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| ABSTRACT

The rapid expansion of online education has exposed new challenges with student retention, and MBA students are struggling
with academic stress. This investigation examines the correlation between academic stress and various retention strategies, with
an emphasis on online MBA students from Sri Lanka. The research investigates the direct effects of five primary independent
variables on academic stress: learning environment, student involvement, teaching style, course quality, and learning interaction.
These variables are based on contemporary educational theories. Furthermore, it explores the mechanisms by which self-efficacy
facilitates these connections. The 429 MBA students from officially accredited universities in Sri Lanka participated in this
quantitative study by completing a standardized survey. This research employed Smart-PLS-Structural Equation Modeling (SEM)
to analyze the data and determine the validity of the hypotheses. The evaluation of both direct and mediated connections was
conducted using a systematic framework in this study. Results reveal that learning interaction, course quality, and student
engagement teaching style significantly influence academic stress. In these interactions, self-efficacy serves as an essential
mediator. The results of this study can be used by schools and faculty members to develop retention strategies that students are
motivated to implement in order to alleviate academic stress. This research contributes to the growing body of literature on
online education by establishing a framework for a productive and engaging classroom environment. This research underscores
the necessity of personalized interventions to increase student retention rates and well-being in online learning environments.
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1. Introduction

In light of the COVID-19 epidemic, which has caused universities around the world to rapidly adopt online
education technologies, this study investigates how MBA students are now adjusting to online learning.
Undergraduates, graduates, and students at all levels of education are finding that online learning is the most
practical and cost-effective option (Malik & Javed, 2021). The physical presence and peer interaction of a typical
classroom are replaced with the flexibility of time and place in an online learning environment, which is dynamic
and electronic. Those who, for various reasons, are unable to attend traditional classes now have an option for this
kind of learning. There are several difficulties associated with online learning despite its many benefits, such as
accessibility and flexibility. Concerning academic stress, the move to online learning has its own set of problems.
While it opens doors to better learning and more innovative approaches, it also increases stress for teachers and
students alike due to the need to constantly adapt to new technology tools (Bates, 2015; Malik & Javed, 2021).
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1.1 Background of the study

An outstanding accomplishment, the quick shift to online education has guaranteed the continuation of educational
activities in these exceptional circumstances. However, because of its practicality, affordability, and inventiveness,
online learning has grown in popularity (Palvia et al., 2018). Online education has many advantages over traditional
classroom instruction, including a low resource requirement, accessibility for students from all over the world, and
the ease of implementation made possible by ubiquitous IT (Palvia et al., 2018). In light of these advantages, online
education has grown in stature to become the preferred method of education. Students' levels of stress, anxiety,
despair, and even suicidality have risen due to the online education system, notwithstanding its benefits (Husky et
al., 2020). The purpose of this research was to identify the factors contributing to academic stress among MBA
students in Sri Lanka who are enrolled in online programs and to provide them with tried-and-true methods for
reducing this stress and optimizing their learning environments.

Researchers have shown a growing interest in the relationship between online learning and academic stress, with a
particular emphasis on the role of self-efficacy as a mediator, according to previous studies (Fonseka et al., 2019;
Shofiah et al., 2023). In addition to being a potential source of stress, the design and enabling conditions offered
by the technical platform of an online learning environment can act as a stress buffer. For example, students' mental
stress levels can be reduced through the use of well-designed online environments that include communication and
navigational tools. Poorly designed platforms, on the other hand, exacerbate the problem by adding stress from
inconvenient features and unclear organization. Findings like this highlight the need to further investigate the role
that certain environmental factors play in the dynamic between online education and academic pressure.

In light of the findings of this studly, it is critical to highlight the lack of previous research that has examined the role
of self-efficacy as a mediator between online learning and academic stress experienced by MBA students in Sri
Lanka. This study contributes to our theoretical understanding of online learning as well as our grasp of how to
implement suggested practices by filling gaps in the existing literature and providing a more thorough
comprehension of the described and discussed relations.

1.2 Problem Statement

Higher education is still very much out of reach for many Sri Lankans. A lot of families' capacity to make ends meet
took a hit during the COVID-19 pandemic. A large number of students said that their family's income had drastically
decreased. Students' capacity to access education was severely affected by this economic slump. In order to provide
continual instruction while minimizing the spread of the infection, online learning has become an essential tool. The
facilitation of information exchange, on-demand learning, and space savings in course delivery have granted
teachers an unprecedented degree of freedom. llangarathna et al. (2022) noted that previous research solely
focused on undergraduate online learning and studied teacher-student connections. Additional research at the
graduate level is necessary to discover a remedy for the academic pressures associated with online education. More
research is required to develop specific and thorough practice recommendations, though, because the role of
attaining objectives in this new context has only been studied in a few studies (Daumiller et al.,, 2021). According to
Rameez et al. (2020), research should be conducted to resolve concerns related to student support systems for
online learning.

Despite the growing popularity and convenience of remote education, more research is needed to improve
infrastructure, gain support from possible lecturers, and gather feedback from students at the graduation level in
order to make online learning more accessible and effective (Adnan & Anwar, 2020; llangarathna et al., 2022;
Mulenga & Marban, 2020; Perera & Gamage, 2021). The lack of established protocols for online evaluations has
only made matters worse in Sri Lanka (Gomez, 2019).

This study delves into the relationship between online learning environments, student engagement, and academic
stress, specifically looking at how self-efficacy mediates this effect. A quantitative research strategy is employed to
carry out an exhaustive examination. To fill this need, the current project aims to create an online learning
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environment that places an emphasis on the overall well-being of MBA students in Sri Lanka who are dealing with
academic pressure.

1.3 Research Questions
In order to find the answers for this study, the following research questions were developed and analyzed using
prior research, journal articles, and key papers as support.

RQ 01: Does learning interaction impact academic stress among MBA students?

RQ 02: Do teaching styles influence academic stress among MBA students?

RQ 03: Does student engagement affect academic stress in MBA programs?

RQ 04: Does the quality of course content influence academic stress among MBA students?

RQ 05: Does self-efficacy mediate the relationship between learning interaction, teaching styles, student
engagement, course quality, and academic stress among MBA students?

1.4 Research Objectives
The main objectives of this study are to:

RO 01: Investigate the impact of learning interactions on academic stress among MBA students.

RO 02: Examine the impact of teaching styles on academic stress among MBA students.

RO 03: Examine the impact of student engagement on academic stress among MBA students.

RO 04: Determine the influence of course quality on academic stress.

RO 05: Investigate the mediating role of self-efficacy in the relationship between learning interaction, teaching
styles, student engagement, course quality, and academic stress.

