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ABSTRACT

Background and aim: Health professions students experience higher levels of stress than peers enrolled in 

other study pathway and, in particular, midwifery students have a 40% prevalence of stress. Students subjected 

to stressful situations may experience negative repercussions on their academic performance. The aim is to ex-

amine the literature related to the sources of fear, anxiety and stress of midwifery students. 

Methods: Integrative literature review. The databases CINAHL, PubMed and Embase were searched for arti-

cles published until 2025.

Results: The search generated 13 articles that met the inclusion criteria. Three areas were identified that can 

generate fear, anxiety and stress in students enrolled in an undergraduate degree in midwifery: Academics, In-

ternship, and Personal. Of these, the area of Internship was reported in all the reviewed articles. Within the area 

of Internship, the greatest source of negative emotions was the relationship with their mentor. 

Conclusions: Midwifery students experience significant stress during their undergraduate studies, particularly 

during internships. Our findings show that interpersonal relationships, especially a students’ relationship with 

their mentors are a key contributor to emotional distress. The impact on the well-being of the students can be 

profound, and this highlights the need to investigate which interventions might mitigate these challenges and 

improve the learning experience. (www.actabiomedica.it)
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Introduction

The midwifery profession is recognized as be-
ing among those at risk of experiencing higher levels 
of anxiety and stress than that of the general working 
population because of the nature of its activities, which 
are closely connected to human emotions, patients ex-
periencing pain, and complex and clinical emergency 
setting (1). Organizational difficulties and significant 
workloads (2) also prove to be a source of stress for 
midwives, as do difficult relationships with colleagues 
and the feeling of being unable to practice one’s profes-
sion without acting in complete autonomy (3). Addi-
tionally, the awareness that it cannot always be provided 
the best possible care to mother and infant, due to or-
ganizational and structural limitations, can lead to the 
emergence of feelings of guilt that reduce the state of 
well-being (4). Several studies have exhaustively inves-
tigated the above-described emotional states experi-
enced by professional midwives, but it is also important 
to examine these same experiences incurred by mid-
wifery students during their training. In fact, the litera-
ture reports that health professions students experience 
higher levels of stress than peers enrolled in other study 
pathway (5) and, in particular, that midwifery students 
have a 40% prevalence of stress (6). Both at the Euro-
pean and non-European level, a Bachelor of Science in 
Midwifery is known to be a challenging undergraduate 
course of study featuring significant clinical experience 
integrated with a solid academic curriculum. Curricula 
are characterized by high-quality instructional offerings 
based on both theory and hands-on experience, con-
ducted in a variety of clinical settings as well as within 
simulated scenarios (7). It follows that the learning ex-
perience undertaken by midwifery students is challeng-
ing and complex (8). With regard to learning within a 
clinical setting, we find greater difficulties compared to 
learning in a “traditional” context (5) due to multiple 
factors related to the hospital environment, which may 
contribute to stress in students. Additionally, during 
their internships, students are required not only to dem-
onstrate theoretical competence, but also to apply their 
practical skills in the clinical context (9). A study from 
Turkey (10) showed that clinical internships, within the 
academic pathway, resulted in anxiety in midwifery stu-
dents and that this, in turn, influenced their willingness 

to continue their studies (11). Edwards et al. (2010) 
reported how the emotional stress persistently experi-
enced by midwifery students not only affects their self-
confidence but also their academic performance and 
overall health. Similarly, Cavanagh reported that in the 
presence of high levels of anxiety and stress learning 
capability is reduced (12). Furthermore, in the field of 
education, fear is a major cause of high levels of anxi-
ety and has negative effects on content assimilation as 
well as on the ability to perform well in all areas that 
are affected by that fear (13). In fact, its consequences, 
can lead to maladaptive behaviors and responses (14), 
including loss of motivation concerning the academic 
path. Eaves and Payne (2019) report that students sub-
jected to long-term stressful conditions are at greater 
risk of developing burnout. In turn, this burnout, iden-
tified as a condition of emotional exhaustion and dep-
ersonalization, along with reduced feelings of personal 
accomplishment (15), is often a cause of quitting the 
educational course (16). It should be remembered that 
midwifery students, precisely because of the structure 
and organization of their course of study, occupy a vul-
nerable position such as living in “no man’s land” (17). 
They live, in fact, in a conflicting situation, where they 
are called to assist and support patients, who trustfully 
seek their care, but are not yet fully independent from a 
clinical and professional point of view. This situation is 
in per se a difficult circumstance to manage, which may 
affect the student’s psychological well-being. The objec-
tive of this integrative review is to examine the litera-
ture related to the sources of fear, anxiety, and stress that 
midwifery students encounter along their educational 
path. Research Question: What are the main sources 
of fear, anxiety, and stress of midwifery students during 
their undergraduate education?

