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ABSTRACT

Literature on burnout and stress among psychology graduate students is
predominantly cross-sectional, with limited qualitative analysis exploring these
phenomena within psychology education. This constructivist grounded theory
study interviewed 11 recent graduates from four distinct psychology sub-fields:
counseling, measurement, educational psychology, and learning disabilities. This
study explored how graduates mitigated burnout and successfully graduated.
Findings yielded a process-oriented theoretical model indicating that academic
stress slowly developed into psychological burnout, particularly during thesis
stage. Both social support networks and intrinsic motivation were the two primary
factors buffering against psychological burnout. Self-care, persistence, and
psychological resilience were also significant variables in mitigating burnout.
These findings provide implications for graduate education and scholarship.
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INTRODUCTION

Although a major academic discipline, psychology has been criticized for being
"inadequate in preparing graduates to meet the challenges of society today"
(Khoury & De Castro Pecanha, 2023, p.1). Postgraduate students often experience
significant psychological distress, with many struggling with burnout (White et al.,
2023). Some studies have documented a high prevalence of mental distress
(34.6%) among psychology graduate students, and 70.5% reported a perceived
necessity for professional mental health care (Negash et al., 2020). Other recent
investigations reported that approximately 40% of postgraduate students exhibited
moderate to severe symptoms of anxiety and depression (Hazell et al., 2021).
Burnout appears to be a common challenge for psychology graduate students, and
these struggles are sometimes attributed to difficulties in supervisory relationships
(Xie, Yu & Xu, 2026). When supervisors validate and address graduate student
stress, they can play a pivotal role in academic success (White et al., 2023).

Graduate-level training in psychology and health professions is inherently
rigorous (He et al., 2025; Rico & Bunge, 2021). Students are tasked with managing
demanding coursework, significant research responsibilities, and emotionally
challenging clinical placements (Swords & Ellis, 2017), often compounded by
financial strain and ambiguous career trajectories. These cumulative pressures
contribute to elevated rates of burnout and psychological distress (Jabbarov et al.,
2023; Olson et al., 2025), with a particular impact observed among students who
are married, have children, or are women (Remojo & Cacho, 2026; Remaker et al.,
2021; Hudson & O'Regan, 1994). Burnout, characterized by emotional exhaustion,
depersonalization, and a diminished sense of accomplishment, has been
consistently associated with mental health difficulties, such as anxiety and
depression (Adu et al., 2025; Mahamid et al., 2025), and inadequate sleep among
the graduate student population (Allen et al., 2021). Recent meta-analytic evidence
shows that emotional exhaustion was one of the strongest predictors of
psychological distress among graduate level students and trainees in the US
(Jahanaray, Pasha, & Jahanaray, 2026).
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Prior research has examined potential enhancements for the supportive nature
of training environments. Fraizer et al. (2025) employed a visual constructivist
grounded theory approach to ascertain critical psychosocial characteristics within
students’ academic settings that could facilitate student success. A sense of
belongingness to the university aided students in maintaining engagement with
their studies, utilizing diverse self-regulation strategies, and attaining academic
achievement (Fraizer et al., 2025). Consequently, educators ought to prioritize the
cultivation of a trauma-informed learning environment in university contexts by
fostering connections and establishing clear expectations with students (Harvey et
al., 2024). Compared to other disciplines, some psychology graduate students may
be uniquely vulnerable due to the emotional labor inherent in therapeutic work and
prolonged exposure to client trauma (Butler, Carello & Maguin, 2017; Pirelli,
Formon & Maloney, 2020). Concurrently, systemic barriers, such as inadequate
institutional support, persistent stigma surrounding help-seeking (Klein et al.,
2023), and heavy financial demands, can exacerbate this stress (Toussaint et al.,
2025; Cardoso et al., 2025).

While attention to burnout has been increasing within medical and health
professions education (Toussaint et al., 2025; Yang, Liu & Huang, 2022), research
specifically addressing burnout among psychology graduate students remains
scarce (Nkrumah et al., 2025; Schwarz & Cooper, 2024). Furthermore, identity
factors, such as gender and cultural background, continue to influence burnout
within psychology training in ways that are not yet fully elucidated (Zhai &
Prescod, 2025). Collectively, these deficiencies highlight the necessity for
additional research on graduate student burnout to reveal some of the distinctive
challenges inherent in psychology training and to propose interventions
specifically adapted to this environment.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Burnout and Mental Health in Graduate Education

Burnout among graduate students frequently co-occurs with depression,
anxiety, and diminished engagement (Ting, Cheng & Zhang, 2023; Olson et al.,
2025; Adu et al., 2025). Systematic reviews of studies published prior to 2022 in
major publishing outlets indicate that approximately 35% of graduate students
exhibit clinically significant levels of anxiety (Ting, Cheng & Zhang, 2023).
Furthermore, other studies have reported that nearly one-third (33%) of
psychology graduate students in Canada displayed significant signs of depression
(Peluso, Carleton, & Asmundson, 2011). These challenges were aggravated by the
COVID-19 pandemic, leading to issues such as financial precarity and increased
academic demands (Balakrishnan et al., 2023). Beyond ephemeral crises, burnout
persists as a structural issue inherent in graduate psychology programs, where
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intense performance pressures and inadequate support perpetuate cycles of stress
(Tiét, Brooks & Patton, 2024).

