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Methodology

From January 27 to February 28, 2022, data were collected in a survey sent to all PA
students in the United States (U.S.) for which AAPA had a valid email address who had not
opted out of AAPA research surveys. A total of 2,462 PA students completed this survey. The
overall survey margin of error is +/- 0.91% at a 95% confidence level. Response rates and
margins of error vary by section and breakout.

Measures

On the tables that follow:

“N" refers to the number of respondents and is generally the first column in the data tables.
“Median” earnings are those at the 50th percentile, i.e., half of responses are equal to or
above the median and half are equal to or below the median.

“Percent (%)" refers to the proportion of the respondents who selected a response option.
Totals do not always add up to 100% due to rounding.
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About PAs

PAs (physician associates/physician assistants) are licensed clinicians who practice
medicine in every specialty and setting. Trusted, rigorously educated and trained healthcare
professionals, PAs are dedicated to expanding access to care and transforming health and
wellness through patient-centered, team-based medical practice. A PA’'s specific duties
depend on the settings in which they work, their level of experience, and state law. There are
approximately 159,000 PAs in the United States, who engage in more than 514 million patient
interactions each year. To learn more about PAs, go to aapa.org.
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Executive Summary

Stress, whether occurring during an educational program or in a workplace, can have a
significant impact on one’s sense of well-being and belonging. As the PA profession aims to
increase the number of diverse matriculating students within its programs?, it is important to
evaluate how students within these educational settings feel about their perceived levels of
stress, interpersonal toxicity, and sense of belonging. While many healthcare systems have
been quick to develop diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives, a need for systemic change
still exists.? Previous research on PA students has also illustrated the impact isolation and
burnout can have on underrepresented minorities in medicine (URM), sexual and gender
minority students (SGM), students who grew up in a family of low socioeconomic status
(SES), and/or students identifying as a person with a disability (PWD).! In this brief report, we
outline some of those factors by examining the responses PA students shared in the 2022
AAPA Student Survey.

Student Well-Being

In February 2020, before the start of the COVID-19 pandemic,
AAPA asked PA students about their well-being.3 The results of Emotional

that survey are remarkably similar to the responses in 2022. Most exhaustion increased

15%

PA students are happy at their school both in 2020 (66%) and in
2022 (63%), contend their life is close to ideal (69% in both
years), and are satisfied with their life (85% in both years). A
difference arises in PA students’ emotional exhaustion. Whereas in
2020, prior to the pandemic, 60% agreed that they were between 2020
emotionally exhausted, this rose to 75% in 2022. Completing the and 2022
education required to be a PA can be a demanding process, and
there are many factors influencing the amount of stress an aspiring student encounters
during their training. While some of these factors are fixed (i.e., COVID-19), others can be
addressed by PA programs.

Student Accomplishment and Sense of Belonging

Students were asked to share their thoughts regarding various groups and individuals who
helped them feel like they belonged in PA school. Almost all (94%) of the students surveyed
agreed, or strongly agreed, they encountered other students who they identified with during
their time at PA school. Similarly, 78% agreed, or strongly agreed, they have encountered
faculty or staff they can identify with, and almost eight in 10 students have found one of more
communities or groups in their program where they feel they belong (78%). A majority

1 Cuenca JP, Ganser, K, Luck M, Smith NE, McCall TC. Diversity in the Physician Assistant Pipeline:
Experiences and Barriers in Admissions and PA School. J Physician Assist Educ. 2022;33(3):171-278.
doi: 10.1097/JPA.0000000000000442

2 Sapre K. Microaggressions Are Not So Micro. Clinical Advisor. 2022. Retrieved from:
https://www.clinicaladvisor.com/home/topics/practice-management-information-
center/microagressions-not-micro/

3 Sierra T, McCall TC, Brown H, Smith NE. The Role of Interpersonal Toxicity on Healthcare Students'
Well-Being. J Physician Assist Educ. 2022;33(3):198-204. doi:10.1097/JPA.0000000000000440
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(60%) also agreed/strongly agreed there was someone in their program they consider to be
a mentor (Table 2). Fostering a sense of belonging during PA education is essential to
ensuring students feel supported while matriculating through their program.*

Figure 1. Percent of PA students who agree/strongly agree others in their
program help them feel they belong

94% 78% 78%

Encountered other PA Encountered Found one or more

students they faculty/staff they communities or groups
identified with identified with where they felt they
belong

Sources and Levels of PA Program Stress

When evaluating the stress levels of PA students, our data indicate 63% experienced high or
very high school stress while 30% reported high or very high life stress (Table 4). These
stress ratings were further explored within Table 5. Overall, 90% of PA students reported
their stress level was at least a six out of 10. (Table 5). The mean stress rating was seven out
of 10, and the median ranking was eight out of 10.

90% of PA students indicated their stress level was at least 6 out of 10

To understand the sources of PA student stress, we included a variety of stressors
within the survey and asked respondents to share to what extent those events negatively
impacted them during their program. The factor impacting students the most was spending
too many hours at school, which was rated as having a very, or extremely, negative impact by
more than half of respondents (53%)(Table 6).

Despite many PA students expressing they found people in their programs to identify
with, 31% were very, or extremely, impacted by loneliness. Additionally. 44% of students felt
like a cog in the wheel, 19% were affected by compassion fatigue, and 22% a lack of

Cuenca , , Smith NE
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