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Abstract

Psychology graduate students experience substantial academic demands while simultaneously negotiating
family expectations related to achievement, career stability, and life transitions. In collectivist cultural
contexts such as India, family-related pressures may significantly shape students’ academic stress
experiences. The present cross-sectional quantitative study examined gender differences in family pressure
and academic stress and evaluated family pressure as a predictor of academic stress among psychology
graduate students. A sample of 150 psychology graduate students (90 females, 60 males) from multiple
institutions in Tamil Nadu, India, completed the Family Pressure Scale and Academic Stress Scale.
Independent samples #-tests, Pearson correlation analysis, and simple linear regression were conducted.
Results indicated that female students reported significantly higher levels of family pressure and academic
stress than male students. Family pressure was strongly and positively correlated with academic stress (»
=.62, p <.01) and significantly predicted academic stress, explaining 38% of the variance. The findings
highlight family pressure as a culturally embedded and gendered stressor in graduate education and
underscore the need for family-informed and gender-sensitive support mechanisms within psychology
training programs.
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1. Introduction

Graduate education is a critical developmental phase marked by heightened academic demands,
professional identity formation, and significant psychosocial transitions. Students are expected to manage
intensive coursework, research productivity, evaluations, and career uncertainty, often while balancing
personal and familial responsibilities. Empirical evidence consistently demonstrates that graduate students
experience higher levels of psychological distress compared to the general population (Evans et al., 2018;
Hyun et al., 2006).

Psychology graduate students may be particularly vulnerable to stress due to discipline-specific demands,
including emotionally intensive clinical training, ethical responsibilities toward clients, and the emotional
labour inherent in helping professions (Kumary & Baker, 2008; Pakenham & Stafford-Brown, 2012).
While academic stress has been widely studied, increasing attention has been directed toward contextual
stressors beyond the academic environment, particularly family-related pressures.
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1.1 Family Pressure in Graduate Education

Family pressure refers to perceived expectations and obligations imposed by family members regarding
academic success, career choices, financial independence, and life milestones such as marriage. In
collectivist societies, family expectations are often internalized as moral responsibilities rather than
optional preferences (Kim et al., 2006). Research suggests that excessive family pressure can undermine
autonomy, increase guilt, and elevate stress among students (Jairam & Kahl, 2012).

For psychology graduate students, family pressure may be intensified due to extended training periods,
uncertain career trajectories, and societal stigma surrounding mental health professions (Sandhu & Tung,
2004). Such pressures may operate alongside academic demands, creating cumulative stress that adversely
affects students’ academic functioning and well-being.

1.2 Academic Stress in Psychology Graduate Students

Academic stress encompasses stressors related to coursework, examinations, research productivity,
financial constraints, and future career uncertainty (Gardner, 2009). Psychology graduate students face
additional stressors related to clinical responsibilities, vicarious trauma, and ethical decision-making
(Pakenham & Stafford-Brown, 2012). Sustained academic stress has been associated with burnout,
reduced academic engagement, and attrition from graduate programs (Stubb et al., 2011).

1.3 Gender and Sociocultural Context

Gender norms and sociocultural expectations significantly shape experiences of family pressure and
academic stress. Female graduate students often face heightened expectations related to balancing
academic achievement with family responsibilities and life-stage milestones such as marriage (Mason et
al., 2013). In the Indian context, traditional gender roles and collectivist values may further intensify these
pressures, placing female students at greater risk for academic stress.

1.4 Objectives of the Study

The present study aimed to:

1. Assess levels of family pressure and academic stress among psychology graduate students.

2. Examine gender differences in family pressure and academic stress.

3. Analyze the relationship between family pressure and academic stress.

4. Determine whether family pressure predicts academic stress.

2. Methodology

2.1 Research Design

A cross-sectional quantitative research design was employed.

2.2 Sample

The sample consisted of 150 psychology graduate students recruited from multiple colleges and
universities in Tamil Nadu, India. Participants included 90 females (60%) and 60 males (40%), aged
between 21 and 29 years.

2.3 Sampling Technique

Purposive convenience sampling combined with snowball sampling was used.

2.4 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Students currently enrolled in a master’s or doctoral psychology program with at least one completed
semester were included. Students with diagnosed severe mental illness requiring active psychiatric
treatment were excluded to minimize clinical risk.
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2.5 Tools Used

Family Pressure Scale (FPS) (Chan et al., 2009) assesses perceived family pressure related to
achievement, career expectations, obligations, and guilt. The scale demonstrated good internal consistency
(a=.87).

