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Abstract: One of the aims of this research was to
identify the main stressors and to determine the
levels of stress in a Spanish university student
sample. Stress related irrational beliefs and stress
levels were measured by means of the Spanish
situational version of the Smith Irrational Beliefs
Inventory (SIBI). Sample consisted of 480 Spanish
college students. Main stressors identified were:
negative events, interaction with others, lack of ti-
me, work, and exams-studies. Self-reported levels
of stress turned out to be high. Gender differences
were found in some of the irrational beliefs, with
females scoring significantly higher than males in
Catastrophism-Task Exaggeration and males sco-
ring higher in Minimizing/Avoiding. A significant
and direct relationship between high scores in so-
me of these irrational beliefs and self-reported
stress levels was aso revealed. Finally, perfectio-
nism was significantly related to strain, and the
highest stress levels to experiencing negative
events. Sample error was 3.13%.

Key words: Stress, college students, irrational be-
liefs, gender, stressors.

College can be a unique source of stress
with its own stressors and irrational beliefs
(Amutio & Smith, 2007; Allgéver, Wardle,
& Steptoe, 2001; Connor-Smith & Calvete,
2004). It is known that college students
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Resumen: Uno de los objetivos de esta investiga
cion fue identificar los principales estresores y de-
terminar el nivel de estrés en una poblacion estudian-
til universitaria. Se evaluaron las creencias irraciona-
les asociadas a estrés asi como el nivel de estrés en
este colectivo mediante el Smith Irrational Beliefs
Inventory (SIBI) en su version situacional espariola.
Una muestra de 480 estudiantes universitarios espa-
fioles completo el inventario. Los principales estreso-
res fueron: sucesos negativos, interaccién con los
otros, falta de tiempo, el trabgjo, y los examenes-
estudios. El nivel de estrés resulto ser alto. Se encon-
traron diferencias de género en agunas de estas
creencias irracionales, ya que las mujeres puntlan
significativamente més alto que los hombres en Ca-
tastrofismo, y los varones mas en Minimizar/Evitar.
También encontramos relaciones significativas entre
puntuaciones atas en varias de estas creencias y el
grado de estrés experimentado. Finalmente, € Per-
feccionismo se relaciona significativamente con el
agotamiento, y los niveles més altos de estrés con la
experiencia de acontecimientos vitales negativos.
Error muestral 3,13%.

Palabras clave: estrés, estudiantes universitarios,
creenciasirracionales, género, estresores.

Title: Estrésy creenciasirracionales en
estudiantes universitarios

have to cope with stressful situations and
numerous changes. Many of the expe-
rienced stressors are related to academic
overload, tight schedules, and exams and
grades (Mufioz, 2003; Pefiacoba & Mo-
reno, 1999). Some of the most common
responses to these stressors are strain or
emotional exhaustion, lack of academic
self-efficacy and poor performance (Gon-
zalez, Landero, & Tapia, 2007; Martinez,
Marques, Saanova, & Lopes-daSilva,
2002).
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In the same line, other studies have re-
veded that irrational and maladaptive be-
liefs are associated with and may lead to
distress, depression, and psychological and
physical mafunctioning (Balanza, Mora-
les, Guerrero, & Conesa, 2008; Morrison &
O’ Connor, 2005; Marcotte, 1996; Raich,
Carregal, Hernandez, & Sanchez, 1987).
One of the foundations of cognitive-
behavioural therapy is Albert Ellis's (1962)
ABC model of human disturbance. He pro-
posed that beliefs (B) mediate the impact
of activating events (A) on emotions and
behavior (C). Irrational beliefs are one of
the main long-term sources and factors that
maintain the stress response and, as a con-
sequence, may lead to many anxiety and
mood disorders. For this reason, early as-
sessment and diagnosis of stress-related be-
liefs is one of the fundamental components
of stress management and other psycho-
logical therapies designed to alleviate
stress-related symptoms.

For decades clinicians have discussed
how irrational beliefs are organized and
whether some of them are more important
than others. Factor analyses have yielded
conflicting results. In an attempt to address
the issue of the factor structure of irrational
belief items, Smith (2002) developed the
Smith Irrational Beliefs Inventory (SIBI), a
scale that taps content areas or irrational
beliefs addressed in most existing invento-
ries.