2. Literature Review and Hypothesis Development

2.1 Learning Interaction

One of the most essential criteria for effective delivery of learning is learning interaction. The learner and the
learning environment engage in a transactional process of learning. Cognitive learning theories, such as Vygotsky's,
highlight the significance of social interactions for students' cognitive growth, arguing that these interactions
motivate students to take part in challenging activities and tasks. Scholars have expressed views on learner
interactions in a variety of ways. Interactions between students, between students and course material, and between
students and instructors are enough, according to some (Yoo, Kim & Young, 2014). Out of the aforementioned
contexts, some present learner-context, learner-support, and learner-interface interactions. Additionally, examples
of learner-content interactions include the ability to access a digital library's collection of books, academic papers,
lecture notes, games, quizzes, media, web connections, and computer programs.

The mental effects of being alone while taking a course online were the primary research topic of Wang et al.
(2022). According to their findings, pupils' stress and anxiety levels were higher when they had fewer interactions
with teachers and classmates. The research concluded that online courses could benefit from more group projects
and live sessions to break down students' feelings of isolation and promote a sense of community. Chowkase et al.
(2022) and Adewale & Tahir (2022) both highlighted learning interaction as a crucial factor for effective delivery of
learning. They conceptualized the relationship between the learner and their learning environment as a transaction.
According to Nath and Yadav (2023), a large number of students are drawn to online learning because of its
adaptability and capacity to meet their specific demands. Despite the convenience and accessibility of online
education, some students report increased stress levels as a result of the positive association (r = +0.14) between
the two.

Based on previous investigations, this study suggests the following hypothesis:

H1: Learning interaction has a positive impact on academic stress.
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2.2 Teaching Styles

The virtual learning environment is witnessing a transition from traditional teaching roles, highlighting the necessity
for educators to produce creative and engaging online instructional resources (Huang & Chen, 2010). Historically,
educational institutions endeavored to transition content from traditional environments to online platforms without
success. It became clear that online education necessitates customized support services and efficient engagement
strategies to address learners' requirements (Means et al., 2010). Consequently, it is imperative to integrate
sophisticated technical tools and methodologies to improve the learning experience and guarantee the efficacy of
online programs (Picciano, 2017).

Moreover, teachers must incorporate uniqueness, novelty, and invention in the creation of online learning
resources. Traditionally, educational institutions transitioning to online learning replicated the curriculum used in
traditional settings without modification. This method proved unsuccessful since learners experienced
disappointment, and instructors regarded online learning as difficult and challenging. Subsequently, it was
determined that online learning necessitates improved support services and engagement strategies. Consequently,
the use of increasingly sophisticated technological processes is essential to improve the learner experience and
ensure the efficacy of online learning programs (Woldeab, Yawson & Osafo, 2020).

Students who perceive elevated levels of interaction with their instructors encounter less academic stress. This
corresponds with the perspective of Gao et al. (2021), emphasizing the mediation function of self-efficacy in
alleviating stress.

Notwithstanding the difficulties associated with online teaching methodologies, students concurred that their
instructors were adequately equipped to conduct sessions remotely (llangarathna et al., 2022). Many investigations
have determined that teaching styles in online courses are essential for maintaining learner engagement and
interest in the course. Facilitating interactive chances for learners to engage with peers and instructors would
constitute an effective course design. The provision of personalized attention and interactive feedback from
educators is a crucial element in online learning (Woldeab, Yawson & Osafo, 2020).

On the basis of previous studies, this study develops the following hypothesis:
H2: Teaching style has a positive impact on academic stress.

2.3 Student Engagement

Student engagement is an essential determinant of the efficacy of online learning environments. Previous research
(Chyung et al, 2019) underscores the need to cultivate a feeling of community, offering explicit guidelines and
employing multimedia components to maintain student engagement. It also emphasizes the responsibility of
educators to actively foster debates and interactions.

Emotional connection and engagement are vital components of the online learning experience that mitigate the
absence of direct interaction between students and instructors. Studies indicate that the motivation hypothesis
encompasses both happy and negative emotions, hence enhancing learning by fostering motivational engagement
(Al-Kumaim et al., 2021). Emotional interactions can enhance both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, resulting in
improved cognitive processes and learning outcomes. Instructors must deliver positive emotional content to
captivate students at the lesson's outset since this engagement serves as a significant motivator for further learning
(Al-Kumaim et al., 2021). Chiu et al. (quoted in Al-Kumaim et al., 2021) suggest that an emotionally appealing
design effectively enhances low-level cognitive functions, such as memory, in pupils. We assert that the emotional
connection fostered by well-structured online education can enhance student motivation and alleviate stress.

Kisanga and Ireson (2016) concentrate on attitudes towards e-learning and the formulation of the TeLRA scale.
Comprehending students' attitudes towards online learning is essential, as these views might influence their
participation and, consequently, academic stress. The research highlights the necessity of evaluating and addressing
students' perceptions of online learning to foster a conducive educational atmosphere (Kisanga & Ireson, 2016). In a
comparable investigation, Kisanga and Ireson (2016) created the Test of e-Learning Related Attitudes (TeLRA) scale
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to evaluate students' attitudes toward e-learning. Comprehending students' attitudes is essential in the realm of
online learning, as adverse attitudes may exacerbate academic stress. This scale serves as a resource for educators
to recognize and mitigate negative attitudes, fostering a more happy and stress-free learning environment.

In a sustainable study, Fleming et al. (cited in Cleofas, 2019) presented robust empirical evidence indicating that
interventions enhancing students' social, emotional, and decision-making competencies positively influence their
academic performance. Students experiencing internal distress, such as depression and anxiety, exhibit low
academic performance, whereas those facing external distress, including wrath, impatience, and fear, encounter
challenges in school. Life satisfaction exhibited a reciprocal association with student engagement. Previous research
indicated that teenagers' health-related quality of life evolves with time and influences peer interactions. The quality
of friendship among a Malaysian student group and their activities were correlated with the students' quality of life
(Cleofas, 2019).

Numerous educational institutions have effectively executed these tactics, resulting in favorable outcomes for
students. Thompson et al. (2023) conducted a case study on a university that implemented a comprehensive mental
health program for online students. The program encompassed virtual counseling, stress management training, and
peer support groups. Participants in the program indicated reduced stress levels and enhanced academic
achievement. Likewise, Lee & Thompson (2022) examined the effects of interactive online learning methodologies
in a secondary education setting. The institution instituted collaborative initiatives, peer dialogues, and real-time
virtual sessions to augment social engagement. The study revealed that students participating in these activities
reported greater happiness and reduced stress levels compared to their non-participating counterparts.

To improve online learning engagement, it is essential to implement creative and interactive evaluation instruments.
Addressing matters outside the conventional versus online dichotomy, presenting successful online programs, and
offering opportunities for teachers to develop technology competencies are essential elements. Professional
assistance in course design, the implementation of appropriate support systems, and the facilitation of thorough
training can significantly enhance the integration of educational technology for online instruction (Al-Kumaim et al.,
2021). Specialized assistance in course design, efficient support frameworks, and thorough training are essential for
the successful integration of educational technologies in online instruction and learning.

