality or temporal relationships. In addition, longitudinal studies, such as Becker et al. (2018), demonstrate that sleep and stress are dynamic and vary over time, so one time point may not fully represent these relationships. So, while the current study offers insight into the association between the variables of interest, it cannot be used to determine whether sleep problems predate and increase stress and academic performance, or vice versa. This is something to consider in future longitudinal and experimental studies to investigate causal relationships and longitudinal effects of these variables on academic performance.
The second aspect is the measures and designs of studies. While commonly used and validated measures such as the Pittsburgh sleep quality index (PSQI) and perceived stress scale (PSS) were often used in this current work, the different designs, data collection and analyses used may influence these results. For example, some studies relied solely on self-reported measures, while others involved more objective measures such as actigraphy or education databases, which may affect the quality of the data and conclusions drawn from the data. As recent studies such as Mollayeva et al. (2016) highlight, different application and analyses of the PSQI can affect reports of sleep quality. Further, self-report measures can be prone to potential biases, such as participants misreporting sleep, stress and academic performance because of recall bias and social desirability bias. This is corroborated by recent evidence from Rahimi et al. (2022) that suggests self-reported sleep measures are not in line with objective measures. But, although using standardised measures makes the study more valid, the variation in methods and potential biases must be taken into account.
In addition, the study's exclusion of non-English articles may be prone to language bias, and may restrict the systematic review. This may lead to the exclusion of studies that have been published in other languages, and may not be included in understanding the effects of sleep, stress and coursework performance. Recent systematic reviews, including Azad et al. (2025) have identified language bias in systematic reviews could result in a Western bias and affect the findings of the study. This is especially important for this study as a result of cultural, educational and health care differences. Also, although the study will include both UK and international research, there may be differences in education and clinical practice and cultural differences which could impact on the findings. For instance, in some countries the financial and social pressures and support from the university could be different for nursing students (and this could have an effect on sleep and stress). So the results of this study need to be interpreted with caution.
Lastly, this study has not considered the numerous factors that may affect academic performance in nursing students. Sleep and stress are important variables, but academic performance is a multifaceted variable and is influenced by many other factors including personality, motivation, learning styles, socio-economic background and mental illness. This is evident in more recent studies such as Richardson et al. (2021) which show variables such as self-efficacy, time management and emotional regulation are significant predictors of academic performance, and may have an interaction with sleep and stress. On the same note, Credé et al. (2010) demonstrate other elements, such as student engagement and well-being, also play a role in academic performance. These factors being absent in this study may lead to a myopic view of factors affecting academic performance. As a result, future studies need to use more advanced models, which consider multiple variables, to predict success in nursing education.
.









