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Abstract 
Stress is often viewed as harmful, leading to negative physiological and cognitive effects. However, research suggests that 
stress can also have positive impacts when perceived accurately. This study explores how stress can be beneficial in 
academic and creative settings, focusing on the biopsychosocial model (BPS), cognitive appraisal theory and eustress 
theory. A survey of 130 participants (ages 16-30) was conducted to assess the impact of stress on academic performance. 
Findings indicate that 87.6% of participants reported that stress motivated them to work harder, while 69.8% 
acknowledged its role in improving academic performance. The study highlights the importance of reappraisal strategies, 
which help individuals perceive stress as a motivator rather than a threat. Additionally, it acknowledges limitations such as 
self-report biases and demographic influences. The Secondary literature review suggests that moderate stress, when 
managed effectively, can enhance motivation, resilience and cognitive performance. However, long-term exposure to 
stress without proper coping strategies may lead to burnout. This study reinforces the role of stress reappraisal in academic 
success and highlights the importance of structured interventions to help students harness stress positively. 
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I. Introduction 
Stress is widely perceived as harmful, often leading to negative physiological and cognitive effects. However, recent 
research encourages the idea that stress can have positive effects when viewed from a different perspective. How 
individuals perceive stress plays an important role in determining whether it sets them back or motivates them. This paper 
investigates the cognitive control mechanisms, the biopsychosocial (BPS) model of stress, and how stress perception 
affects people's performance, specifically in the academic and creative fields.  
 
This paper also highlights the importance of using reappraisal strategies to help view stress as a motivator rather than a 
threat. Doing this can improve performance, minimize negative psychological impacts, and result in better outcomes in the 
long run. 
 
II. Literature Review 
“Stress is often defined as the body’s physical and psychological response to any demand or change, whether perceived as 
positive (eustress) or negative (distress). Certain levels of stress can serve as a motivating or adaptive mechanism” (Selye, 
1976, p. 1). Stress reactions vary as they are largely influenced by an individual’s perception of the situation they are in. 
Assessments, which involve cognitive evaluations of situations, are necessary in shaping emotional and psychological 
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reactions to stress (Barrett, 2006).  
 
For example, having rapid heartbeats might indicate anxiety or fear, or it could be seen as a signal of preparedness for 
confronting a challenge (Jamieson et al., 2010). Learning to understand stress is important for influencing both physical 
health as well as emotional reactions, long-term outcomes and overall performance. 
 
In response to a stressful event, the body’s initial response comes from its biological systems, including changes in the 
nervous system, cardiovascular system, endocrine system and immune system (Schneiderman et al., 2005). These 
biological changes serve an adaptive purpose, as stress hormones mobilise energy to prepare the body for emergencies. 
This mobilised energy is directed to the tissues of skeletal muscles and the brain. The stress hormones are produced by the 
sympathetic nervous system and the Hypothalamic-Pituitary-Adrenal Axis (HPA Axis).   
 

 
Figure 1: Hypothalamic-Pituitary-Adrenal Axis. Source: “Dad’s Life Stress Exposure Can Affect Offspring Brain 

Development.” Neuroscience News, 13 June 2013,  
neurosciencenews.com/epigenetics-hpa-axis-stress-neurodevelopment-204/. 

 
This system explains the brain's response to stress, releasing hormones like adrenaline and cortisol, causing physical 
reactions, for example, increased heart rate and glucose release to prepare for a challenge.   
 
2.1 Biopsychosocial (BPS) Model and Cognitive Appraisal 
The biopsychosocial model (BPS model) acknowledges that there are biological, psychological and social factors that 
influence a stressful experience. This model suggests that stress responses differ based on how an individual assesses 
situational demands and their own resources (Blascovich et al., 1999).  
 
When people feel they have sufficient resources, they undergo a "challenge response" which triggers the 
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sympathetic-adrenal-medullary (SAM) axis and fosters physiological alterations linked to approach-driven actions. 
Conversely, viewing a scenario as beyond one’s ability to cope leads to a "threat response", marked by decreased heart 
efficiency and readiness for evasive or protective measures (Mendes et al., 2007).  
 