Psychological Burnout

Psychological burnout was initially conceptualized by Freudenberger (1974),
who characterized it as a process involving physical and emotional exhaustion,
fatigue, detachment, and self-doubt. Subsequently, Maslach and Pines (1977)
refined this definition, underscoring the persistent nature of burnout, which
encompasses three principal dimensions: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization,
and a reduced sense of personal accomplishment. These dimensions collectively
precipitate a condition where individuals are overwhelmed by their obligations,
experience difficulty engaging empathetically with clients or colleagues, and
ultimately doubt their professional efficacy. For the purposes of this investigation,
Maslach’s definition of burnout served as the foundational framework for the
interview protocol.

Stress and Graduate Training

Recent scholarship has underscored the vulnerability of postgraduate students
to mental health challenges (Hazel et al., 2021; White et al., 2024; Woolston,
2019). Numerous postgraduate researchers document experiences of stress,
anxiety, and social isolation (Moss et al., 2022). Psychology programs introduce
supplementary demands on students, arising from the emotionally arduous nature
of practicum assignments and extensive periods of unremunerated or inadequately
compensated clinical training (El-Ghoroury et al., 2012; Miller, Postill &
Andrews, 2023). A substantial proportion of counseling students, for instance,
experience vicarious traumatization, frequently culminating in compassion
fatigue, emotional exhaustion, and apprehensions regarding long-term career
feasibility (Jahanaray, Pasha, & Jahanaray, 2026; Baker, 2012; Jabbarov et al.,
2023). Interdisciplinary comparisons suggest that psychology students report a
heightened susceptibility to burnout when contrasted with individuals in other
disciplines (Kourea, et al., 2023; Rico & Bunge, 2021). One investigation reported
that approximately 49% of psychology graduate students exhibited strong
indicators of anxiety, and about 39% displayed depressive symptomatology
(Rummell, 2015). These difficulties may be attributable to financial struggles, with
female students and those from underrepresented populations experiencing a
disproportionate impact (Remaker et al., 2021).

Barriers to Mental Health Seeking

Several barriers to help seeking can intensify stress. Stigma associated with
mental health seeking; for instance, can dissuade numerous students from utilizing
available support resources (Al Omari et al., 2023). Consequently, stigma may
reinforce an unspoken culture of suffering and professional inadequacy (Liu et al.,
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2019). Despite burnout, many graduate students may refrain from help seeking,
which might be a result of gender or cultural backgrounds of graduate students
(Moss et al., 2022). Overtime, graduate school pressure can lead to impostor
feelings, which have been correlated with elevated anxiety and increased intentions
of dropout (Zhai, Almaawali & Banish, 2023; Richardson, Trusty & George,
2020). These challenges can exacerbate among women and minority students who
frequently encounter structural disadvantages due to lack of support and isolation
(Cardoso et al., 2025; Remaker et al., 2021). For example, child-care can increase
burnout among married female students, which leave can leave a cascading effect
on academic duties (Wilkins-Yel et al., 2024; Klein et al., 2023). The same
challenge can be faced by students from underrepresented backgrounds as they
lack strong social support networks. Limited support, whether social, academic, or
financial can impede success in graduate training (Heckler et al., 2025).

Stress and Coping

Teaching graduate students on coping skills and interventions within graduate
education remains underdeveloped. However, some research suggests that social
support, advisor support, grit and motivation were partially predictive of burnout
among psychology students, which could diminish with increased ongoing stress
(Lillelien, Menichelli & Bjaalid, 2026; Kovach Clark, Murdock & Koetting,
2009). Mental health seeking, wellness interventions, sleep quality, and social
support can also mitigate burnout (El-Ghoroury et al., 2012). Sleep hygiene, for
instance, was an effective coping mechanism for stress reduction for graduate
students (Allen at al., 2021).

