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Reviewer 1: Lacks 
novelty. Every grad 
student faces this.

Reviewer 2: Insufficient 
preliminary data on 
work-life balance.

Reviewer 3: Promising 
but needs 3 more years 
of data before funding 
decision.



Anxiety 41%

Depression 39%

The Scale of the Problem

General 
Population 

~ 6%

Evans et al. (2018)
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Who is Most Affected?
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3 years of no results

Paper under review for months

1 Award

1 Acceptance          

The Social Media Trap

20 Rejections

1 Conference

Failed proposals

1 Publication



The Impostor Syndrome





The Impostor Syndrome

Drop in confidence

Anxiety

Achievement

Attribute it to luck

Fear of being 
exposed



Work-Life Balance

Nearly 40% were dissatisfied with the balance between work and personal life (Nature PhD Survey (2019)



Anxiety 41%

Depression 39%

Work-Life Balance

General 
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Healthy 
24%

Unhealthy 
56%

Healthy 
21%

Unhealthy 
55%



Feedback - confidence

Availability

Funding

Advisor

Student-Advisor Relationship

Entire career depends on one person



Student-Advisor Relationship

Evans et al. (2018)



Publish or perish, shrinking 
job market, chronic 
underpaying, no clear 
career timeline

The System

The Culture
Toxic productivity norms, 
stigma around struggle, 
comparison to peers, "just 
push through it" passed 
down for generations

The Feedback Loop
Years of work with no 

signal you are doing okay, 
rejections with vague 

explanations, proposals 
and papers taking forever

The Isolation
Solitary work, no separation 

between identity and 
career, unclear working 

hours, no real onboarding

Factors Contributing to the Crisis



• Built support 
network from 
scratch

• Cannot go home 
easily

• Missing family 
milestones

• Homesickness

THE DISTANCE

• Foreign healthcare 
system

• No credit history
• Cultural and language 

barriers
• Pressure to succeed 

because failure has 
consequences 
beyond just yourself

NAVIGATION

• Visa status tied to 
academic standing

• Cannot take 
medical leave 
freely 

• Immigration 
consequences

HIGHER STAKES

International Students
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International Students

37% of PhD students globally are not studying in their home 
country (Nature PhD Survey 2019, n = 6,300)



Help-seeking Gap

36% sought help for anxiety or depression caused by PhD

Of those, 26% got assistance at institution

18% sought help at institution but did not feel supported

9% wanted help but said none was available on campus

Nature PhD Survey (2019)



What Actually Helps

Burton and Cao (2022)

You. Your peers. The institution.
All three have to move.

Identify what’s best for you!





CAPS

Timely Care

Women’s Center

HealthyHoos

International Student Support Circle

Link

Link

Link

Link

Link

UVa Resources

https://womenscenter.virginia.edu/counseling/our-counseling-services
https://mentalhealthservices.studenthealth.virginia.edu/
https://studenthealth.virginia.edu/healthyhoos
https://timelycare.com/uva
https://issp.virginia.edu/resources-0
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