Studies indicate that a challenge response is associated with positive results, including enhanced cognitive abilities and 
resilience, whereas a threat response is linked to poor decision-making and possible long-term health risks (Jefferson et 
al., 2010). 
 

 
Figure 2: Primary appraisal chart. Source: 

https://www.riosalado.edu/web/interactive/riolearn-demo/lessons/mod2_1.aspx 
 
Appraisals—or the way people understand their stress—are essential in shaping their emotional and physical reactions 
(Barrett, 2006). Favourable evaluations encourage people to reinterpret stress-related arousal (e.g., a pounding heart) as 
enthusiasm or vigour instead of anxiety or dread. By perceiving physiological arousal as beneficial, people can improve 
their performance and emotional resilience in high-pressure scenarios. Jamieson et al. (2010) showed that people who 
reinterpret stress-related arousal, excel more in evaluative tasks, suggesting that cognitive framing can greatly alter stress 
responses from being perceived as threats to being seen as challenges. 
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Figure 3: Relationship Between Positive Stress Coping Strategies and Academic Self-Efficacy Across Four Student 

Group. Source: https://www.mdpi.com/2076-328X/14/4/311 
 

As shown in Figure 3, students classified as “Optimistic and Confident” demonstrated the highest academic self-efficacy 
when using positive stress coping strategies, while “Low-Spirited” students showed minimal benefit. 
 
In an investigation researching stress review, participants were told that heightened arousal could boost performance in a 
stressful activity, resulting in better cardiovascular results and a decrease in attention bias related to the threat. Reappraisal 
methods help people view stress in a positive light, encouraging challenge responses that result in advantageous 
physiological and cognitive effects. For example, by teaching students to perceive exams as opportunities, teachers can 
alleviate the adverse effects of test anxiety, allowing students to achieve results more aligned with their true capabilities 
(Theobald et al., 2022). This result aligns with the Interference Hypothesis, which indicates that anxiety disrupts cognitive 
functioning in evaluative scenarios but can be lessened by altering the perception of the challenge (McNally et al., 1994). 
 
The way stress is perceived greatly impacts academic achievement and contentment. Research on student involvement and 
contentment indicates that academic self-efficacy and students’ confidence in their capability to tackle difficulties can 
reduce perceived stress and improve results (Noel-Levitz, 1999). By having a challenge-oriented mindset, teachers can 
help students encounter beneficial stress, which in return improves motivation and academic contentment. This method 
can help lessen dependence on high-pressure tests, which increase exam-related anxiety while encouraging ongoing 
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evaluation that supports a growth-oriented perspective. 
 
While existing psychological theories explain stress perception, real-life student and young adult experiences provide 
valuable insights into how stress is managed in academic and creative fields. To explore this further, a survey was 
conducted to gather direct responses on how stress influences performance. 
 
III. Methods 
3.1 Study Design 
The study used a quantitative approach through an online survey to explore how stress is perceived in academic and 
creative fields. A survey-based approach was chosen as it allows for collecting large scale data on stress perception, 
providing insights from a diverse group of participants. The survey was designed with structured questions to gather 
self-reported responses from participants. Participation was voluntary, and responses were anonymous to ensure honest 
and unbiased feedback. 
 
3.2 Participants 
A convenience sample of 130 participants, aged between 16 and 30 years, took part in the survey. The sample included 
high school students, university students, and young professionals from diverse academic and professional backgrounds. 
Participants represented a mix of genders and social demographics to ensure a broad perspective on stress perception. 
 
3.3 Hypothesis 
Research Hypothesis: It is hypothesised that participants will interpret perception of stress as a positive factor that allows 
them to perform optimally in academics as opposed to the popular notion that stress has a negative influence on academic 
performance. 
 
Null hypothesis: The perception of stress and academic performance have no significant correlation and any such 
instance is attributed to chance. 
 