Nath & Yadav (2023) assert that online learning offers students a plethora of resources, including information
accessible via social media, which can improve academic achievement. The degree of student engagement with
these items is essential. This theory emphasizes student engagement as a moderating variable. Students who
actively engage with these tools may experience less stress owing to enhanced preparedness and information
accessibility. Conversely, students who fail to utilize existing resources may encounter difficulties, intensifying
academic stress. The hypothesis emphasizes the need for participation in optimizing the advantages of online
learning and reducing stress.

Purnomo et al. (2021) investigate parental involvement in online learning. Their research examines the influence of
parental involvement on student engagement in online mathematics education. Family support and engagement
can profoundly influence students' experiences and performance in online education. Active parental involvement in
children's online education enhances pupils' sense of support and reduces their stress levels. Purnomo et al. (2021)
discovered that parental involvement in children's online mathematics education greatly influences student interest
and performance. This engagement fosters a sense of support among students and mitigates their stress levels.

This inquiry proposes the following hypothesis based on the previously described investigations:
H3: Student engagement positively influences academic stress.

2.4 Course Quality

Another essential factor relevant to online education is course quality. Prior research indicated that online education
enhances learner satisfaction relative to conventional courses. The majority of learners who complete an online
course report delight in active participation and express a willingness to enroll in more courses. Thus, it is asserted
that online courses have a superior ability to promote interaction relative to traditional learning programs. Research
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studies have identified seven elements that significantly impact learners' perceptions of learning effectiveness:
addressing learner needs, fostering motivation, providing relevant and meaningful examples, facilitating the course
effectively, ensuring efficient communication, achieving successful delivery, and considering learners' perceptions.
Furthermore, the instruments and methodologies of communication are influencing all these elements. Thus,
effective communication is the key element in any successful online course (Spiceland & Hawkins, 2002, cited in
Waldman et al., 2009).

Building on the findings of Al-Kumaim et al. (2021) about positive emotional designs, it is essential to examine how
the emotional appeal of online learning content improves course quality and therefore contributes to stress
management. The importance of engagement and motivation through emotionally compelling design elements
deserves attention. Considering the importance of effective learning techniques, it is essential to analyze how
course quality influences the development and implementation of these tactics. Employing emotionally resonant
design elements to captivate and inspire students can significantly enhance their educational experience. The
effectiveness of learning strategies is often contingent upon the quality of course content, highlighting the need for
exceptional course design to improve these methods. Consequently, improving course quality by incorporating
emotionally engaging and motivated elements may reduce academic stress among students.

The variation in academic stress and burnout within remote learning programs, as evidenced by the data,
underscores the critical impact of course quality on student experiences (Allen et al, 2021). Degree programs,
marked by greater complexity, depth, and workload, were associated with higher stress levels compared to
certificate programs. This suggests that the design, structure, and expectations of online courses significantly
influence academic stress. The finding that students had reduced burnout associated with classmates and
instructors highlights the importance of carefully designed interactions and support systems within the course
structure. Effective course design, characterized by clear objectives, accessible resources, and robust support
networks, can alleviate stress.

On the basis of the above studies, this research develops the following hypothesis:

H4: Course quality has a positive impact on academic stress.

2.5 Self-efficacy

The cognitive status of individuals is a significant concern in light of the challenges and transformations posed by
environmental changes in social and technological situations. Researchers were investigating methods to inspire,
alter, influence, and improve human behavior and cognitive patterns in response to the complex environment we
encounter today (Lunenburg, 2011). In response, Robert Bandura (1977) established self-efficacy theory as a
component of social cognition theory to strengthen individuals' reflective, motivational, and regulatory skills. Given
that desire and belief significantly impact goal attainment, self-efficacy theory is crucial in human existence. Self-
efficacy is a widely recognized concept nowadays due to its popularity. Self-efficacy is described as an individual's
belief and confidence in their ability to achieve established goals through the execution of requisite behaviors
(Bandura, 1977).

Roach et al. (2003) observed that self-efficacy may aid in the prevention of obesity in youngsters. This experimental
study has implemented a 12-week intervention program for 66 participants and determined that self-efficacy can
assist persons in achieving weight loss. Consistent evidence from laboratory experiments and field research studies
indicates that self-efficacy significantly contributes to enhancing motivation and performance in academic
achievement and health behavior (Bandura, 1997).

Several research has examined the impact of self-efficacy on personal performance, self-employment, academic
success, job advancement, and resilience in challenging conditions (Michael, Most & Cinnamon, 2013; Rachmawan,
Lizar & Mangundjaya, 2015). Moreover, research has demonstrated the impact of academic learning on self-efficacy
(Urban, 2006). However, certain scholars contend that self-efficacy is domain-specific (Moynihan et al., 2003).
Bandura (1977) asserted that self-efficacy is a multifaceted concept capable of directly or indirectly influencing
various elements and other determinants.
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Self-efficacy predicts human behavior (Bandura, 1977). Consequently, educational institutions and instructors are
promoting the cultivation of self-efficacy among learners. It was revealed that self-efficacy can be developed by
learning, feedback, and experience (Basereh & Pishkar, 2016). Moreover, Wilson, Kickul, and Marlino (2007) have
recognized the significance of both theoretical discourse and practical sessions in facilitating mastery experience.
Consequently, the majority of scholars have determined that apprenticeship, case studies, and role models
significantly impact students' self-efficacy levels (Basereh & Pishkar, 2016). Self-directed learning has significantly
improved the self-efficacy levels of EFL learners in Iran, particularly in the context of language acquisition (Basereh
& Pishkar, 2016). Moreover, social persuasion strategies, including an effective feedback system and positive
reinforcement, should be integrated into the school curriculum to enhance self-efficacy (Wilson, Kickul, & Marlino,
2007).

Researchers have persistently investigated the enhancement of self-efficacy via education and training. It can be
pivotal in attaining established objectives, ultimately leading to economic security. Renowned institutions like
Cambridge and MIT are actively fostering entrepreneurship via their tailored entrepreneurial curricula and have
effectively facilitated the emergence of new entrepreneurs in the marketplace. Ferreira, Morais & Brothers (2019)
have similarly confirmed that typical classroom courses in tourism, which incorporate practical experience, case
studies, and e-learning activities, can provide moderate improvements in students' entrepreneurial self-efficacy.
Yavuzalp and Bahcivan (2020) introduce the online learning self-efficacy measure, emphasizing the importance of
students' self-efficacy in online education. Students possessing elevated self-efficacy may encounter reduced
academic stress due to their greater confidence in their capacity to excel in online courses. The research indicates
that strategies to improve self-efficacy can benéeficially influence students' experiences in online education.