Materials and methods

Identification of the problem

Students in Midwifery degree programs report 
positive emotions related to their university experi-
ence, but also, they also report aspects that generate 
fear, anxiety, and, consequently, stress. These can influ-
ence the educational experience itself and negatively 
impact the quality of learning.
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An integrative review of the literature was con-
ducted to identify the causes of this emotional distress, 
and to inform possible strategies for its prevention.

Study design

This study employs an integrative review (18,19) 
using the Cooper approach (20), which comprises five 
steps: 1) problem identification, ensuring that the re-
search questions and purposes are precisely defined; 2) 
literature search; which is characterized by the design 
and implementation of a comprehensive and systematic 
search strategy; 3) data evaluation; which undertakes a 
meticulous examination of the authenticity, methodo-
logical quality, informational value and representation 
of the available primary sources 4) data analysis; which 
includes data reduction, visualization, comparison, and 
conclusions; and 5) presentation; which synthesizes the 
findings into a model that comprehensively portrays the 
integration process, describes the implications for prac-
tice, policy, and research, and acknowledges the inherent 
limitations of the review. This review has been reported 
following the guidelines of the Preferred Report-
ing Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses  
(PRISMA) (21).

Eligibility criteria

Quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods 
studies that explored sources of fear, anxiety, and stress 
in students enrolled in midwifery programs, published 
in English, in international peer-reviewed scientific 
journals and with no date restrictions were included. 
Studies were excluded if the study focused on a student 
population other than midwifery students (e.g., nurs-
ing students, general health care area students, medical 
students, or midwifery students together with other 
types of students) or if their anxiety was overtly mo-
tivated by the COVID-19 pandemic. The publication 
was also excluded if it was not assessable through the 
Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT) (22).

Information sources and search strategies

The literature search was conducted on three da-
tabases: CINAHL, PubMed and Embase. The most 
experienced researcher (SC) proposed the research 

strategy to the group. The first search string was con-
structed by combining terms related to the popula-
tion of interest—Midwifery Students, Undergraduate 
Midwives, and Preregistration Midwives—using the 
Boolean operator “OR.” The second search string 
included outcome-related terms—fear, stress, and  
anxiety—also joined using the “OR” operator. Finally, 
the two resulting strings were combined using the 
Boolean operator “AND” to identify studies address-
ing both the population and the outcomes of interest. 
The search strategy adopted for Pubmed is shown in  
Table 1. The electronic database search was supple-
mented by examining the references of relevant studies 
and analyzing the references included in each article 
that passed the eligibility stage. Each study retrieved 
from the search was then screened based on the title 
and abstract by two independent reviewers (SN and 
FF). Subsequently, the full texts of the studies that 
passed the screening stage were independently ana-
lyzed by the same two researchers who conducted the 
screening stage. Disagreements regarding study selec-
tion and data extraction were resolved through discus-
sion and consensus.

Quality assessment

The included studies, both qualitative and quan-
titative, were evaluated using MAAT (22), a critical 
appraisal tool designed for the evaluation phase of 
systematic reviews of mixed studies, i.e., reviews that 
include qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods 
studies. It consists of a total of seven components: two 
screening questions (common to all study types) and 
five methodological quality questions (specific to each 
study type). The methodological quality of each in-
cluded study was evaluated by two reviewers indepen-
dently with the five criteria appropriate for each study 
design. The scores were compared and discussed, dis-
crepancies were resolved, and consensus was reached.