The SIBI has been subjected to several
factor analyses in different American and
Spanish samples of college students. The
most recent analysis was performed using a
student Spanish sample of 480 university
students from the University of the Basque
Country (Amutio & Smith, 2007). In this
sample, the exploratory factor analysis on
the SIBI scores yielded seven different fac-
tors that accounted for 54.5% of the total
variance (see Table 1 for a factor content
explanation): Negativity (NEG); Distorted

Egocentrism (EGO); Perfectionism (PER);
Catastrophizing-Task Exaggeration (CAT);
Minimizing/Avoiding (MIN); Needless
Other-Blaming (BLA); and Distorted Isola-
tion (ISO). Confirmatory factor analysis
(Amos 4.0) of the factors obtained in this
sample verified that our factor model was
good. Another confirmatory factor analy-
sis, using an entirely different sample of
480 students (mainly from the same uni-
versity) replicated this factor solution.

Many studies have shown that thereis a
higher incidence of pessimism and depres-
sion among women as compared to men
(Calvete, Villardon, Estévez, & Espina,
2007; Calvete, 2005; Simon, 2002). Con-
sistent with this finding, we hypothesized
that there would be gender differences in
our irrational belief factors (Amutio &
Smith, 2007) with females scoring higher
in Negativity and/or Catastrophizing than
males. We a so hypothesized that the stress
level could be predicted by the scores ob-
tained in some of these cross-cultural fac-
tors. Additionally, we assessed the main
stressful situations this collective of uni-
versity students has to cope with and their
relationship with the irrational belief fac-
tors and self-reported stress levels.

Method

Participants

A sample of 480 undergraduate college
students (91 males, 383 females, 6 sex un-
stated; Mean age = 22.61; SD = 3.99). The
sample was obtained from different facul-
ties at the University of the Basque Coun-
try in Spain. This sample had been pre-
viously used to conduct our factor analysis
(Amutio & Smith, 2007).

[ nstruments

The Smith Irrationa Beliefs Inventory
(SIBI) is a 24-item self-report question-
nairethat taps a wide range of irrational
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Table 1. Smith Irrational Beliefs Inventory Factors and Item Content

FACTOR 1: NEGATIVITY (5.5; 22.8; 0.75)2

What If... What 1f?: Constantly asking “What if?" something happens, and failing to be satisfied with any of the answers.
Negative spin: Arbitrarily and pessimistically putting a negative interpretation on events, even though they may be neu-
tral or positive.

Possibilities= Probabilities: Thinking that if it is possible for something to go wrong, then it is probable.

Negative fortune-telling: Consistently predicting the future negatively, typically thinking that things will never change or
only get worse.

Ignoring contrary evidence: Focusing on negative evidence while ignoring or discounting equally relevant positive evi-
dence.

Fatalism: Believing that the uncontrollable powers of fate determine the present, and thereislittle you can do about it.

FACTOR 2: DISTORTED EGOCENTRISM (1.9; 30.8; 0.42)

Childlike fantasy: Assuming (as children may do) that everything should go your way.

Special privilege: Feeling that you have a special privilege or entitlement or that you always deserve more respect atten-
tion than you get.

FACTOR 3: PERFECTIONISM (1.4; 36.4; 0.45)

Needless perfectionism: Picking an unfairly high standard you are responsible for, even though practically no one has
ever been ableto achieveit.

Musts-oughts-shoulds: Turning simple honest desires, wants, and expectations into absolute musts, oughts, and shoulds.

FACTOR 4.- CATASTROPHIZING-TASK EXAGGERATION (1.2; 41.3; 0.60)
Catastrophizing: Turning simple frustrations, irritations and disappointments into unbearable disasters and catastrophes.
Task Exaggeration: Treating simple barriers or challenges as overwhelming or insurmountable.

Helplessness: Believing you just can't cope by yourself and need much help and support from others.

FACTOR 5.- MINIMIZING-AVOIDING (1.1; 46)

Minimizing-Avoiding: Understating or avoiding the true significance of events resulting in problems eventually becom-
ing worse through inaction.