Current literature demonstrates that self-efficacy significantly influences academic accomplishment (Yu & Deng,
2022). Students exhibiting elevated self-efficacy generally achieve superior academic performance, whereas those
with diminished self-efficacy may have difficulties in attaining their academic objectives. The discourse highlights
the significance of self-efficacy in inspiring pupils to invest effort and utilize their skills proficiently. The literature
adeptly links the findings and concepts pertaining to self-efficacy with Hypotheses 5 through 9:

H5: Self-efficacy mediates the relationship between learning interaction and academic stress.

Setiakarnawijaya et al. (2022) underscored the significance of instructional resources and principles in mitigating
academic stress. Effective teaching methodologies that incorporate extensive resources and clear guidelines may
improve students' self-efficacy, therefore alleviating academic stress. The study's findings substantiate the
hypothesis that self-efficacy mediates the association between teaching style and academic stress by equipping
students with the confidence and resources necessary for success in an online learning environment. Similarly, Li &
Wang (2024) examine how e-learning technologies augment academic self-efficacy by enabling students to use and
practice their information, as well as by offering feedback on their advancement. This substantiates the hypothesis
that self-efficacy mediates the correlation between teaching style and academic stress, as effective teaching
methodologies utilizing e-learning tools can enhance self-efficacy and, hence, alleviate stress. Zhang et al. (2024)
assert that academic self-efficacy directly affects academic stress and internet dependency.

This supports the development of the following hypothesis:
He6: Self-efficacy mediates the relationship between teaching style and academic stress.

Previous research indicated that students' engagement levels were essential in influencing their stress levels
(Setiakarnawijaya et al., 2022). Students with lower engagement levels perceived online learning as more stressful.
Enhancing self-efficacy through measures that increase engagement, such as interactive and participatory teaching
approaches, can alleviate academic stress. This corroborates H8, indicating that self-efficacy mediates the
connection between student engagement and academic stress. Li & Wang (2024) identify a positive association
between the utilization of e-learning technologies and student involvement, which subsequently enhances
academic self-efficacy. This corroborates the theory that self-efficacy mediates the relationship between student
engagement and academic stress, suggesting that increased engagement via effective e-learning tools elevates
self-efficacy and mitigates stress. Moreover, Zhang et al. (2024) discovered that elevated academic self-efficacy is
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associated with diminished academic stress and decreased issues. The utilization of Al supports the concept that
self-efficacy regulates the association between student involvement and academic stress. Involving students in
methods that enhance self-efficacy can alleviate their academic stress by diminishing their reliance on Al for
academic responsibilities.

Based on these past studies, the present study develops the following hypothesis:
H7: Self-efficacy mediates the relationship between student engagement and academic stress.

The study by Setiakarnawijaya et al. (2022) shows that course quality strongly influences academic stress. Well-
structured, high-quality courses that offer clear and complete content might improve students' self-efficacy, thereby
alleviating their academic stress. The correlation between course quality and academic stress is mediated by self-
efficacy, as high-quality courses equip students with the knowledge and confidence necessary to effectively manage
their stress levels. Furthermore, the findings of Li and Wang (2024) suggest that high-quality e-learning tools and
resources correlate with enhanced academic self-efficacy. This substantiates the hypothesis that self-efficacy
mediates the correlation between course quality and academic stress, as well-structured e-learning courses
augment self-efficacy and, hence, diminish stress. The correlation between academic self-efficacy and diminished Al
reliance underscores the significance of course quality in cultivating self-efficacy (Zhang et al., 2024). High-quality
courses that enhance self-efficacy can alleviate academic stress, hence confirming the notion that self-efficacy
mediates the relationship between course quality and academic stress.

On the basis of the prior studies, this research develops the following hypothesis:
H8: Self-efficacy mediates the relationship between course quality and academic stress.

The prevalent adverse view of online learning and the corresponding stress levels among students, as indicated by
Setiakarnawijaya et al. (2022), implies that enhancing self-efficacy may alleviate these stress levels. When students
perceive themselves as more proficient in managing online learning, their academic stress can be markedly
alleviated. This corroborates H11, indicating a considerable link between self-efficacy and academic stress. Zhang et
al. (2024) illustrate the moderating effect of academic self-efficacy in the relationship between academic stress and
Al dependency, highlighting the necessity of cultivating self-efficacy in online learning contexts.

This supports developing the following hypothesis:

H9: Self-efficacy has a positive impact on academic stress.

3. Methodology

The research framework utilized for this study is unique in its characteristics. The study utilizes a cross-sectional
methodology, employing a quantitative survey with a meticulously designed questionnaire. This decision reflects
the dedication and collected real-time data from 429 MBA students in Sri Lanka. Qualitative research employs
numerical data to elucidate patterns and trends within a substantial sample size (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). The
researcher employed a positivist strategy, utilizing quantitative approaches to gather data while also leveraging
existing data to enhance the study and explore new information regarding online learning and its impact on
academic stress. Generalizability facilitates the formulation of more extensive recommendations and inferences.
Surveys are a cost-efficient tool for data collection, particularly when juxtaposed with resource-intensive approaches
such as in-depth interviews or case studies.

This study employed non-probability sampling due to the absence of established probabilities for each case
(Bryman, 2016). Saunders et al. (2009) delineated four principal forms of non-probability sampling, with
convenience sampling defined by the selection of cases based on their accessibility or vicinity. Researchers select
the most accessible cases without utilizing a random or systematic approach. This method is economical and
effective, although it may induce biases owing to the non-random selection of cases.
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Krejcie and Morgan's (1970) sample size determination table indicates that a minimum of 429 respondents is
required to provide sufficient analytical power. Recruitment was conducted via the institutional mailing list and an
existing online platform with a diverse population. This study employed convenience sampling to examine academic
stress and mental health among MBA students in Sri Lanka during online learning. Due to the limitations of
reaching a wide and geographically diverse population within a restricted timeframe, convenience sampling allowed
the researcher to collect data from participants who were easily accessible via institutional networks and internet
platforms. This corresponds with the assertion by Saunders et al. (2019) that convenience sampling is frequently the
most pragmatic method when the researcher has direct access to specific participant groups.

The questionnaire was modified from validated tools utilized in previous studies, including the Academic Stress
Scale (ASS) by Kohn & Frazer (1986) and self-efficacy measures (Wei et al, 2021). Standardized scales were
employed to guarantee the reliability and validity of the measurements (Field, 2018). A five-point Likert scale was
utilized to assess the level of agreement with each topic, enabling detailed data analysis. Data were gathered
through a structured questionnaire intended to assess the impact of self-efficacy as a mediating variable in the link
among learning interaction, teaching methods, course quality, student engagement, and academic stress. The data
was examined using structural equation modeling (SEM) as it is essential for assessing the measurement quality of
latent components (Kline, 2015). Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) is particularly effective for analyzing the
interrelationships among diverse aspects related to online learning and academic stress among MBA students in Sri
Lanka.