In other graduate programs, such as medical education, Enhanced Stress-
Resilience Training has demonstrated beneficial outcomes (Sanders et al., 2025).
Psychology graduate students could also benefit from cognitive appraisal of stress,
which entails training students in areas such as occupational safety to foster a
balanced integration of life and work demands (Simaes, et al., 2023). Other
research has suggested that targeted exercise interventions can help graduate
students cope with stress by decreasing stress inducing hormones (Wu et al., 2025).
Prior research has also examined the role of cognitive reappraisal in attenuating
stress levels (Smith & Ellsworth, 1985). Cognitive appraisal, defined as an
individual's attempt to contextualize stressors and challenges, may potentially
mitigate feelings of burnout, thereby enhancing coping capacity (Folkman et al.,
1986).

Our understanding of burnout in psychology training is still limited. Most of
the existing literature is cross sectional and descriptive, with most studies including
students during graduate school. A retrospective investigation may shed more
accurate understanding of burn out and can provide a more accurate account of
burn out experiences. Psychology graduate students face several pressures such as
the expectation to achieve proficiency in clinical practice and research, frequent
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exposure to the emotional traumas, overseeing intricate research endeavors, and
maneuvering a highly competitive academic milieu (Appleseth et al., 2024). This
composite burden can diminish emotional reserves, precipitating sentiments of
estrangement and discontent. Therefore, the main research question in this study
is: how do psychology graduate students successfully cope with burnout and
graduate? Throughout this paper, we aim to dissect and describe what causes
burnout and how it gets mitigated during psychology graduate school.

RESEARCH METHOD

Design

Despite existing literature on burnout in psychology graduate students
(Jabbarov et al., 2023; Zhai, Almaawali & Bannish, 2023; Kourea et al., 2023;
Hudson, & O'Regan, 1994), no Grounded Theory (GT) studies have explored this
population's burnout dynamics. This interpretive, constructivist, and retrospective
study uses Charmaz's (2014) GT to explore psychological burnout and career
success among recent psychology graduate program alumni, offering unique
insight, particularly on post-academia detachment. Unlike cross-sectional
literature primarily from other fields, this GT focuses on psychology graduate
students' lived experiences, exploring burnout dynamics, contributing factors,
successful adaptation strategies, and coping mechanisms.

Using a constructivist Grounded Theory (GT) approach (Charmaz, 2014),
data and theory are co-created by participants and researchers, focusing on
meaning, context, and subjective experience (Charmaz & Belgrave, 2017). Our
interpretations were influenced by our pre-existing assumptions as psychologist
educators, stemming from our experience teaching graduate students (Mills,
Bonner & Francis, 2006). Therefore, our personal experiences may have affected
and co-created the data interpretations.

As researchers, our close and regular interaction with the data through
ongoing research meetings was crucial for interpreting the interview narratives
(Charmaz, 2008). This continuous analysis led to adapting or incorporating new
follow-up questions, and minor modifications to the primary questions, as findings
emerged, and data exploration deepened. This comprehensive process ultimately
yielded a contextualized interpretation, ensuring the findings represent plausible
understandings of the study's phenomena.

Participants and Sampling

For this study, 11 recent graduates from psychology graduate programs were
selected using theoretical sampling. The participants (see Table 1) were chosen
based on their willingness to share detailed narratives about their experiences with
burnout and their perceptions regarding future career prospects. Written informed
consent was obtained at the onset of each interview. Participants were recruited
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based on diversity in psychology major or emphasis, years of experience, marital
status while in the program, work status, and study mode. These variables were
important to enrich emergent findings and link what was shared across diversity of
backgrounds. For instance, some of the early participants were married and had
children. To select the next participant, we looked for unmarried participants or
participants from a different psychology sub-field who also had a different
experience to explore whether shared struggles existed.

Table 1: Participants’ Characteristics

No. Yearspost-  Work Gender Study Marital Psychology
graduation Status Mode Status Major
1 4 Yes Male part-time M Measurement
& Evaluation
2 3 Yes Female part-time M Educational
Psychology
3 2 Yes Female full-time S Counseling
4 1 Yes Female full-time M Career
Counseling
5 1 No Female full-time S Career
Counseling
6 2 Yes Female full-time M Counseling
7 1 Yes Male part-time M Learning
Disabilities
8 Less than 1 Yes Female part-time S Learning
Disabilities
9 1 No Male part-time S Educational
Psychology
10 Less than 1 No Female part-time M Educational
Psychology
11 Less than 1 No Female full-time S Counseling

Note. M= Married; S= Single.
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Data Collection

Semi-structured interviews were conducted remotely via Google Meet,
utilizing a pilot-tested interview guide. The duration of the interviews ranged from
40 to 90 minutes. All interviews were audio-recorded, meticulously transcribed
verbatim, and subsequently verified for accuracy. Identifying information was
systematically removed to ensure strict confidentiality. Data collection transpired
between March and December 2025.