Data extraction and syntesis

Two independent reviewers (SC and SN) ana-
lyzed each primary source, extracting and synthesizing 
the data in an individually extracted Excel table. The 
reviewers searched for the main causes of fear, anxi-
ety and stress within each article, grouping them into 
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Table 1. Search Strategy for PubMed.

# Search string # of results

1 ((Midwifery students[Title/Abstract])OR (Undergraduate Midwives[Title/Abstract])) OR (Preregistration 
Midwives[Title/Abstract])

1,354

2 ((fear[Title/Abstract]) OR (anxiety[Title/Abstract]))OR(stress[Title/Abstract]) 1,447,819

3 #1 AND #2 115

macro categories, within which smaller categories were 
recognizable. The two reviewers compared their work, 
discussed conflicting opinions and reached consensus. 
A final table (Table 2) was constructed, reporting the 
characteristics and data of each article included in the 
review.

Results

Search outcomes

The search yielded a total of 192 articles, of which 
190 were retrieved from electronic database searches 
and 2 from bibliographic references. After removing 
40 duplicate records, 152 articles remained. The titles 
and abstracts of these articles were screened, result-
ing in the exclusion of 110 studies that did not meet 
the eligibility criteria. The full texts of the remaining 
42 articles were then assessed, and 13 study were ul-
timately included in the review. Figure 1 summarizes 
the selection process through a PRISMA Flowchart.

Quality appraisal

Two reviewers (SC and SN) independently as-
sessed the quality of the studies, using the two com-
mon questions and the five specific questions required 
by MMAT (22). After discussing their contrasting 
opinions, the reviewers reached a shared synthesis. All 
studies included in the review were positively evalu-
ated for the clarity of the research question and the 
adequacy of the data in addressing it. Five studies with 
a quantitative design (9, 12, 28, 30, 31) obtained three 
negative ratings out of five on the specific questions 
concerning the sampling strategy, sample representa-
tiveness and risk of non-response bias. The qualitative 
studies were all found to be of good quality.

Study characteristics

Thirteen articles were included in the review. Of 
these, seven were qualitative (14,17,23–27) and six 
quantitative (9,12,28–31) They were conducted in the 
Netherlands (26), Turkey (24,30), Iran (9,14,23,29,31), 
Ghana (28), Ireland (25), and England (12,17,27). In 
each study, the sample population consisted of stu-
dents enrolled in a Bachelor of Science in Midwifery 
program. The duration of the course of study, in terms 
of academic years, and the hourly distribution between 
academic and internship commitments, differs among 
countries. Qualitative data were collected by means 
of semi-structured interviews (14,17,26,27) and focus 
groups (23–26). Quantitative data were collected by fill-
ing out scales (28,29) and questionnaires (9,12,30,31).

Participants

The qualitative and quantitative sample comprised 
114 and 1,281 students respectively, both groups con-
taining students from all years of the Midwifery school 
within their academic career.

Sources of anxiety, fear, and stress

From the full text reading of the articles included 
in the review, three areas were identified as poten-
tial generators of anxiety, fear, and stress in students 
enrolled in midwifery school: 1) Academic Area, 2) 
Internship Area, and 3) Personal Area. The area of in-
ternship is reported in all articles, as opposed to aca-
demics and personal.

Academic area

Students reported that the study load, understood 
as time devoted to attending university classes and 
personal study, was particularly onerous (12,26,28). 
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as a major cause of discomfort, (9,17,23,25–30) and 
within this relationship, more critical aspects were 
highlighted. These included: poor communication 
(23,25,26), fear of being judged (23,25,26,31), fear of 
being reprimanded, especially in the presence of pa-
tients (23,29,31) lack of support from the instructor 
following emotionally challenging situations for the 
student (17,26,27), and low confidence on the part of 
the instructor as evidenced by reducing the autonomy 
of the student (9,17,25). Difficulty in the relationship 
with mentors led students not to communicate their 
discomfort, for fear of being judged as unmotivated 
and receiving an unsatisfactory final grade (26). Rela-
tionships with other personnel also caused concern for 
students (9,17,23,25,27,31) and the students reported 
that they were often regarded as “additional labor sup-
ply” and not recognized as undergraduates in training. 
At the same time, not being seen as part of the team 
also reduced their sense of belonging and self-efficacy 
and negatively affected their learning. Relationships 
between peers were also mentioned as sources of anxi-
ety, under certain well-defined circumstances (23,26). 
In addition, the internship setting itself was shown 
to be a source of anxiety in terms of poor quality of 