4. Analysis and Results

4.1 Data Preparation

During the data collection phase, the investigation obtained 429 responses from a total of 450 participants.
Subsequently, the collected data underwent purification to confirm its compliance with the requisite format. During
the data purification phase, the researcher methodically eliminated undesirable missing values and removed
unindicated data outliers from the dataset.

4.2 Test of Normality

Skewness and kurtosis are critical metrics employed to evaluate the extent of normality in a distribution (Tabachnick
& Fidell, 2014). Numerous threshold values exist for statistical assessments, including the Kolmogorov-Smirnov Test
and the Shapiro-Wilk Test. The Shapiro-Wilk Test is frequently advised for small sample sizes, generally comprising
fewer than 30 samples. Nonetheless, it is equally relevant to larger sample sizes, including ones reaching 2000.
Consequently, the Shapiro-Wilk test was utilized to quantitatively assess normality. Hair et al. (2006) advocate for a
skewness and kurtosis range of -1.169 to +1; however, Garson (2009) proposes a range of -2.00 to +2.00 for both
metrics. West and Cho (1995) assert that a skewness value is considered extremely skewed if its absolute magnitude
exceeds 3. A kurtosis value exceeding 10 is considered problematic. The dataset displays skewness values ranging
from -0.077 to 1.095 and kurtosis values from -1.044 to 1.944. The dataset meets the skewness and kurtosis
standards established by Garson (2009). Therefore, it may be concluded that the normality criteria have been met
for the study, and the dataset is anticipated to adhere to a normal distribution.

Table 4.1: Normality Test

Kolmogorov-Smirnov? Shapiro-Wilk

Statistic ~ Df Sig. Statistic ~ Df Sig.
LI 170 10 200 962 10 .809
TS 27 10 200 974 10 926
SE 132 10 200 935 10 .503
cQ 232 10 134 .945 10 .609
AS 182 10 200 897 10 .206
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The assessment of normality, commonly known as the "Test of Normality," is a conventional method employed to
ascertain if a specific dataset conforms to a normal distribution. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test is a statistical
technique employed to evaluate the test statistic, degrees of freedom (df), and significance level (Sig.) specified for
each group (LI, TS, SE, CQ, SEF, AS). The null hypothesis (HO) asserts that the data distribution adheres to a normal
distribution. The alternative hypothesis (H1) asserts that the data distribution deviates from normality.

The p-values (Sig.) for all groups (LI, TS, SE, CQ, SEF, AS) above the conventional significance level of 0.05, as
indicated by the asterisk (*). This indicates that the researcher does not possess adequate evidence to dismiss the
null hypothesis, asserting that the data conforms to a normal distribution. The results of the Kolmogorov-Smirnov
test suggest that the data for all groups approximates a normal distribution.

Like the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test, the Shapiro-Wilk test also assesses the conformity of the data to a normal
distribution. Each group is supported by statistical data on degrees of freedom (df) and significance level (Sig.).
According to the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test, the p-values (Sig.) for all groups (LI, TS, SE, CQ, SEF, AS) exceed the
threshold of 0.05. This indicates that the researcher does not possess adequate evidence to dismiss the null
hypothesis, asserting that the data conforms to a normal distribution.

The results of the Shapiro-Wilk test suggest that the data demonstrates a tendency towards normal distribution in
all groups. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk tests indicate that the data for all groups (LI, TS, SE, CQ, SEF,
AS) do not significantly deviate from a normal distribution. Therefore, it is prudent to assume that the data adheres
to a normal distribution when conducting subsequent statistical analysis.

4.3 Multicollinearity

Multicollinearity signifies a significant correlation across predictor variables, suggesting that these variables may be
reflecting a common concept or phenomenon (Hair et al., 2006). Variance inflation factors (VIF) and correlation
matrices are frequently utilized indicators for identifying multicollinearity (Kaplan, 1994). Significant multicollinearity
between the two constructs is often recognized when the correlation coefficient is 0.90 or higher. This may
potentially impact the validity and reliability of statistical analysis. To assess multicollinearity in multiple regression
analysis, it is recommended that tolerance measures be below 10 and VIF (Variance Inflation Factor) values exceed
0.10 (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2014).

Table 4.2: Multicollinearity

Model Collinearity Statistics
Tolerance VIF

1 (Constant)
LI 427 2.340
TS 411 2.436
SE 454 2.201
cQ .389 2.571
SEF .586 1.706

The provided table claims to offer a succinct summary of collinearity data related to a regression model. Collinearity
refers to the degree of correlation observed among the predictor variables, or independent variables, within a
regression model. Tolerance can be seen as the inverse of the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF). In this instance, a
tolerance value of 0.580 signifies that approximately 58% of the variability in the dependent variable OL is
unexplained by the independent predictor variables in the model.

The variance inflation factor (VIF) of 1.723 indicates that the variable OL demonstrates a moderate level of
collinearity with the other predictor variables. A Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) value under 5 is generally considered
acceptable, and for OL, its VIF is below this threshold. The previously stated abbreviations, specifically LI, TS, SE, CQ,
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and SE, were examined in this scholarly discussion. The model incorporates supplementary predictor variables, each
accompanied by tolerance and VIF values. Tolerance might be perceived as akin to the concept of orthogonalization
(OL). In the context of tolerance values, these values denote the proportion of variation in a certain variable that
remains unaccounted for by the other predictor variables. The Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) values for these
variables indicate the degree to which they are influenced by collinearity with other predictor variables. Generally,
VIF values below 5 are considered acceptable.

The variables LI, TS, SE, CQ, and SEF exhibit VIF values beneath the threshold of 5, signifying an absence of
substantial collinearity among them. Nonetheless, OL has a reduced tolerance relative to the other variables,
indicating a potentially stronger association with the remaining predictor variables. The existence of elevated
condition indices and decreasing eigenvalues indicates a significant correlation among the independent variables in
the model. This association complicates the interpretation of the individual effects of these variables and may lead
to unstable coefficient estimations and a normal distribution.

4.4 Reliability and Validity

4.4.1 Reliability

The research utilized exploratory factor analysis and reliability assessments to examine the robustness and
consistency of the selected measurement items. The next sections present a detailed summary of the findings.
Cronbach's alpha is a commonly employed metric in academic research owing to its ease of computation and its
prevalent use in scholarly inquiries (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2014). The minimally acceptable criterion for Cronbach's
alpha is 0.70 (Nunnally, 1978).

Table 4.3: Reliability Test

Dimension Reliability
Cronbach'’s alpha Number of
standard > 0.7 items

LI 0.809 5

TS 0.831 5

SE 0.844 5

cQ 0.830 5

SEF 0.811 6

AS 0.873 5

The table shows that the internal consistency reliability of all dimensions is satisfactory to outstanding, as seen by
their Cronbach's alpha values, all exceeding the accepted criterion of 0.7.