The interview protocol was specifically designed to elicit detailed narratives
regarding participants' experiences of academic and clinical stress, the
manifestation of burnout symptomatology, and the resultant impact of these
experiences on their professional career expectations. The recorded interviews
were transcribed verbatim and subsequently subjected to analysis utilizing
grounded theory techniques. Two assistant researchers were formally trained to
conduct the interviews, while the co-authors attended the sessions to pose targeted
follow-up inquiries. Preliminary results were also consistently shared and
discussed with the team including the research assistants so that they constantly
compared findings with interviewee answers.

Key interview questions focused on:

1. Descriptions of feelings related to burnout (e.g., emotional exhaustion,
depersonalization)

2. The influence of academic demands on personal well-being, including
self-care and mental health during the program of study

3. Descriptions of processes related to dealing with burnout and ways to
mitigate it.

4. The roles and processes within support systems (e.g., supervisory
relationships, peer support) in mitigating burnout

Consensus Approach

Researchers independently coded transcripts, met regularly to compare
coding, and discussed all disagreements until consensus was reached.
Disagreements were resolved through discussion, review of codebook definitions,
and transcript re-examination. A senior researcher facilitated unresolved
disagreements, and all decisions were documented in a decision log. The focus was
on in-depth discussion rather than statistical measures.

Data Analysis

The interview transcripts were subjected to an open line-by-line coding
process (See Figure 1), which emphasized the co-construction of meaning
(Charmaz, 2014). Initially, open line-by-line coding was employed to identify
nascent codes emerging from the data, utilizing the same gerunds articulated by
participants to capture processes and actions. Codes were collaboratively created

356



and retained the format shared by the participants. Through continuous comparison
across interviews and the dissemination of preliminary codes to subsequent
participants, codes were clustered (around interview 6) into more abstract, focused
codes (see Table 2). The goal was to link categories and explore the
interrelationships between experiences of burnout and other experiences. These
focused codes were subsequently refined (around interview 8) into conceptual
categories (e.g., social support, emotional burnout, resilience, motivation) and
grouped into broader concepts that encapsulated the essence of the participants'
experiences.

Data saturation began to form at about interview 8 as we did not find new or
surprising stories. To further data saturation, similar processes, actions, and
emotions were aggregated into larger themes (interviews 9, 10 & 11) to refine the
emergent theoretical framework. Following the completion of each of the final
three interviews, findings were co-constructed and discussed with participants,
seeking contextual meaning-making and supporting evidence. All participants
corroborated the findings and provided further elaboration to justify their
agreement.

Two coders analyzed the qualitative data using MaxQDA 24, systematically
identifying patterns and divergent perspectives. The software managed and color-
coded interview texts for categorization. Regular meetings and codebook revisions
(twice by interview 8) ensured inter-coder agreement on coding and categorization.

Reflexivity

The research team ensured reflexivity through consistent discussions and
employed reflexive memo-writing to ensure transparency and provide an audit trail
for category development and the emerging theoretical model (See Figure 1).
Memos documented analytic decisions, shifting interpretations, and researchers'
subjective viewpoints. Theme development was iterative, involving continuous
engagement with data, codes, interviews, personal experiences, and evolving
interpretations. Memos, recorded in data files, facilitated reflexive engagement,
often posing questions like, "What is happening? How do they deal with stress?"
and noting observations such as the role of "Life circumstances" or that "working
and non-working students varied in stress level."

The authors integrated their own experiences while minimizing assumptions.
The research team and assistants held regular meetings to discuss surprising
answers, modify questions, refine codes and categories, and adjust interview
follow-up questions based on preliminary findings from previous interviews.

Context of the Current Study

This investigation was conducted at a major public university in Oman. The
psychology programs admit students from diverse educational backgrounds, the
majority of whom are employed adults. Master's level programs typically require
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approximately two to three years for completion and necessitate both academic
coursework and a research-based thesis. As most programs operate on a part-time
basis, enrolled students are usually employed concurrently, and only a small
fraction can secure study leave. Students are responsible for tuition and all other
associated expenses, as sponsorship opportunities are highly limited.

Ethical Considerations

This study strictly adhered to the rigorous ethical standards delineated by the
Declaration of Helsinki. Prior to participation, all individuals provided informed
consent, and absolute confidentiality was meticulously maintained. Participants
were assured that their identities would remain anonymous in all disseminated
materials. Ethical approval (REAAF/EDU/PSYCHOLOGY/2024/07) was
obtained from the pertinent institutional review board at Sultan Qaboos University
prior to the initiation of the study.

Figure 1: Grounded Theory Process used in Analyzing Psychological Burnout
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RESULTS

Analysis of the interview transcripts, employing an iterative approach, yielded
several salient themes characterizing the experience of burnout among psychology
graduate students. These themes encompassed both the personal and professional
facets of burnout and demonstrated a strong correlation with participants' outlook
regarding their prospective careers.