FACTOR 6: NEEDLESS OTHER- BLAMING (1.0; 50.4; 0.44)

Needless Other-Blaming: Looking for someone else to blame when things don't go right.

Rigid Either/Or- Thinking: Viewing events or people in all-or-nothing, right-or-wrong terms and not considering
“shades of gray”.

Mind-Reading: Believing you know what others want, think, or feel without asking.

FACTOR 7: DISTORTED ISOLATION (.994; 54.5; 0.71)

Imperfections/Unlovability: Feeling that you are basically defective and flawed. Believing you have strong or unusual
negative or positive feelings that make you unlovable to othersiif they find out.

Unrealistic I solation: Feeling that you are different and isolated from the rest of the world.

Needless Self-Blame: Making a problem worse by needlessly blaming yourself for negative events, shortcomings or
imperfections; failing to see that some events have other, complex causes.

Emotion-Distorted Thinking: Letting your negative feelings colour and distort how you see the facts.

Regretting the past: Focusing on past problems rather than what you have or can do now.

Unrealistic Need for Love & Approval: Having a need for love and approval that is so strong that it influences much of
the day and what you say and do with others.

Deep mistrust: Expecting that others wilfully mistreat, dislike, manipulate, or take advantage of you.

.- Eigenvalues, cumulative variance accounted for, and Alphareliabilities for each of the factors.
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belief statements (Smith, 2002). It includes
Situational and Dispositional versions, with
items having been selected from a compre-
hensive list of irrational belief statements
culled from different sources, including
Ellis (1985), Beck (1993), and McMullin
(2000). The situational format (SIBI-S)
asks respondents to describe the most
stressful situation experienced in the past
two weeks and to rate the intensity of
thoughts related to each of the irrationa
beliefs under the stressful situation pre-
viously described by the subject, from 1
(not at al) to 4 (alot). This format also in-
cludes a question regarding the level of
self-reported stress in the previousy
described situation using a scale from 1 to
10. For this study, we used the Spanish
Situational format of the SIBI and found it
had a highly significant alpha reliability
(0.84). It is our claim that this is a fair re-
presentation of the set of defined irrational
beliefs considered both in research and
used by clinicians. Alpha reliabilities for
each of the factors are shown in Table 1.

Procedure

Data was obtained from the sample using
the Spanish Situational format of the SIBI,
as described in Amutio and Smith (2007).
All appropriate APA (2003) ethical guide-
lines were followed.

Results

First of al, when analyzing factor by fac-
tor, results show that the highest scores
correspond to Perfectionism, followed by
Negativity and  Catastrophizing-Task
Exaggeration.

A series of non-parametric tests (Mann-
Whitney’s U test) were performed. Gender
differences were found, with females sco-
ring significantly higher than men in Catas-
trophism-Task-Exaggeration (p = .03), and
males scoring significantly higher than
women in Minimizing/Avoiding (p = .01).
Women also scored higher than men in
Negativity, albeit not reaching significance
levels (see Table 2).

As explained, subjects were asked to ra-

Table 2. Means and standard deviations for males and females and Mann-Whitney’s U-Test

for gender differencesin the obtained factors

NEG 1SO BLA PER EGO CAT MIN
MALES N 91.00 91.00 91.00 91.00 91.00 91.00 91.00
Mean 2.03 1.88 195 2.25 1.89 1.95 2.04
SD 0.58 0.51 0.64 0.62 0.65 0.64 0.83
FEMALES N 383.00 383.00 383.00 383.00 383.00 383.00 383.00
Mean 2.14 1.90 1.87 2.20 181 214 1.82
SD 0.63 0.55 0.62 0.77 0.70 0.72 0.86
Total N 474.00 474.00 474.00 474.00 474.00 474.00 474.00
Mean 2.12 1.89 1.88 221 1.82 2.10 1.86
SD. 0.62 0.54 0.62 0.74 0.69 0.71 0.86
ﬁgr?n-Whi tney 15707.50 1729350 16051.00 1629250 15910.00 14853.50 14580.50
Z -1.47 -0.11 -1.19 -0.99 -1.33 -2.21 -2.59
Sig. asintot.
(bﬁ ateral) 0.14 0.91 0.24 0.33 0.19 0.03 0.01