4.4.2 Exploratory Factor Analysis

The factor loading matrix is a crucial result of Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA), as it elucidates the relationship
between observable variables and latent components. The loading value for each observable variable is established,
signifying the extent of correlation between the variable and the factor. Higher loading values indicate a stronger
correlation between the variable and the factor. The identification of the factors depends on the configuration of
variable loadings. Variables with substantial loadings concerning a certain set of elements may be regarded as
indicative of a common underlying dimension.
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Table 4.4: Validity Test

Test Validity

KMO BTS CR AVE

Sig

Standard 0.5< 0.05> 0.7< 0.5<
LI 0.798 0.000 0.978 0.643
TS 0.836 0.000 0.960 0.651
SE 0.844 0.000 0.890 0.621
cQ 0.827 0.000 0.980 0.632
SEF 0.840 0.000 0.951 0.802
AS 0.858 0.000 0.923 0.706

The table offers statistical data regarding the validity and reliability of the measurement model. The KMO (Kaiser-
Meyer-Olkin) statistic is employed to evaluate the suitability of the study sample. A KMO value exceeding 0.5 is
typically considered acceptable. The table indicates that all values above 0.5, signifying that the dataset is suitable
for factor analysis. Bartlett's Test of Sphericity (BTS) is a statistical procedure employed to assess the significance of
the divergence between a correlation matrix and an identity matrix. This test indicates the link among variables. A
preferred significance level (Sig) typically falls below 0.05, signifying that the data is suitable for component analysis.
The table indicates that all significance (Sig) values are below the 0.05 level, signifying a positive result.

Composite Reliability (CR) is a statistical measure employed to evaluate the internal consistency or reliability of the
latent constructs, referred to as factors, within a specific model. Values beyond 0.7 are often considered acceptable.
The table presents CR values beyond 0.7, indicating favorable internal consistency levels. The Average Variation
Extracted (AVE) metric is employed to assess the degree to which latent components account for variation relative
to the variance due to measurement error. AVE values exceeding 0.5 are often considered acceptable, as they
indicate that the underlying structures may explain a significant percentage of the variability in the measured
variables. The table indicates that all Average Variance Extracted (AVE) values exceed the 0.5 criterion, signifying a
positive result.

The results indicate that the measuring model demonstrates adequate validity and reliability. The KMO and BTS
statistics demonstrate that the data in question is suitable for factor analysis. The findings of CR and AVE indicate
acceptable levels of internal consistency and construct validity, respectively.

4.4.3 Discriminant Validity
The extent of the distinction between a specific thought and other concepts is determined by its discriminant
validity. Awang (2016) and Kline (2015) indicate that the correlation between constructs should not surpass 0.85.
The given source is from 2005. None of the constructs demonstrated a correlation over 0.90. Thus, this model has
effectively met the criteria for discriminant validity. The Average Variance Extracted (AVE) exceeds 0.5, but a
threshold of 04 is permissible. If the Average Variance Extracted (AVE) is below 0.5, although the composite
reliability is above 0.6, the construct's convergent validity remains satisfactory (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). The
composite reliability (CR) of the construct is 0.82, much exceeding the acceptable criterion of 0.7. This signifies that
the indicators reliably assess the construct. Although the optimal AVE value is 0.5 or greater, an AVE of 0.4 may be
deemed acceptable if corroborated by high composite reliability, substantial factor loadings, strong content validity,
uniform AVE values across constructs, empirical validation from prior research, and a generally well-fitting
measurement model. A high composite reliability (CR) signifies that the construct indicators are coherent and
dependable, potentially offsetting a marginally lower average variance extracted (AVE) (Lam, 2012).
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Table 4.5: Heterotrait-monotrait ratio (HTMT) — Matrix

AS cQ LE LI LS SE SEF TS
AS
cQ 0.637
LI 0479 0.660 0.602
SE 0.581 0.741 0.709 0.709 0.547
SEF 0.583 0.689 0.680 0.564 0.586 0.585
TS 0.567 0.720 0.641 0.834 0.537 0.771 0.595

The Heterotrait-Monotrait (HTMT) ratio is a statistical measure utilized in scholarly research to assess the
discriminant validity of components within a structural equation model (SEM) or confirmatory factor analysis (CFA).
This assists researchers in evaluating the extent of divergence between two conceptions, showing whether they
represent distinct fundamental ideas. The HTMT matrix comprises six components: Academic Stress (AS), Learning
Interaction (LI), Teaching Style (TS), Course Quality (CQ), Student Engagement (SE), and Self-Efficacy (SEF). The
values within the matrix represent the HTMT ratio for each pair of constructs. The HTMT ratio between SEF and TS is
0.595. Consistent with the other pairs, the value in question is below 0.85, indicating that SEF and TS exhibit
discriminant validity. The matrix omits the HTMT ratio for LS in relation to SEF. The provided HTMT ratios reveal that
seven of the eight construct pairings (since vs. AS vs. SE and TS vs. SEF) exhibit discriminant validity, as their HTMT
ratios are below the well-recognized threshold of 0.85. To thoroughly assess the discriminant validity, obtaining the
missing HTMT ratio is essential.

4.5 Descriptive and Correlation Analysis
4.5.1 Descriptive Statistics
Table 4.6: Duration of Study

Descriptive Statistics

N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Skewness
Deviation
Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Std.
Error

Learning Interaction 429 1.00 5.00 3.8583 .55975 -1.099 118
Teaching Style 429 1.00 5.00 3.8042 .60302 -1.077 118
Student Engagement 429 1.00 5.00 3.7464 .62965 -1.137 118
Course Quality 429 1.00 5.00 3.7888 .56060 -1.010 118
Self-efficacy 429 1.50 5.00 3.8504 .54719 -.866 118
Academic Stress 429 1.00 5.00 3.6890 71407 -.858 118
Valid N (listwise) 429

The table above shows descriptive statistics related to several variables, each linked to different aspects of a
research study or survey. This analysis involved the examination and evaluation of the statistical data related to each
variable. The findings of this study elucidate the direct and mediated relationships between online learning
utilization and academic stress among MBA students in Sri Lanka. The results herein correspond with and expand
upon the theoretical model delineated in the literature review, establishing a definitive connection between the
patterns observed in the study and theoretical notions, along with prior empirical research.

4.6 Regression
Linear regression is a statistical method that establishes the relationship between variables. This strategy is utilized
when researchers aim to predict the evaluation of one variable based on the evaluation of another.
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Table 4.7: Regression Test Results

Unstandardized Standardized SE Tvalue P value
coefficients coefficients
SE 0.151 0.133 0.064 2.354 0.019
TS 0.175 0.148 0.070 2.503 0.013
cQ 0.267 0.209 0.073 3.656 0.000
LI -0.018 -0.014 0.070 0.252 0.008
Intercept 0.323 0.000 0221 1.462 0.145

When compared with multiple regression results from SPSS and Regression results generated from Smart PLS can
be seen the same output to prove the hypotheses in this research. Every P-value shows a value of less than 0.05
(Alpha level). It means all relationships are significant with the dependent variable, Academic Stress (AS). All

alternative hypotheses that represent the direct relationships are accepted under a 95% confidence level.