The simultaneous demands of completing different 
academic activities and goals not only caused anxiety 
in students, (25,26) it also hindered a healthy balance 
between their private life and university life (12,25–
28) and led to a consequent reduction in free time. 
Even after setting aside personal activities, it was re-
ported that the recovery time between various univer-
sity commitments was too little (26,27). The presence 
of gaps at the theoretical level compared to what was 
required in the practical area were also source of aca-
demic stress, (23) as well as high costs for tuition and 
living expenses (23,25,26). Some students moved far 
from home in order to attend the university course and 
this was reported as a reason for stress due to a sense of 
loneliness and a lack of family support (26).

Internship area

Internship is the area consistently present in the 
studies reviewed as a source of fear, anxiety and stress 
for students, and within it there are multiple aspects 
that play an anxiogenic and stressful role. In almost 
all studies, the quality of the relationship between 
the internship instructor and the student emerged 

Figure 1. Study identification, screening and selection flowchart.
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clinical care (23,24)and teaching (23) as well as the 
inadequacy of facilities (23) and the organizational 
differences that students encountered when chang-
ing departments (14,23,25). Students also reported 
experiencing anxiety in relation to clinical situations 
(9,12,14,17,23,29). Among these, the most feared 
were assisting at their first birth (14,23), caring for 
patients in critical situations (12,29), emergency care 
(14), and, in general, situations that involved an over-
whelming emotional burden (12). They expressed fear 
that they may “hurt” the mother and infant (14,23) 
and make mistakes that may endanger their life and 
health (9,14,23,28). Consequently, they reported anxi-
ety when considering the possible legal repercussions 
that could result (17,24). Finally, students expressed 
that the internship workload they were asked to un-
dertake generally intimidated them (17,24,25).

Personal area

From the studies reviewed, it was shown that 
there are personal characteristics that, during the uni-
versity experience, also became a source of stress for 
students. Among these, the most frequently cited was 
difficulty understanding one’s role as a student mid-
wife (9,17,23,24,31) followed by lack of self-esteem 
(26,31). One study (26) also reported students’ diffi-
culty in defining the limits of their availability during 
internship and a tendency toward perfectionism and 
setting excessively high standards was also reported.

Discussion

The results of our study show that the sources of 
fear, anxiety of midwifery students during their edu-
cational path, originate from the academic, intern-
ship and personal areas. The internship context has 
the greatest influence on the emotional distress of 
midwifery students. Within this area, there are two 
aspects that most concern students: the clinical one 
and the relational one. Attending their first delivery, 
emergency events, and emotionally demanding situa-
tions were all sensitive moments (12,14,23,29) dur-
ing which the risk of developing fear and anxiety was 
increased. There is a higher risk for this possibility 