Note 1: Scores range from 1 to 4. Negativity (NEG); Distorted Isolation (I1SO); Needless Other-Blaming (BLA); Per-
fectionism (PER); Distorted Egocentrism (EGO); Catastrophizing-Task Exaggeration (CAT); Minimizing/Avoiding

(MIN)

Note 2: Percentage of cases equal-above the mean for each of the factors: NEG (49.4%), 1SO (40.4%), PER
(45.2%), CAT (43.1%), BLA (50%), EGO (48.1%), MIN (60%)
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te their stress level in a previously expe-
rienced stressful situation using a scale
from 1 to 10. Mean level of self-reported
stress was 7.7. No significant differences
were found among sexes with respect to
stress levels (p > .05), using Mann-
Whitney’s U test, or the type of stressors
experienced (Pearson’s Chi-Square =
4.419; p=.35).

As hypothesized, a relationship was
found between level of self-reported stress
and the following factors or dimensions:
Negativity (r = .19; p = .01), Distorted Iso-
lation (r = .20; p = .01), Perfectionism (r =
A5; p = .01), and Catastrophizing-Task
Exaggeration (r = .26; p = .01). Although
weak, correlations are positive and signifi-
cant. If we observe the dispersion graphs,
students with high scores in these factors
show high levels of stress, especialy for
Catastrophizing-Task Exaggeration and
Distorted Isolation (see dispersion graphs
in Figure 1). In thisway, 76.8% of students
scoring high in Catastrophizing-Task
Exaggeration and 73.5% of those scoring
high in Distorted Isolation show higher
stress level s than the mean (7.7).

Main stressors were classified from the
previous stressful situation reported by
each of the subjects in five different cate-
gories: negative events, interaction with
others, lack of time, work, and exams-
studies. The largest stressors were negative
events and lack of time, followed by inte-
raction with others, work, and exams
studies. Examples of negative events re-
ported by students were: illness or health
problems, accidents, persona problems
and/or fears, insomnia, having to make dif-
ficult decisions, and lack of money, among
others.

Based on the existent relationships
among the categories exams-studies, work,
and lack of time, we decided to combine
the three into a larger category called
strain. Kruskal-Wallis test revealed a sig-
nificant difference in self-reported levels of
stress, with negative events scoring higher
than the categories of strain and interaction
with others (Chi-square = 8.496; p = .01).
Self-reported level of stress was 8.18 for
negative events (see Table 3).

Finaly, an additiona Kruskal-Wallis
test was conducted in order to find diffe-

Figure 1. Dispersion Graphs for Catastrophizing-Task Exaggeration / Distorted Isolation and

stress level
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Table 3. Mean and standard deviation of stress levelsin each stressful situation

LEVEL OF STRESS

STRESSORS N Mean SD
STRAIN 244  7.63 1.25
Exams-Studies 180 7.61 1.25
Work 32 7.63 1.34
Lack of time 32 7.75 1.19
INTERACTION WITH OTHERS 73 7.63 151
NEGATIVE EVENTS 45 8.18 161
Total 362 7.70 1.36

Note: Scores range from 1 to 10

rences among the stressful situations in the
obtained factors. Significant differences
were found among the reported stressful si-
tuations or stressors and three of our irra-
tional belief factors: Perfectionism (Chi-
square = 8.582; p = .01), Distorted Egocen-
trism (Chi-square = 7.404; p = .03), and
Needless other-Blaming (Chi-square =
8.638; p = .01). In this sense, students who
felt stressed out due to exam-studies, work,
and lack of time (i.e., strain), obtained the
highest scores in Perfectionism. On the
contrary, students who felt stressed by ne-
gative events obtained the lowest scores in
this variable. Additionally, students who
reported feeling stressed out during inter-
persona interactions scored significantly
higher in Distorted Egocentrism and Need-
less other-Blaming when compared to the
students under strain or experiencing nega-
tive events (Table 4).

