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Brief Report
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Dear Editor,
Medical Students Syndrome (MSS) is defined as medi-

cal students experience health related anxiety while study-
ing a specific disease due to the fact that they falsely re-
lated their symptoms to the disease being studied. This
phenomenon is a kind of acute hypochondriasis and more
common among medical students compared to other col-
lege students (1). Some of previous literatures revealed 70%
to 80% of medical students experienced MSS (2), while oth-
ers found that MSS is not more likely in medical students
compared to other students (3).

Studying medicine is a stressful process with prob-
able negative physical and mental health consequences
and likely poor academic performance among medical stu-
dents (4). This stress on one hand and obtaining medi-
cal knowledge on the other hand causes medical students
to relate previously neglected symptoms to the newly
obtained knowledge (5). Limited studies in the Eastern
Mediterranean region revealed that the prevalence of the
disorder varies from 11.9% to 16% (6, 7). The present study
aimed to investigate the frequency and related factors
of medical students’ syndrome among medical students
in Kerman University of medical sciences (KMU), Kerman
province, Iran.

A cross sectional study was conducted in the medical
school of KMU. All medical students who were studying in
the clerkship and internship during 2016 were selected by
the Census method.

The study was approved by the research review board
(Ethic code: IR-KMUREC. 94.71). The inclusion criteria in-
cluded being in the internship or clerkship for at least 6
month at the time of the study and informed consent to

participate. The exclusion criteria included the question-
naires with more than 10% unanswered questions.

Data was collected using a self - administered two - sec-
tion questionnaire including demographic data and the
Persian versions of 14 - item of the Whiteley Index (WI). WI
has been developed by Pilowsky and used in different pop-
ulations. Psychometric properties of the Persian version of
the instruments were confirmed in the previous study. A
five - point Likert scale was used for responses on WI (1: not
at all and 5: extremely). Therefore, a total score range from
14 to 70 was obtained; the higher score indicates greater
severity of the health anxiety (8). The 90th percentile of the
questionnaire (63) was considered as a cut off point (9).

The questionnaires were distributed and taken back
before or after weekly formal classes. The time required
to complete the questionnaire was a maximum of 10 min-
utes. The questionnaires were completed anonymously
and voluntarily. Data was analyzed by the SPSS version 19
using logistic regression and Chi-Square.

A total of 310 medical students participated in the
study (response rate: 76.1 %). The mean of the participants’
age was 24.11 ± 1.50 years. Of the respondents, 186 (60%)
were in the clerkship stage and 233 (75.2%) were single.

The mean of the score on Whiteley index was 48.50 ±
8.73. Accordingly, 34 (11.0%) medical students had proba-
ble MSS. The frequency of probable MSS was significantly
higher in the interns (15.3%) than clerkship participant
(8.1%) (P = 0.04). Table 1 shows the frequency of probable
MSS according to demographic data.

In logistic regression, no significant predictor was
found for the presence of probable MSS.

The present study revealed that 11% of our medical
students in clinical stages (clerkship and internship) had
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Table 1. The Comparison of the MSS Frequency According to Demographic Data

Variables With Probable Hypochondriasis Without Probable Hypochondriasis P value

Educational level 0.04

Internship 19 (15.3) 105 (84.7)

Clerkship 15 (8.1) 171 (91.9)

Marital status 0.54

Single 27 (11.6) 206 (88.4)

Married 7 (9.1) 70 (90.9)

Parents’ job 0.58

Related to the medicine 8 (12.9) 54 (87.1)

Non-related to the medicine 26 (10.5) 222 (89.5)

Monthly household income (USD) 0.27

Less than 250 3 (6.3) 45 (93.8)

Equal or more than 250 31 (11.6) 228 (88.4)

probable MSS. This finding is compatible with recent stud-
ies, which reported lower prevalence of the disorder while
more previous studies reported a prevalence of over 70% (1-
3). The discrepancy in the reported prevalence of this dis-
order may be due to using different diagnostic tools and
differences in ethno - cultural construct.

In the present study, MSS was significantly higher in in-
terns than clerkship students. Ferguson et al., found that
whatever student’s medical knowledge increase, the sever-
ity of disorder would increases, while Hardy and Calhoun
showed contrary to this (10).

Due to the impact of the disorder on student academic
performance, it is imperative that the educational system
consider interventions to increase students’ awareness re-
garding MSS. Therefore, it is essential that students’ men-
tal health status be evaluated periodically, which provides
timely diagnosis and appropriate interventions as well
as prevents negative consequences on the students’ aca-
demic performance.

Our study was a cross - sectional study. Another limita-
tion was that the data collection was self - reported by the
trainees, which does not necessarily yield precise evidence.
However, it was probably the first study that assessed MSS
in our country. We also need to raise the awareness of the
students in regards to the syndrome.
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