358



Table 2: Code, Category, and Theme Emergence

No  Main Themes Sub-codes Brief Description
| Support Social support, group study, Any statements that describe
Network study habits, peer support, value of social interactions in
professor support, family reducing stress/burnout
support.
2 Emotional Depersonalization, life work Any statements indicating
Burnout conflict, work related stress, feeling disinterested or
feeling tired, feeling hopeless.  helpless about schooling or
work
3 Intrinsic Self-actualization needs, self-  Any meaning units that
Motivation care habits, personal clearly describes fighting for
accomplishment, goal setting,  or working hard to graduate
reminding self of personal
goals.
4  Reduced sense  discrepancy between reality Any statements showing

of personal
accomplishment

and expectations, negative
career expectations, feeling

negative expectations or not
sensing progress in

schoolwork + career related
stress

lost, not seeing value in
schooling

All participants reported entering the field of psychology with considerable
enthusiasm for graduate study. Nevertheless, this initial excitement gradually
diminished as the demands proved exceedingly difficult to manage. Certain
participants, particularly those with limited post-baccalaureate experience,
expressed confusion regarding the high level of academic pressure compared to
their undergraduate education. The following section details the progression by
which this enthusiasm transformed into academic and psychological difficulties
over the course of their graduate studies.

Emotional Burnout

Emotional exhaustion, commonly referred to as burnout, was a dominant
theme emerging from the data (See Table. 2). Participants consistently articulated
feeling overwhelmed by the relentless demands of academic coursework, clinical
duties, and the emotional burden of supporting clients in distress. For example,
Participant 6 admitted, "Some days I felt [ didn’t care, especially when I felt burned
out due to school demands." Participant 2 elaborated on feelings of detachment,
stating, “I felt I was fighting for my rights. I was trying hard to shift majors. I lost
interest in studying. I graduated late.” While Participant 8§ viewed emotional
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burnout as a predictable component of graduate school, they highlighted that the
primary difficulty was often related to external negative feedback. "My family
would say, 'Why are you studying? Take care of your children. Studying would
not help advance you at work,' she shared." Similarly, Participant 11 captured the
internal struggle, adding, “sometimes I asked myself why I was studying? Why all
of this?”

Reduced Sense of Personal Accomplishment

Decrease in feelings of personal accomplishment was a significant finding.
Participants frequently questioned their efficacy as future professionals.
"Sometimes I would work for days on a task and then suddenly felt like I
accomplished nothing," shared participant 1. This uncertainty regarding personal
competence was often linked to the intense pressure to excel academically and
clinically. "At some point I felt I had enough. I cannot continue. [ wish to withdraw
from the program," participant 5 stated. Consequently, participants reported a
persistent feeling that their contributions were insufficient or went unrecognized.
This sentiment was particularly emphasized by participant 7, who is legally blind.
"I work hard, double or triple that of my colleagues. I had to read the text fully just
to find the information I was seeking. I sometimes required someone to read it for
me," he recounted. The same experience was narrated by participant 10. "I
sometimes felt like I wanted to drop out, but I could not. There were considerable
family expectations to meet," she shared. This struggle was also evident in
interview 11: "When I received harsh feedback, I doubted if I should continue,"
she complained.

Career uncertainty also contributed to a reduced sense of accomplishment,
with one participant noting lack of job vacancies despite extensive searching.
Burnout significantly altered participants' career expectations. One participant,
who initially had high hopes for a counseling career, stated, "Now everything’s
changed." Many felt the intensity of their training was overly stressful,
undermining their commitment to the profession. A participant questioned the
value of their psychology degree, feeling "indifferent." Another expressed
uncertainty about her career path, stating that after two and a half years of graduate
school, her main aspiration was simply to "work."

Life-work Conflict

Several students, particularly those who were married with children, reported
experiencing significant life-work conflict. Participant 1 illustrated this, stating,
“Sometimes we have important family gatherings, and I had schoolwork. I skipped
attending some family events, which put me in trouble with my family.” Other
participants expressed frustration that employer demands did not accommodate
their status as students. They reported being consistently required to perform their
job duties regardless of their academic workload. Participant 2 complained, “I was
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employed and was not given any time-off from work. It was difficult.” Participant
7 elaborated, explaining that “[my] organization expected us to grow
professionally but did not relieve us from work. This made it [studying] even more
difficult.” Conversely, Participant 10 noted, “If my school was not supportive, I
would not have graduated.” Participant 11 initially did not experience life-work
conflict during her first year. However, during her second year, she resorted to
staying away from home for weeks solely to focus on her thesis. She explained, “I
sometimes locked myself at the dorms for weeks because I know if I go back home,
I would not be able to write my thesis.”