Discussion

The present study provided partial confir-
mation for our hypotheses. First, the hy-
pothesis regarding the existence of gender
differences in the obtained irrationa belief
factors was supported. Gender differences
found, with females scoring significantly
higher than males in Catastrophizing-Task
Exaggeration, and males scoring higher in

Minimizing-Avoiding, are consistent with
results obtained elsewhere (Calvete, 2005)
and could contribute to explain gender di-
fferences found in the experience of nega-
tive affect, including depression and
distress (Calvete et a., 2007; Simon,
2002).

Perfectionism, Negativity, Catastro-
phizing-Task Exaggeration, and Distorted
Isolation were found to be significantly re-
lated to self-reported stress levels. As re-
flected by the dispersion graphs, students
scoring high in Catastrophizing-Task Ex-
aggeration and Distorted Isolation aso
show high levels of stress. This result su-
ggests the appropriateness of anayzing
irrational beliefs related to these factors
when assessing stress in student popula-
tions. However, and contrary to our hy-
pothesis, stress levels could not be pre-
dicted from the scores obtained in these
factors by our sample of college students.

Overall, our sample of students report
high levels of stress. In regards to preva
lence, it is important to underline that
62.6% of the students report a stress level
equal or higher than the mean (7.7). These
results are in line with the findings of other
investigators  emphasizing the high
incidence of stress among university stu-
dents (Gonzélez et al., 2007; Morrison &
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Table 4. Mean and standard deviation of each factor in each stressful situation
SITUATION NEG 1SO BLA PER EGO CAT MIN
STRAIN N 325 325 325 325 325 325 325
Me-
an 212 1.88 1.84 2.27 1.78 2.09 1.80
SD 0.62 0.54 0.59 0.73 0.68 0.70 0.84
Exams-Studies N 243 243 243 243 243 243 243
Me-
an 2.14 1.88 1.83 2.19 1.78 2.10 1.79
SD 0.62 0.55 0.61 0.71 0.68 0.70 0.82
Work N 40 40 40 40 40 40 40
Me-
an 2.07 1.78 181 2.46 1.80 2.00 1.68
SD 0.60 0.46 0.48 0.76 0.66 0.58 0.89
Lack of time N 42 42 42 42 42 42 42
Me-
an 2.06 1.92 1.88 2.60 177 212 1.95
SD 0.65 0.55 0.59 0.73 0.66 0.81 0.88
N 95 95 95 95 95 95 95
INTERACTION Me-
WITH OTHERS an 2.05 1.98 2.07 2.16 1.97 2.10 2.00
SD 0.56 0.57 0.69 0.70 0.68 0.76 0.88
NEGATIVE
EVENTS N 60 60 60 60 60 60 60
Me-
an 2.25 1.85 1.89 1.97 1.79 2.18 1.95
SD 0.74 0.54 0.63 0.80 0.71 0.60 0.89
Tota N 480 480 480 480 480 480 480
Me-
an 2.12 1.89 1.89 2.21 1.82 2.10 1.86
SD 0.62 0.55 0.62 0.74 0.68 0.70 0.86

Note 1: Scores range from 1 to 4.

Note 2: Negativity (NEG); Distorted Isolation (1SO); Needless Other-Blaming (BLA); Perfectionism
(PER); Distorted Egocentrism (EGO); Catastrophizing-Task Exaggeration (CAT); Minimizing/Avoiding

(MIN)

O’ Connor, 2005; Connor-Smith & Calvete,
2004).

Main stressors for our student sample
were: negative events, interaction with
others, lack of time, work, and exams-
studies. These sources of stress are very
similar to the stressors reported in other
studies carried out with university students

(Pefiacoba & Moreno, 1999; Polo, Her-
nandez, & Pozo, 1996). Significant differ-
ences were found between the occu-rrence
of negative events and other stre-ssors with
respect to self-reported stress levels. As
explained above, strain includes three
stressors. exams-studies, work, and lack of
time. In this way, the amount of stress ex-
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perienced by college students was signifi-
cantly higher when they had to cope with
negative events, as compared to when they
were experiencing strain  and/or fa-cing
interpersona problems. Nevertheless, self-
reported stress levels under strain and dur-
ing the interaction with others was still
considerably high. Finally, and consistent
with Morrison & O'Connor’'s findings
(2005), no gender differences were ob-
served between males and females neither
in stress levels nor in stress producing
Situations.