4.7 Mediation and Structural Models
Indirect Effect

Table 4.8: Indirect (Mediating) Effects with Independent Variables

Relationships Indirect (Mediating) Effects
CQ -> SEF -> AS 0.040
SE -> SEF -> AS 0.016
LI -> SEF -> AS 0.028
TS -> SEF -> AS 0.030

The research indicates that Course Quality (CQ) and Teaching Style (TS) exert significant indirect impacts on
diminishing Academic Stress, chiefly by improving Self-Efficiency (SEF). Learning Interaction (LI) and Student
Engagement (SE) are both crucial, with LI exerting a substantial influence via SEF. These findings underscore the
complex nature of academic stress and the significance of several educational factors in alleviating it. High-quality
courses, effective pedagogical methods, and helpful educational interactions are essential for cultivating self-

efficacy and delivering requisite assistance, hence alleviating academic stress among students.

4.8 Summary and Interpretation of Hypotheses
All of the hypotheses and their findings can be summed up as follows.

Table 4.9: Summary of Hypotheses

Hypothesis Impact

H1 Learning interaction has a positive impact on academic
stress.

H2 Teaching style has a positive impact on academic stress.

H3 Student engagement has a positive impact on academic
stress.

H4 Course quality has a positive impact on academic stress.

H5 Self-efficacy mediates the relationship between learning

interaction and academic stress.

Status

H1

Justification a= 0.05
P- Value/Sig= 0.000

Accepted

H2

P- Value/Sig= 0.000

Accepted

H3

P- Value/Sig= 0.000

Accepted

H4

P- Value/Sig= 0.000

Accepted

H5

P- Value/Sig= 0.018

Accepted
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H6 Self-efficacy mediates the relationship between teaching H6 P- Value/Sig= 0.022
style and academic stress. Accepted

H7 Self-efficacy mediates the relationship between student  H7 P- Value/Sig= 0.037
engagement and academic stress. Accepted

H8 Self-efficacy mediates the relationship between course H8 P- Value/Sig= 0.040
quality and academic stress. Accepted

H9 Self-efficacy has a positive impact on academic stress. H10 P- Value/Sig= 0.000
Accepted

5. Discussion

The study's results are thoroughly reported, highlighting their significance in addressing the research questions and
objectives. After accurately defining and validating the measurement model, the structural model was constructed
to examine the interrelationships between the exogenous and endogenous variables. All ten assumptions were
evaluated utilizing the SEM instrument, and all were affirmed.

The increasing belief that online learning can improve work quality indicates a wider acknowledgment of its
capacity to boost professional abilities and results. It underscores the transformative potential of this learning
modality in enhancing the practical dimensions of an individual's career. The recognition that online learning
improves the whole educational experience and delivery highlights the critical significance of engagement and
satisfaction in the virtual classroom.

Instructors are crucial in shaping the online learning experience, with their pedagogical approaches, evaluations,
and course content acting as essential elements. The caliber of course material, communication methods, and the
dynamics of student-teacher interaction significantly impact the efficacy of online education. A successful and
effective technological framework underpins online learning environments, guaranteeing smooth access to crucial
tools and resources that enable students to engage in a productive learning experience.

These measures collectively reveal the complex nature of online learning, encompassing both educational and
technological aspects. This research acknowledges its growing importance and the complex interaction among
perception, engagement, instructional design, and technology infrastructure, ultimately enhancing its
transformative capacity in contemporary education.

Academic stress is a significant aspect of every student's educational experience, and its evaluation includes
numerous essential elements that illuminate the student experience. Engagements with peers are crucial in this
environment. Collaborative learning cultivates an environment conducive to clarifying uncertainties and mitigating
academic stress through collective support and insights. This reciprocal exchange of knowledge and motivation
imparts a personal dimension to the learning experience.

Online education, with its extensive resources and databases, greatly aids in stress management. It equips students
with readily accessible materials, alleviating the stress related to resource identification. This access to extensive
information enhances the learning experience and enables students to investigate and broaden their knowledge.

The capacity to submit tasks promptly in an online learning setting is a considerable source of relief for students. It
fosters a sense of achievement and tranquility, mitigating the stress frequently associated with impending
deadlines.

The inherent flexibility of online learning provides crucial support to students aiming to efficiently manage their
calendars. This adaptability corresponds with their specific demands and preferences, ultimately leading to
diminished stress levels. It personalizes the educational experience by empowering students to manage their
learning, allowing them to achieve a peaceful equilibrium between academic endeavors and personal lives.
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Seven hypotheses were established to assess the influence of online learning on academic stress, focusing on the
relationship between online learning and factors such as learner interaction, teaching methods, student
involvement, course quality, learning, and self-efficacy.

6. Conclusion

This investigation has uncovered significant insights into the changing dynamics of schooling. This study
successfully met its research aims and questions through a methodical integration of a literature evaluation and
primary research. The findings offer significant insights into the beliefs, problems, practices, influences, coping
mechanisms, and practical implications associated with e-learning in Sri Lanka, hence enhancing comprehension of
this domain. This research highlights the thorough examination of the research aims, core themes, limitations, and
strengths, revealing that online learning, particularly among MBA students in Sri Lanka, is a complex and evolving
field of study.

The research demonstrates the impact of online learning on the academic stress experienced by MBA students in Sri
Lanka. The findings align closely with the specified study topics and are both descriptive and analytical, supported
by existing literature and policy. The aforementioned data provide a comprehensive overview of the relationships
between learner challenges in online education and stress levels, together with pragmatic justifications for the
conclusions drawn. This study has demonstrated that online learning—encompassing learning interaction, teaching
style, course quality, and student engagement—impacts academic stress levels, with primary stressors being work
overload, technological issues, and isolation. This data corroborates Bao (2020) and Yang et al. (2021), highlighting
that inadequate readiness for disruptions led to elevated stress levels in online learning due to increasing academic
obligations. These observations elucidate the necessity for universities to address structural and psychological
barriers within digitally mediated learning environments.

The analysis significantly emphasizes the role of teaching styles in alleviating academic stress. Proactive and
heuristic approaches, characterized by rapid feedback and course structuring, resulted in low stress levels. This
aligns with Woldeab et al. (2020), who demonstrated that positive teacher-student relationships improve students'
learning experiences. These insights highlight the training challenges faced by educators, leading them to adopt
positive behaviors that foster clarity, involvement, and connection, particularly in online environments.