especially at the beginning of an internship journey. 
The literature reports that the first internship experi-
ence is very impactful (32) and that quality mentoring 
is critical in helping students adjust to the clinical en-
vironment and in allowing their learning to be at the 
best possible level (32). Research, in fact, has shown 
that it is the mentors who make the difference in 
students’ clinical learning and that the quality of the  
student/mentor relationship is the tool through which 
the student enhances their self-efficacy (33). Students 
are aware that they learn and develop skills by work-
ing closely and communicating effectively with their 
mentors (34), and the possibility that this may not oc-
cur because of relational difficulties is a source of stress. 
Indeed, our review shows that in most of the studies 
analyzed, a significant source of anxiety was the stu-
dents’ relationship with their mentor, manifested in 
various ways. Of these, the most recurring aspects are 
poor communication, fear of being judged and repri-
manded, especially in the presence of patients, lack of 
support from the mentor following emotionally chal-
lenging situations, and low trust on the part of the 
mentor shown by reducing the autonomy allowed to 
the student. McKenna (35) identified these situations 
as acts of violence and bullying of students. These as-
pects are also found in the nursing literature, which 
also reports the same concerns as being characteristic 
of nursing students (36). Professionals with positive 
attitudes have a positive impact on student learning in 
clinical settings. In contrast, an unsupportive learning 
environment, characterized by unwelcoming staff, and 
a lack of a sense of belonging has a negative impact 
on students’ clinical learning (32). In the systematic 
review by Cameron (37), it was found that supportive 
nursing and midwifery mentors who are passionate 
about their work play a critical in a student’s choice of 
whether to continue or abandon their academic path. 
In our review, the relationship with peers - whether 
they were other midwifery students or students from 
other health care professions - was also frequently ex-
perienced as a source of anxiety, especially if they were 
viewed as competitors to clinical experiences. Neiter-
man (38) reported some bullying on the part of older 
students, but also emphasizes that in most cases they 
brought a positive influence relative to the insecurity 
and sense of belonging of younger students. Students 



Acta Biomed 2026; Vol. 97, N. 1: 17623  DOI: 10.23750/abm.2026.17623 11

reported that creating an atmosphere of mutual sup-
port through shared learning experiences was help-
ful because they could understand the emotions and 
difficulties that others were also going through (37). 
Other authors pointed out that when a student did 
not feel judged by their peers, their freedom to ask 
questions during the internship increased. This func-
tions to enhance a student’s role awareness, as well as 
increasing learning itself (7,39). Understanding one’s 
own identity as a student of midwifery is critical to 
increasing self-esteem and self-efficacy, partly because 
the expectations students have of the profession often 
do not match the reality they encounter (40). The lit-
erature acknowledges the existence of a gap between 
theory and practice, between “ideal” midwifery and 
real midwifery (41). When this is experienced by the 
student it becomes a source of stress, since the student 
feels inadequate for their clinical performance. An-
other source of stress is the numerous, concurrent and 
often competing academic demands (12,25,26,28,29). 
This generates anxiety in the student who cannot find 
a balance between social life and university life. We 
believe that the findings from this review can be of 
support to midwifery faculty and program directors. 
By understanding the causes of student distress, they 
can implement strategies focused on support to re-
duce fears and anxieties and, in turn, reduce stress. 
This would improve the learning experience and ul-
timately reduce dropout rates. A unique feature of 
this literature review is the fact that the population of 
interest is solely midwifery students. In fact, in most 
of the studies in the literature, presumably because of 
issues of sample size, midwifery students are often in-
cluded in mixed populations of students (nursing or 
medical students). From a methodological perspec-
tive, one limitation of the study is related to quality 
appraisal. Unlike the qualitative studies included in 
the review, the quantitative studies presented some 
aspects that were not optimal from a quality perspec-
tive. Methodological quality was assessed not to ex-
clude those of lower quality, but rather to give greater 
weight in the narrative synthesis to those of higher 
quality. Other limits of the study include the organi-
zational realities in which the studies were conducted; 
they differ greatly from one another geographically 
and in terms of the organization and structure of the 

university pathway. The duration of a midwifery de-
gree differs from country to country, and the students 
included in this review’s sample belonged to differ-
ent course years. Moreover, in most studies, students 
in the sample were not stratified by course year, yet 
academic “seniority” may also affect the onset of fear 
and anxiety and, thus, stress (36)). Furthermore, in 
quantitative studies, different tools were used for data 
collection, making the analysis less uniform.

Conclusions

Identifying the aspects that scare and stress mid-
wifery students during their academic journey allows 
for targeted organizational choices. In this way, in 
fact, educational boards are helped in taking charge of 
the emotions of distress expressed by students, acting 
directly on their cause. Research should focus which 
methods are most effective in supporting students in 
dealing with and reducing fear, anxiety and stress that 
often lead to dropping out of the academic path.
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