Among our seven irrational belief fac-
tors, students obtained the highest scoresin
Perfectionism, followed by Negativity and
Catastrophizing-Task Exaggeration. This
finding is consistent with the results ob-
tained by Borda, del-Rio and Torres (2003)
and Valdes and Arroyo (2004), in samples
of young anorexic and bulimic patients.

In addition, students who report feeling
strained obtained high scores in Perfectio-
nism. When under strain, scores for this
irrational belief were significantly higher
than those corresponding to situations of
interaction with others or negative events.
In line with this, there is quite an amount
of research carried out on Perfectionism.
Many studies (Oros, 2005; Arana, 2003;
Dunkley, Zuroff, & Blankstein, 2003) have
concluded that perfectionism is much re-
lated to anxiety and other negative emo-
tions by increasing the vulnerability to ex-
perience stress. Perfectionist subjects ex-
perience few positive emotions and show a
lack of adaptive coping skills. They fre-
guently show low levels of self-efficacy
and self-esteem (Alvarez & Garcia, 2007,
Dunkley et al., 2003). Perfectionism entails
innumerable negative consequences re-
garding physical and emotional well-being.
Excessive perfectionism should be diag-
nosed in time and treated appropriately
with the objective of preventing future di-
sorders.

Finally, we found medium scores in
Negativity and Catastrophizing-Task Ex-
aggeration, especialy in females. Having
reached this point, it is important to em-
phasize that, as shown in Table 2, around
50% of students in our sample report high
levels of irrational beliefs related to Nega-
tivity, Catastrophizing, excessive Per-
fectionism, and Distorted | solation.

Hence, there are clear implications for
therapy. Our findings suggest that, in
assessing psychological well-being in co-
Ilege students, clinicians should direct their
attention to this set of meaningful irrational
belief factors in order to provide students
with strategies to restructure these types of
unrealistic, negative thoughts and thereby
prevent future stress-related disorders.
When dealing with student populations,
one of the main intervention objectives
needs to be aimed at decreasing levels of
self-oriented perfectionism and negative
affect and, at the same time, increasing
academic self-efficacy (Gonzdlez et a.,
2007; Martinez et al., 2002). Furthermore,
and in line with the results obtained in
other studies (Duran, Extremera, Rey,
Ferndndez-Berrocal, & Montalban 2006;
Latorre & Montafés, 2004), we believe
that another intervention concern should be
to increase the abilities related to emotional
intelligence, along with their general level
of positive emotions.

According to the results attained in our
previous investigations and in the out-
comes of other studies (Lehrer, Woolfolk,
& Sime, 2007 ; Cardenal & Diaz, 2000) we
suggest that in addition to applying inter-
ventions with established efficacy (e.g.
cognitive restructuring, problem-solving
training, and reality testing) acquiring re-
laxation skills could aso be beneficial for
students to manage stress-related irrational
beliefs, including excessive Perfectionism,
Negativism, and Catastrophizing-Task Ex-
aggeration. Relaxation can evoke a rain-
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bow of positive physical and psychological
states (R-States) and beliefs (e.g. Opti-
mism) (Amutio, 2002, 2006; Smith, 2005).
Overal, relaxation has a direct impact on
health, psychological well-being and per-
formance, especially feeling At Ea
se/Peaceful and Energized and Aware.
These relaxation states and beliefs seem to
be related to self-efficacy and active co-
ping and planning (Smith, 2007).

In sum, college students' high levels of
self-reported stress emphasize the necessity
of teaching them emotional and cognitive
skills that will aid them in dealing effec-
tively with stress and, as a conseguence,

increase their levels of psychological well-
being. Irrational beliefs can lead to the de-
velopment of many anxiety and depressive
disorders that can hinder a student’s per-
formance. Data obtained in different stu-
dies with large samples of American and
Spanish undergraduate students, leads us to
conclude that addressing this set of irra
tional beliefs should be one of the main
elements in college student stress-related
interventions.

Articulo recibido: 13-12-2007
aceptado: 19-04-2008
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