Support of Social Networks

A significant theme that emerged consistently was the crucial influence of
supervisory relationships and peer support in mitigating burnout. Numerous
graduates emphasized that a supportive advisor relationship alleviated feelings of
isolation and stress. As Participant 6 stated, "...because of professors' support, it
was like therapy sessions during classes." Those who reported having robust
mentoring and peer networks tended to demonstrate greater resilience and a more
optimistic outlook concerning their professional futures. Participant 4 elaborated,
"[my advisor] supported me psychologically. He gave me a mini plan to help me.”
Other participants believed that peer support was integral to their academic
success. Participant 1 noted, "My peers helped me through it a lot. We met half an
hour before each class in a cafe or the library or other places on campus."
Furthermore, Participant 9 expressed, “for me, sometimes social support was more
important than motivation. When supported, I get motivated to study.” Conversely,
Participant 11 shared that she rarely confided in someone else about academic
difficulties but ensured she visited her professor for motivation.

Motivation

Motivation (mainly intrinsic) slowly emerged as an important factor in all the
interviews. “I felt so proud I was able to overcome difficulties. This stage
[studying] made me stronger and the person I am today,” participant 6 stressed. In
a similar vein, participant 7 believed that a good amount of stress was helpful, “for
real... Sometimes stress was good. I discovered that the stress of graduate school
made me more productive at work.” Others were consistently motivated because
they knew what to do with their degrees post-graduation. As participant 1 shared,
“post-graduation, I have developed strong motivation. I have given a lot of
workshops to teachers in statistical analysis.”

On the contrary, some participants shared feeling demotivated to the extent
they had trouble completing their schoolwork. “Sometimes, I don't have the energy
to write my thesis or read through or add any new studies,” participant 3
complained. Participant 11 added that unless a student was internally motivated,
they would not be able to meet deadlines. “I studied because I loved being a
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student. If I were not that motivated, I would have dropped out of school,” she
shared.

Self-care and Stress Reduction

Several participants explained that self-care was helpful in stress reduction.
As participant 2 explained, “I had to allot time every weekend for relaxation to
reduce stress.” Participant 4 provided more specific techniques for stress reduction.
“I used some techniques to reduce my stress such as relaxation, exercise, and
crying,” she elaborated. Narratives of persistent stress were repeated throughout
the interviews, especially discussions about end of semesters or thesis writing. “It
is good that one reminds herself of self-care. must set time for yourself to relax”
participant 6 added. Participant 11 shared that time management was a self-care
strategy. “When I am organized, I have time for other things, especially for family
and friends,” she added.

Resulting Theoretical Model

To further clarify the relationship between burnout dimensions and success
factors in psychology graduate school, Figure 2 illustrates the process dynamics
captured in the interviews.

Figure 2: lllustration of the Process of Burnout and Interaction with Other
Factors
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The theoretical model presented above suggests a gradual transition from
initial student excitement and motivation in the study of psychology may lead to
emotional burnout, primarily attributed to the persistent presence of high academic
stress throughout the program. The two principal variables mitigating the influence
of burnout and stress might be social support networks and, to a lesser extent,
intrinsic motivation. Social support may appear to hold greater significance than
motivation, occasionally serving as a catalyst for motivation itself. Recent
mediation studies demonstrate that intrinsic motivation and a sense of belonging
substantially mediate the relationship between perceived social support and
academic persistence, and that sense of belonging accounts for 21% of the variance
in students' academic persistence (Mtshweni, 2024). These findings might
corroborate the thematic relationships identified in our analysis. Sense of
belonging is a natural outcome of on-campus social support, which might explain
the significant role of social support in student resilience and success.

Self-care and resilience also demonstrated a modest positive association,
assisting students in the management of daily challenges and elevated distress.
This non-linear, cyclical process indicates that factors such as self-care and
persistence are mediated by social support, motivation, and stress levels. Students
who receive social support and possess higher motivation exhibit an increased
propensity to engage in self-care, enhance study habits and time management
skills, and cognitively reappraise burnout (Folkman et al., 1986; Smith &
Ellsworth, 1985).

Summary of Key Findings

Qualitative analysis of 11 interviews established a strong link between
psychological burnout support networks, motivation, work-life conflict, self-care,
and resilience (See Fig. 2). Social support and intrinsic motivation functioned as
mitigating factors, counterbalancing the impact of academic workload. Crucially,
supportive supervisory and peer relationships were found to moderate this
relationship (Jahnke, Fries & Génser, 2012), with participants consistently
identifying supportive networks as instrumental in preventing burnout and
maintaining motivation (Cornér, Lofstrom, & Pyhilto, 2017). These findings
provide empirical grounding for the complexities of burnout within graduate
psychology education.