The Independent Variable (IV): Perception of stress 
The Dependent Variable (DV): Academic performance 
Data Type: Nominal data (Yes/No responses) 
 
The correlation coefficient (ρ) is -1, which indicates a perfect negative correlation between the IV and DV. 
The p-value (p < 0.0001) suggests that the correlation is statistically significant and highly unlikely to be due to chance. 
 
The confidence intervals (CI) confirm the reliability of this correlation, with the 95% CI ranging from -1 to -0.996 and the 
99% CI from -1 to -0.992, further strengthening the validity of the results. 
 
Since the correlation is negative, it suggests that as the perception of stress increases, academic performance may also 
increase (contrary to the common belief that stress negatively affects performance). 
 
It is hypothesized that participants will perceive stress as a positive factor that enhances their academic performance. 
While stress is often associated with negative health or emotional outcomes, some research and anecdotal evidence from 
educators suggest that academic stress — such as that caused by deadlines or graded assessments — can actually motivate 
students and improve performance under certain conditions. A strong negative correlation (r = -0.6, p < 0.0001) in the data 
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suggests that as perceived stress increases, academic performance may also increase, supporting the idea that stress can be 
viewed as a performance-enhancing factor in specific academic contexts. 
 
3.4 Data Collection 
The survey consisted of multiple-choice and open-ended questions aimed at understanding how individuals experience 
and interpret stress. Key questions included: 

●​ "Has stress ever pushed you to perform better or work harder?" 
●​ "Has stress helped you develop resilience or mental toughness?" 
●​ "What coping mechanisms do you use to manage stress?" 
●​ "Has stress helped you improve your academic, creative, or personal performance?" 

 
3.5 Data Analysis 
The responses were analyzed using descriptive statistics. Percentage distributions were used to identify trends in how 
participants perceive stress as a motivator. Open-ended responses were reviewed to recognize common patterns in stress 
management strategies. 
 
IV. Results 
A correlation coefficient r = -0.609 suggests a moderate negative linear relationship between stress and its perception as 
positive. P = 0.0234 suggests that the findings are significant. 
 

 
 

Figure 4: Survey Results - Impact of Stress on Performance 
 
When asked if stress ever pushed you to perform better or work harder? 87.6% of the participants agreed. Many shared 
that stress helped them complete major projects, enhancing their performance overall.  
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Figure 5: Survey Results - Impact of Stress on Performance 

 
Interestingly,  76.6% of the participants believed that stress helped them develop resilience and mental toughness.  
 

 

Figure 6: Survey Results- Impact of Stress on Performance  
 
The survey findings also show that a majority (69.8%) believe stress has contributed to enhancing their academic, 
creative, or personal performance. This aligns with eustress theory, which explains that moderate stress improves 
cognitive function and problem solving skills. Many students acknowledge stress as a motivating element that pushes 
them to excel when faced with pressure. In educational environments, deadlines frequently help to drive students to 
concentrate and help them to utilize their time better. This corresponds with studies on eustress, or constructive stress, 
which can enhance cognitive performance and problem-solving skills in the short term. However, the effects of stress are 
complex; while moderate, acute stress may improve academic outcomes, prolonged or chronic stress can simultaneously 
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harm mental and physical health. For instance, students might perform better academically under pressure, yet experience 
fatigue, anxiety, or other health-related consequences over time. 
 

 

Figure 7: Survey Results- Impact of Stress on Performance  
 
Furthermore, 67.4% of participants intentionally perceive stress as an opportunity to improve instead of something that 
holds them back. This reflects a growth mindset, where individuals use difficult situations as opportunities for personal 
development. When students perceive stress as a motivating factor instead of a threat, they tend to pursue resilience and 
determination in the academic fields.  
 
While the majority of the participants have shown that stress can be perceived as positive, it is important to recognize that 
32.6% of participants do not consider stress to be advantageous, suggesting that the perception of stress differs depending 
on individual coping strategies and academic challenges. 
 
V. Discussion 
The survey data revealed many different strategies that participants used to control their stress effectively, out of the 
different strategies the participants had written down, these were the most popular answers.  

1.​ Meditation and Mindfulness – 13 respondents used meditation as an effective way to channel stress into focus and 
clarity. 