Academic Stress Scale (ASS) (Labrague et al., 2017) measures academic stress related to coursework,
research demands, financial concerns, and career uncertainty (o = .89).

2.6 Procedure and Ethical Considerations

Ethical clearance was obtained from the Institutional Ethics Committee. Informed consent was obtained
from all participants. Data were collected using online and paper-based questionnaires, and confidentiality
was maintained.

3. Results
Table 1
Gender Differences in Family Pressure and Academic Stress
Variable Gender N Mean SD ¢ P

Family Pressure Male 60 4235 6.12 245 .015
Female 90 4578 5.84
Academic Stress Male 60 4820 7.05 2.98 .003
Female 90 52.90 6.72
Note. p < .05, *p <.01.

Table 2
Pearson Correlation Between Family Pressure and Academic Stress
Variable 1 2
1. Family Pressure 1 62%*

2. Academic Stress .62** 1
Note. N =150, *p <.01.

Table 3
Regression Analysis Predicting Academic Stress from Family Pressure
Predictor Bt D

Family Pressure .62 6.92 <.001
Model Summary: R = .62, R* = .38, Adjusted R*> = .37, F(1, 148) =47.85, p <.001.

4. Discussion

The present study examined family pressure as a culturally embedded predictor of academic stress among
psychology graduate students in India, with specific attention to gender differences. The findings provide
empirical support for the role of family expectations as a significant non-academic stressor within graduate
education and offer important theoretical and contextual insights. Consistent with the study objectives,
female students reported significantly higher levels of both family pressure and academic stress than their
male counterparts. This finding aligns with prior research indicating that women in higher education often
experience compounded expectations related to academic performance, caregiving responsibilities, and
life-stage transitions (Mason et al., 2013; Brown & Watson, 2010). Within the Indian sociocultural context,
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traditional gender norms may further intensify these pressures, positioning academic success as
simultaneously empowering and burdensome for female students.

From a role strain perspective (Goode, 1960), female psychology graduate students may experience
heightened stress due to competing and often incompatible role expectations being a successful student, a
future professional, and a family-conforming individual. The coexistence of these roles can create chronic
strain, particularly when family expectations conflict with the prolonged and uncertain nature of
psychological training. The strong positive association between family pressure and academic stress, along
with the finding that family pressure explained 38% of the variance in academic stress, underscores the
salience of family dynamics in shaping students’ academic experiences. This result can be interpreted
through the lens of Conservation of Resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll, 1989), which posits that stress
arises when individuals perceive a threat to their valued resources or experience ongoing resource
depletion. Persistent family pressure may function as a continuous demand on emotional, cognitive, and
motivational resources, thereby amplifying the impact of academic stressors.

In collectivist cultures such as India, family expectations are often internalized as moral obligations rather
than external demands (Kim et al., 2006). As a result, family pressure may operate as a chronic background
stressor, intensifying academic stress even in the absence of overt conflict. For psychology graduate
students, whose training involves emotional labour, ethical responsibility, and extended periods of
professional uncertainty, such pressure may further erode available coping resources. The findings also
suggest that family pressure is not merely a contextual variable but a meaningful predictor of academic
stress. This challenges predominantly individualistic models of academic stress that focus solely on
workload, performance anxiety, or institutional factors. Instead, the present study highlights the need to
adopt ecologically grounded and culturally responsive frameworks when examining stress among
graduate students, particularly in non-Western contexts.

From an applied perspective, these results have important implications for psychology training programs.
Academic institutions may benefit from incorporating family-sensitive interventions, such as
psychoeducational workshops for students and families, mentorship programs addressing gender-specific
challenges, and counseling services that explicitly acknowledge family-related stressors. Recognizing
family pressure as a legitimate contributor to academic stress may enhance student well-being, retention,
and professional development.

5. Conclusion

The study demonstrates that family pressure is a significant predictor of academic stress among
psychology graduate students in India. Female students experience higher levels of both family pressure
and academic stress, indicating gender-based disparities. Recognizing family pressure as a key contributor
to academic stress has important implications for student support services and training program design.

6. Limitations and Future Directions

The use of convenience sampling and restriction to institutions in Tamil Nadu limits generalizability.
Exclusion of students with severe mental illness may have led to underestimation of stress levels. Future
research should employ longitudinal designs, include mental health outcome variables, and explore
moderating factors such as social support and coping strategies.
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