These experiences are consistent with components of burnout theory
(Maslach & Pines, 1977). The theory emphasizes believes that sustained stress on
emotional well-being leads to emotional exhaustion, which might generate
psychological strain. Our findings showed burnout in three interconnected
feelings: reduced sense of accomplishment, depersonalization (cynicism), and
emotional exhaustion, all of which were advanced by burnout theory. Many
students may experience psychological detachment and work on, assuming that
conditions will improve. However, by the thesis writing stage, burnout likely
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intensifies and manifests as a profound depletion of emotional energy and an
inability to maintain concern (Liu et al., 2019). Stated differently, burnout arises
when prolonged emotional demands compel individuals to adopt psychological
distancing mechanisms that progressively diminish empathy, culminating in
emotional exhaustion and disengagement (Maslach & Pines, 1977).

High motivation and consistent social support—from family, peers, and
faculty—are essential for students to overcome burnout, as suggested by our
theoretical model. Students indicated that refocusing on program goals and seeking
assistance from professors, even when feeling unproductive, were key to their
success. Specifically, students utilized effective coping mechanisms such as
professor guidance, self-care (including relaxation and social activities), and peer
study groups. This blending of social support and intrinsic motivation effectively
mitigated burnout and maintained their sense of accomplishment (Kim et al., 2018;
Jahnke et al., 2012).

Furthermore, the responsibility extends to program faculty, who should not
only provide academic mentorship but also integrate essential emotional support
into their roles. This holistic system, encompassing pre-admission screening, a
cooperative culture, robust peer support, and integrated faculty assistance, can be
a way to ensure students' emotional well-being and maximize their potential for
career success.

In contrast to previous research focusing on isolated relationships (e.g., social
support and motivation, motivation and persistence, or burnout and performance),
this model distinctively synthesizes social support, intrinsic motivation, burnout,
persistence, and self-care. This holistic methodology may facilitate further
empirical investigation and prompt stakeholders to address the determinants
contributing to student burnout reduction.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The findings of this qualitative study underscore the complex and multifactorial
nature of burnout among psychology graduate students. Graduates reporting
elevated levels of emotional exhaustion frequently articulated demotivation (EI-
Sayed et al., 2024), which aligns with previous scholarly literature linking burnout
to career dissatisfaction. Most of the participants in this study were not primarily
pursuing career advancement but rather sought a psychology degree to fulfill
personal objectives. Consequently, graduate programs should actively support
their students' career development by establishing explicit expectations regarding
stress management and the importance of self-care (Myers et al., 2012).

It may also be requisite for students to formulate a comprehensive post-
graduation career plan during the program to enhance their perception of value and
clarity concerning their professional trajectory. Allowing students to navigate
these matters independently may present a risk, particularly if they lack requisite
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methodologies for the professional marketing of their career competencies.
Programs should incorporate the creation of long-term career plans alongside
academic tasks, thereby enabling students to manage burnout more effectively with
the assurance of an impending career path.

Institutions should view graduate student burnout not just as a workload
symptom but as a barrier to career success. Proactive steps—Ilike better supervisor
training, peer support, and debriefing—can mitigate burnout and boost long-term
career commitment (El-Sayed et al., 2024). Additionally, assessing candidates'
PsyCap and motivation before enrollment may help ensure sustained motivation
and self-care awareness, enabling timely graduation (Colman et al., 2016).

Implications for Burnout and Student Mental Health

Emotional exhaustion appears to stem from insufficient social support and
diminished intrinsic motivation. The lack of adequate stress management skills and
essential resources, particularly family support, seems to intensify psychological
pressure irrespective of the actual academic load (Kim et al., 2018). Our findings
suggest that social support alone might be insufficient; intrinsically motivated
students seem more likely to persist and achieve timely graduation (Rigg, Day &
Adler, 2013). This notion relates to the construct of psychological capital
(PsyCap), which encompasses Hope, Efficacy, Resilience, and Optimism (HERO)
(Luthans & Youssef-Morgan, 2017). A high level of PsyCap presumably enables
individuals to confront adversity with greater confidence, whereas low PsyCap
may potentially decrease the probability of successful graduation (Schloemer &
Deeg, 2026). Social support could plausibly assist students by enhancing their
PsyCap as they navigate academic and personal challenges (Luthans, Luthans &
Avey, 2014).

A lack of adequate mental health support might constitute a major concern,
as it could potentially exacerbate stress and may lead to issues such as
demotivation and depersonalization (Rehman, et al., 2020). Therefore, a primary
responsibility of graduate programs should be to proactively enhance mental health
support, cultivate supportive environments, boost student resilience, and increase
career motivation (El-Sayed et al., 2024). Strategies focusing on mental health
support, including but not limited to robust peer support systems, stress-
management curricula, and reflective practices, alongside supervisor training, may
improving student well-being and reduce the attrition rate within the psychology
profession (Allen et al., 2022).