[bookmark: _Toc228113503]CHAPTER 5: RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION
[bookmark: _Toc228113504]RECOMMENDATIONS
The findings of this study recommend evidence-informed strategies to decrease poor sleep and stress among nursing undergraduate students. The strong associations between these variables and academic performance indicate tertiary educational institutions need to adopt a preventative approach to well-being. One key suggestion is to implement sleep education in nursing curricula. Sleep education has been shown to improve sleep behaviours and academic performance, especially in students with irregular sleep patterns (Medic et al., 2017; Walker, 2017). Nursing students generally lack awareness of how poor sleep hygiene practices, such as irregular sleep, television viewing and stimulant use, affect sleep. As such, sleep education through classroom teaching sessions may teach students to improve sleep to enhance their learning. And given the association between sleep and memory formation, better sleep hygiene may lead to better learning (Curcio et al., 2006).
In addition to sleep programs, universities must provide a comprehensive stress management program to nursing students. This research confirms that both academic and clinical stresses are a significant contributor to sleep quality and academic achievement (Pascoe et al., 2019; Ullah et al., 2025). Interventions that include mindfulness training, cognitive behavioural strategies and resilience training have reduced stress and improved psychological well-being in students (Labrague et al., 2016). Further, the provision of psychological services at university is important in helping students cope with the emotional demands of nursing education. As Aryuwat et al. (2024) point out, nursing students can also experience emotional distress during their clinical placements, which can lead to increased stress, sleep disturbances and poorer academic achievement. As such, universities need to provide easily accessible and non-stigmatised counselling and mental health services to encourage timely intervention.
Another aspect is to consider the aspects of nursing programs that lead to sleep disturbance and stress. Shift work, clinical placements and workload were identified as critical sources of sleep disruptions and stress. Evidence shows that shift work, particularly night shifts, is a source of sleep disturbance and fatigue among nursing students (Belingheri et al., 2022). To mitigate the effects, universities and placement organisations should collaborate to ensure more varied shifts with fewer back-to-back night shifts and breaks between shifts (Belingheri et al., 2022). Furthermore, the curriculum and placements should be staggered to avoid "exam season", which can be stressful and impact rest time (Jalali et al., 2020). Flexible learning formats, including online or blended learning, could also help students manage their time, and reduce academic stress.
Furthermore, the university should ensure that support services are improved to support academic and well-being. Universities should enhance academic support services by offering mentoring, peer support and academic skills. Such interventions can teach students time management and stress management skills, which can help to reduce stress and improve academic performance (Snyder, 2019). The Royal College of Nursing (2024) notes that university support can lead to higher retention, lower levels of student burnout and enhance the student experience. Furthermore, developing a positive learning environment where students can seek help can reduce stress and increase engagement. This is particularly important in the field of nursing education where students can experience stress due to study and practice.
For research, future studies need to look at more sophisticated research designs that examine the causal relationships between sleep, stress and academic performance. The current study, as with many studies in this field, has relied on cross-sectional data, which does not allow for the determination of causality (Snyder, 2019). This would allow for the investigation of the longitudinal changes in sleep, stress and academic performance and provide a more dynamic understanding of these links. Additionally, future research should use mixed methods to incorporate quantitative and qualitative aspects of students' experiences (Xiao and Watson, 2019). This will help gain richer information about the problems faced by nursing students and inform the development of strategies.
[bookmark: _Toc228113505]CONCLUSION
The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between sleep quality, academic performance and stress in undergraduate nursing students, by critically reviewing the literature in this area. The results clearly show that sleep quality, stress and academic performance are interrelated, with each factor impacting the others in a bidirectional and cyclical fashion. Low sleep quality was found to be linked with increased stress and decreased academic performance, while increased stress levels compounded sleep issues, which in turn impacted on academic performance. The study met its goals by reviewing the existing literature on sleep quality in nursing students, the relationship between sleep quality and academic performance, and the influence of stress on academic performance. The results reveal nursing students are more vulnerable to sleep and stress as a result of their academic and clinical workloads. Most significantly, this study shows that academic success is not solely a function of intelligence, but is also shaped by psychological and lifestyle factors.
This study's integrative approach offers a holistic view of the relationship between sleep, stress and academic performance. The research was consistent with the aim of the study and all its objectives were met through a critical review of the evidence. In summary, the results highlight the need to consider student well-being as a key aspect of academic success. Effective stress management and better sleep quality are key to improving academic outcomes and well-being in nursing students. Solving these issues demands a collective approach involving universities, health services and students. Through interventions and creating a positive learning environment, it is possible to enhance student performance and equip future nursing professionals with the tools needed for success.
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	Component
	Description

	Databases Searched
	PubMed; CINAHL (Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied Health Literature); ScienceDirect; Google Scholar

	Key Concepts
	Sleep quality; Stress; Academic performance; Nursing students

	Keywords Used
	“sleep quality”; “sleep deprivation”; “sleep disturbance”; “stress”; “psychological stress”; “academic performance”; “academic achievement”; “nursing students”; “undergraduate students”

	Boolean Operators
	AND (to combine concepts); OR (to include synonyms); NOT (to exclude irrelevant results)

	Example Search Strings
	“sleep quality” AND “nursing students” 
“sleep deprivation” AND “academic performance” 
“stress” AND “academic achievement” AND “students” 
(“sleep disturbance” OR “sleep deprivation”) AND (“stress” AND “academic performance”)

	Inclusion Criteria
	Published between 2015–2026; English language; Peer-reviewed articles; Focus on nursing or healthcare students; Studies addressing sleep, stress, or academic performance

	Exclusion Criteria
	Published before 2015; Non-peer-reviewed sources; Studies not involving students; Articles not related to sleep, stress, or academic performance; No full-text access

	Search Process
	Titles and abstracts were screened for relevance. Duplicate studies were removed. Full texts were assessed against inclusion and exclusion criteria to determine eligibility

	Final Studies Included
	17
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PRISMA FLOW DIAGRAM FOR STUDY SELECTION


Records removed before screening:
Duplicate records removed  (n = 40)
Records marked as ineligible by automation tools (n =0)
Records removed for other reasons (n = 0)
Records identified from*:
Databases (n = 180)
Registers (n = 0)


Identification







Records screened
(n = 140
Records excluded**
(n = 90)





Reports sought for retrieval
(n = 50)
Reports not retrieved
(n = 5)


Screening




Reports excluded:
· Studies not focused on nursing or healthcare students (n = 16)
· Studies not examining sleep, stress, or academic performance (n = 13)
· Studies not meeting quality or peer-review criteria (n = 18)


Reports assessed for eligibility
(n = 45







Sources included in review
(n = 17)


Included
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