2.​ Prayer and Spirituality – Some participants relied on religious or spiritual practices to manage stress and find 
motivation. 

3.​ Stress as a Driving Force – 31 individuals, view stress as a powerful motivator that pushes them to stay focused 
and achieve their goals. 

 
While the survey provides meaningful insights, it is important to acknowledge certain limitations. The sample, consisting 
primarily of students aged 16–30, may not fully represent broader academic populations. Additionally, the self-reported 
nature of responses introduces the possibility of social desirability bias, as participants might perceive or report their stress 
levels differently from their actual experiences. It is also important to note that this study focuses solely on perceived 
stress, rather than physiological indicators such as cortisol levels or heart rate variability, which could provide a more 
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objective assessment. Other limitations include potential confounding variables not controlled in the study, such as 
individual coping strategies or personality traits. 
 
Future research could examine stress perception across different demographics, including gender and cultural variations. It 
would also be valuable to explore how these groups experience acute versus chronic stress, as short-term stress may be 
perceived as motivating, while long-term stress is more likely to have universally negative effects on well-being and 
performance. 
 
The results of the survey conducted align closely with other theories on stress and improvement. Lazarus and Folkman’s 
Cognitive Appraisal Theory provides a useful framework for understanding these results. This theory claims that people 
judge stress based on whether they see it as a threat or a challenge. When stress is considered as a challenge, it fosters 
resilience, motivation, and problem-solving abilities. 
 
Eustress Theory distinguishes between positive stress (eustress) and negative stress (distress), explaining why some 
people perform better under pressure. The fact that many participants viewed stress as beneficial aligns with research 
showing that moderate stress can boost cognitive function, creativity, and decision-making skills. 
 
This survey highlights how individuals perceive the impact of stress on their academic performance, with most responses 
suggesting that stress, when managed effectively, can serve as a motivating factor. While the original intention included 
examining stress and creativity, the survey questions focused more heavily on academic outcomes, limiting conclusions in 
that area. In fact, stress may even hinder creativity, especially when it becomes excessive or chronic. Future studies could 
explore the threshold at which stress shifts from being motivational to overwhelming, and how this tipping point differs 
across individuals. Understanding this balance could offer valuable insights for students, parents, and educators aiming to 
foster both performance and well-being. 
 
5.1 Secondary Research and Theoretical Support  
A study conducted by Taj et al. (2024) titled "Impact of Stress on the Academic Performance of University Students" 
aimed to explore how stress affects students' academic outcomes. Researchers conducted a descriptive quantitative study 
involving 300 university students from Lahore, utilizing a self-designed Likert scale questionnaire to assess stress levels 
and academic performance. The analysis, which included frequency distribution, t-tests, and ANOVA, revealed that while 
some students manage stress effectively, a significant portion experienced high levels of stress that adversely impacted 
their academic performance. These findings challenge the notion that stress is inherently beneficial, suggesting that 
unmanaged stress can hinder academic success. 
 
Lazarus and Folkman Cognitive Appraisal Theory also suggests that how individuals evaluate stressors greatly affects 
their emotional and physiological reactions. They distinguished two phases: primary appraisal, in which the person 
evaluates the importance of the event, and secondary appraisal, in which they assess their resources to manage it. When 
stressors are seen as threats, negative effects arise, whereas viewing them as challenges fosters resilience. 
 
In Taj et al.’s study, the large sample size of 300 university students provides a substantial data set; however, its focus on a 
single geographic location (Lahore) may limit the generalizability of the findings across diverse populations. The study 
did not specify the gender distribution of participants, leaving potential gender-based differences in stress perception 
unexplored. Methodologically, the reliance on self-reported data introduces the possibility of response bias, as students 
might underreport or overreport their stress levels and academic performance. The findings align with the research 
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question by demonstrating that stress is not universally perceived as positive in academic settings; instead, its impact 
varies based on individual stress management and perception. 
 