IMPLICATIONS

The findings offer practical recommendations for graduate programs to mitigate
burnout and promote sustained career satisfaction.
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Enhanced Supervisor Training

Enhanced supervisor training is crucial. Training advisors to identify early
burnout signs and employ supportive mentoring, including regular
communication, timely feedback, and emotionally supportive relationships, is
necessary. Interpersonal justice from supervisors significantly reduces burnout risk
(Johnson et al., 2023), and that supervision should extend beyond academics to
address social or personal struggles that may impede student success (Harris et al.,
2026; Cornér, Lofstrom & Pyhilto, 2017).

Enhanced Peer Support Systems

Formal peer support, such as mentoring and support groups, allows students
to share experiences and coping strategies, offering mutual encouragement. This
support buffers against emotional exhaustion and sustains professional
commitment (Jahanaray, Pasha, & Jahanaray, 2026; Yin, Zheng, & Li, 2023). Peer
support is pivotal for success, particularly for women who can normalize struggles
(Remarker et al., 2021). These findings align with the Job Demands—Resources
framework and the role of social support, emphasizing the role of relational
resources in reducing burnout and aiding persistence (Gleason et al., 2020).

Teaching Stress Management SKkills

Incorporating modules on self-care, stress management, self-regulated
learning and realistic career planning into the curriculum can help students
anticipate and manage burnout (Ali, 2026; Baissane & Zaid, 2025; Coleman et al.,
2016). Awareness of emotional demands and the capacity to regulate them
effectively are critical in preventing emotional exhaustion (Yang, Liu, & Huang,
2022). Students who have mental health literacy may be more capable of managing
stress (Myers et al., 2012), thus decreasing the influence of burnout on student
success. Interventions targeting the improvement of academic resilience might
make a difference for those students who experience burnout as this might help
them recover and regain their passion and academic abilities (Khalaf, 2014).

Reflective Practice

Regular individual or group debriefing sessions allow students to process
emotionally taxing experiences. Structured reflective activities, such as guided
journaling, assist students in reconciling personal goals with professional
demands, thereby enhancing resilience and well-being. As a for of metacognitive
strategies, personal wellbeing should be embedded within graduate training to
create a culture of resilience and professionals who can help themselves through
personal self-care (Ali, 2026; Lim et al., 2026). Students who can manage
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themselves emotionally and psychologically may be better prepared for graduate
school stress (Ali, 2026).

Training Students in Mental Health Literacy

While stress resilience and self-compassion training show promise,
adaptation for psychology programs is needed (Richardson, Trusty, & George,
2020; Sanders et al., 2025). Programs with clinical training and thesis requirements
are highly stressful and can result in vicarious traumas (Baker, 2012). Vicarious
traumatization can exacerbate school-related burnout, and interventions that
improve students' coping skills are likely to reduce stress and strengthen resilience
(Coleman et al., 2016). Self-compassion and mental health literacy could help
students navigate stress effectively (Liu & Wang, 2026). When students have self-
compassion, they may be better able to frame stress within the schoolwork context
and mitigate its influence on their overall mental health.

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

Certain limitations must be acknowledged. First, a sample of 11 participants,
although adequate for in-depth qualitative analysis, may not capture the full
heterogeneity of experiences across different institutions and specialties. Future
research should consider larger and more diverse samples to validate and refine
the proposed conceptual model.

Second, the retrospective nature of the interviews may introduce recall
bias. Participants’ reported experiences might be influenced by their current
perceptions and post-graduation outcomes. Longitudinal studies that follow
students throughout their graduate training could provide a more dynamic picture
of how burnout evolves over time. Burnout could be related to momentary or
related to variables that have no impact at the time of the interview such as
financial and familial burdens (Richardson, Trusty & George, 2020).

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Longitudinal designs may be necessitated to investigate the evolution of burnout
across training stages and into early professional practice, potentially identifying
critical inflection points in career development (Jiang et al., 2025). Program
evaluation research is warranted to assess the efficacy of targeted interventions,
such as enhanced supervisor training or ways to build structured support systems
early on.

Further investigations should extend beyond psychology to explore burnout
across academic disciplines and cultural contexts. Given that cultural belief
systems have been shown to moderate the stress-well-being relationship (Chou et
al., 2014), a comprehensive understanding of burnout may require consideration
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of cultural values. Research ought to probe the underlying mediators and
moderators of the burnout process. For instance, while social support is often
implicated in sustaining motivation (Rehman et al., 2020), the differential
relevance of peer versus faculty/family support merits greater attention. Focusing
on such mechanisms may prove instrumental in refining effective interventions
before emotional exhaustion manifests in graduate students.
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