Self-efficacy was once more recognized as a mediator factor between the challenges encountered in online learning
and academic stress. The study illustrates that elevated self-efficacy in managing stress and other variables is
indicative of the psychological capital essential for online learning. Yavuzalp & Bahcivan (2020) emphasized the
significance of self-efficacy in assisting students with technological and academic challenges; therefore, it is crucial
to integrate self-efficacy-enhancing strategies, such as technical skills training and peer tutoring, into the online
learning environment.

The findings of the current study align with those of Bao (2020) and Yang et al. (2021) on the previously discussed
stress-related outcomes, particularly in relation to technological adversity. This congruence bolsters the study's
credibility and suggests that the findings are global and applicable outside Sri Lanka.

Ultimately, the findings emphasize the significance of aligning national policies with the practices of academic
institutions to address the stated difficulties. The results align with Sri Lanka's National Policy on E-Learning
(Ministry of Education, 2021), emphasizing technological enhancement, teacher professional development, and
strategies to alleviate academic pressure.

6.1 Development of the Model
Taking into account the mediating role of self-efficacy, the suggested theoretical model seeks to comprehend the
intricate connection between the online learning environment and academic stress. Learning interaction,
pedagogical approaches, student engagement, course quality, and learning environment are some of the online
learning sub-variables that formed the basis of the theoretical model. Self-efficacy is a critical mediating variable in
this theoretical model. It represents a student's belief in their ability to succeed in online learning. Students with
higher self-efficacy are more likely to cope with academic stress effectively. This model highlights a direct
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relationship between online learning and academic stress. The model posits that online learning, consisting of
learning interaction, teaching styles, student engagement, course quality, and learning environment, has a direct
impact on academic stress. Specific hypotheses were examined on how each of these sub-variables influences
stress. Self-efficacy is theorized to mediate the relationship between online learning and academic stress. Higher
self-efficacy can buffer the negative impact of online learning on stress, as students with greater confidence in their
abilities are better equipped to manage challenges. The theory envisions a model where online learning directly
affects academic stress while being mediated by self-efficacy. This model accounts for the complexity of the online
learning environment and acknowledges that the quality of interactions, teaching styles, student engagement,
course quality, and the learning environment all contribute to the level of stress experienced by students.

This model has practical implications for online education. The findings of the mediating role of self-efficacy for
technology-enhanced learning provide significant inference for the theoretical models in distance learning. Thus,
incorporating this mediator into the research model of this study closes theoretical gaps in the research domain
that often analyses these variables in an isolated manner. These findings, therefore confirm Kline's (2015)
recommendation when it comes to the application of structural equation modeling, as he notes the need to
consider the indirect paths used when making sense of the different relations. Additionally, the results enrich the
growing discussion on discretionary post-viral educational processes in which the delivery of content over the
internet is most common.

6.2 Policy Implications

Various implications should be suggested to mitigate the impact of online learning and the educational
environment on academic stress among MBA students in Sri Lanka at a policy level. Policymakers must allocate
resources to digital infrastructure, guaranteeing that all pupils possess access to high-speed internet and requisite
devices. This inclusive strategy mitigates the digital divide and its related stress (Dhawan, 2020).

Mandatory policies for faculty development in online education are essential for educators. This guarantees that
instructors are adequately prepared to foster a supportive learning environment (Means et al,, 2013; Adewale &
Tahir, 2022). Furthermore, student support mandates must include extensive student support services,
encompassing counseling, career advising, and academic assistance. These services are crucial for stress
management.

Educational institutions ought to establish procedures for the systematic assessment of online courses. Quality
assurance protocols must be established to guarantee that online education adheres to established standards and
undergoes continual enhancement (Adewale & Tahir, 2022). Policymakers ought to promote the formulation and
execution of adaptable learning strategies by higher education institutions that address the distinct requirements of
MBA students (Ahmady et al,, 2021). Research and innovation must be prioritized to allocate resources for the
development of online learning and the management of academic stress (Raja & Nagasubramani, 2018). Research
findings can guide legislation and novel strategies for stress alleviation. Policies are necessary to enhance awareness
of mental health and diminish the associated stigma. This motivates students to pursue assistance for stress-related
concerns (Cleofas, 2019 & Zhu et al., 2021).

The government must establish rigorous policies about privacy and data security to safeguard students' personal
and academic information in digital contexts (Dhawan, 2020). They ought to advocate for policies that guarantee
the inclusion of all students, irrespective of their background or circumstances. Online learning policy must be
attuned to diversity (Goczek et al,, 2021). Moreover, they must establish rules to incorporate suitable technology
that improves the learning experience and alleviates stress (Raja & Nagasubramani, 2018). By enacting these
practical and policy consequences, Sri Lanka can establish a supportive and less stressful online learning
environment for MBA students, hence improving educational quality and student well-being.

6.3 Limitations

The inquiry into the impact of the online learning environment on academic stress among Sri Lankan MBA students
reveals some limitations. The employment of a cross-sectional research design in this study constitutes a significant
constraint. A longitudinal study would have been more appropriate for comprehending the dynamic characteristics
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of academic stress reactions in developing online learning settings. The study's limited sample size, comprising Sri
Lankan MBA students, reflects a narrow and specific subset of the wider population of online learners. Moreover,
selection bias may be present since the study was limited to college students, primarily MBA candidates in Sri
Lanka. The study's focus on academic stress is also restrictive. Although it effectively examines academic stress, it
overlooks other types of stressors that MBA students may encounter. The research's specificity to the Sri Lankan
environment constitutes an additional constraint. The results may not be relevant to other nations or areas with
distinct educational frameworks, cultural conventions, and technology infrastructures. The cultural and contextual
distinctiveness of the results limits their generalizability.

6.4 Recommendations for Future Research

This study has significantly contributed by confirming the favorable correlation between online learning and
managing academic stress; nonetheless, several opportunities for future research exist. Additional inquiries into the
influence of culture on online learning interactions are necessary. Investigating the influence of cultural factors on
the relationship between teaching methods and academic stress is a significant direction for future research.
Broadening the scope beyond Sri Lanka and undertaking comparative analyses across various countries and
educational systems would be advantageous. Subsequent research should target larger and more heterogeneous
samples that include a wider spectrum of MBA students, both in Sri Lanka and internationally. Comprehensive
qualitative research can enhance quantitative results by exploring the intricate experiences of MBA students in
online learning settings. Qualitative methods, including interviews, focus groups, and content analysis of student
reflections, can elucidate the complex dynamics of academic stress and identify students' coping mechanisms.
Furthermore, investigating targeted pedagogical practices that improve learning interactions and alleviate academic
stress is essential. Future research may investigate the efficacy of diverse online pedagogical approaches,
communication platforms, and joint endeavors in fostering constructive learning interactions. Moreover, the
literature emphasizes that self-efficacy is influenced not just by educational experiences but also by demographic,
individual, institutional, and societal factors. Gender can influence the formation of self-efficacy beliefs, while
evidence indicates that gender disparities are lessening in most circumstances.
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