Lazarus and Folkman's theoretical model provides an in-depth insight into how cognitive evaluation affects the perception 
of stress. Although their model is generally accepted, empirical research examining the theory frequently differs in sample 
size and participant demographics, potentially impacting the strength of findings. The theory highlights that the perception 
of stress is highly personal, shaped by individual experiences and available coping mechanisms. This viewpoint is relevant 
to the research question because it indicates that in academic and creative domains, the perception of stress as beneficial 
relies on personal evaluation processes. 
 
A study by Morris (2024) showed that individuals with higher stress reactivity adapt more quickly to new sociocultural 
norms. This research suggests that stress reactivity may aid in adaptation rather than hinder it. In four separate studies, the 
researchers examined the impact of stress responses on learning in new social environments. A preliminary study 
indicated that people with a genetic inclination toward higher stress reactivity showed a more significant improvement in 
accuracy when acquiring sociocultural norms via experiential feedback. Study 1 showed that individuals with increased 
cortisol responses to stressors acquired unfamiliar sociocultural norms more quickly. Study 2 confirmed this discovery 
through self-reported assessments of stress reactivity, while Study 3 broadened the findings by demonstrating that stress 
reactivity also forecasted learning in both sociocultural and non-social activities. Ultimately, Study 4 revealed the 
fundamental mechanism: individuals who are highly reactive to stress encountered greater stress initially while adapting to 
new norms, which then encouraged them to learn more effectively, resulting in decreased stress levels over time. These 
results question the traditional belief that stress is entirely harmful, indicating that stress reactivity might aid quicker 
adaptation to new sociocultural settings. 
 
VI. Conclusion 
This study highlights that stress perception plays a crucial role in academic success. While moderate stress enhances 
motivation and resilience, prolonged stress without effective coping strategies may lead to negative consequences. Studies 
indicate that students with a challenge-oriented mindset experience greater motivation and academic satisfaction. This 
perspective suggests that moderate stress, when managed correctly, can enhance performance, creativity, and resilience. 
While moderate stress can enhance motivation and performance in the short term, prolonged exposure to stress without 
effective coping strategies can lead to burnout and cognitive fatigue. Additionally, both the physiological stress response 
and the individual’s perception of stress can vary significantly based on personal factors such as temperament, resilience, 
past experiences, and support systems — further complicating the relationship between stress and performance. 
 
This highlights the need for structured stress management interventions in academic environments. 
 
Using techniques like mindfulness, visualization, and social support can help individuals channel stress into something 
that's beneficial for them. The key takeaway is that stress is not inherently negative—it is our interpretation and response 
to stress that determine its impact. 
 
Future studies should examine how personality traits (e.g., introverts vs. extroverts) influence stress perception and 
academic performance. Additionally, studies could examine long-term effects of stress reappraisal strategies on student 
well-being and performance. 
 
There are some unresolved issues from the research. Firstly: Long-Term Effects;t he studies mainly focus on short-term 
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outcomes of stress. More research is needed to explore how prolonged exposure to stress affects academic and creative 
performance over time. Secondly: Personality and Stress Perception; how individual traits, such as personality, influence 
stress perception and management remains unclear. For example, do introverts and extroverts experience and cope with 
stress differently in academic or creative settings? 
 
Future research could examine stress perception across different demographics, including gender and cultural variations. It 
would also be valuable to explore how these groups experience acute versus chronic stress, as short-term stress may be 
perceived as motivating, while long-term stress is more likely to have universally negative effects on well-being and 
performance. 
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Appendix 
 
Link to Survey: https://forms.gle/RV6JEK151ps1AMXh7 
 
Table 1 

Question Number No. of positive 
responses 

No. of negative 
responses 

Mean of positive 
responses 

Total no. of participants 
taking the survey 

1 113 17 0.87 130 

2 100 30 0.78 130 

3 80 50 0.62 130 

4 126 4 0.88 130 

5 55 75 0.42 130 

6 85 45 0.65 130 

7 99 31 0.76 130 

8 87 43 0.67 130 

9 91 39 0.7 130 

     

10 62 10 
St - 59 

 130 

11 86 Maybe =20 
No=24 

 130 
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Data Summary 
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