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Graduate student myths: interpreting the PhD student experience 

through the lens of social media, memes, and stereotypes 
 

Abstract 

 

In graduate student-oriented online spaces, students often portray themselves as miserable, 

depicting these negative themes through combinations of text and images called memes. Memes 

in this context are a symbolic language that is used to convey cultural ideas through established 

templates that draw from pop-culture media and various youth subcultures. Through this 

medium, graduate student share and process their experiences communally, using memes as a 

coping mechanism. Collectively, students tend to acknowledge that the culture around graduate 

school is bad, identifying excessive workloads, under pay, difficult advisor relationships, and an 

unhealthy glorification of “grind culture”. However, less is known about how students navigate 

and respond to this culture.  

 

In this work, we performed a mixed method study triangulating survey and structured interview 

data collected through an extracurricular student project. We investigated three key aspects of 

graduate school, particularly experiences with 1) work-life-balance, 2) imposter syndrome, and 

3) burnout. To develop the survey and interview instruments, we developed a pool of memes and 

graduate student oriented advice columns then used thematic analysis to identify 9 thematic 

questions about the graduate student experience. For this work, the data set was abbreviated to 

consider only the 3 most salient topics. We found that students generally disagreed with the 

negative themes identified and that memes tended to exaggerate these features of graduate 

student experience. However, emergent themes of self-efficacy in our analysis demonstrated how 

student self-beliefs influenced their experience with mental health during graduate school. We 

also found that graduate students’ perception of their experience is influenced by students’ 

gender, nationality, and could influence student career trajectories. The results from our work 

highlight the ongoing concerns with graduate school culture, and how it can disadvantage certain 

groups. Further, this work can help identify student support mechanisms that can be instituted at 

the individual, program, and college level to promote student retention and mental health.  

 

Introduction 

 

Mental health has become a particularly salient talking point in institutions of higher education 

[1]. Graduate students are identified as a unique population in academic institutions distinct from 

staff and undergraduate students. They are notably subject to elevated levels of stress associated 

with research, teaching, and publishing responsibilities as well as high levels of uncertainty with 

regards to advisor expectations, financial security, and career prospects [2]. The excessive levels 

of stress and uncertainty around graduate school has contributed to a concerning mental health 

crisis, with one study identifying PhD students as nearly twice as likely to be experiencing 

psychological distress than highly educated peers in the general public [3]. In graduate student 

oriented spaces, negative aspects of academic culture are readily named and critiqued, especially 

through online communities and anonymous online message boards [4]. In these social media 

spaces, students’ thoughts and experiences are often abstracted through memes, which are 

cultural artifacts that convey symbolic language through the combination of images, text, and 

cultural subtext [5].  



 

As members of these online spaces, the two student authors on this paper wondered if graduate 

students are as miserable as they claim to be in these memes. This paper developed organically 

out of an extracurricular video interview project undertaken to answer that question and to 

debunk “myths” about the graduate student experience. While the memes inspired this study and 

were discussed in the interviews, the memes themselves are not the focus of the analysis. Rather, 

in this study we use a mixed method design to analyze the pre-interview surveys and interview 

recordings collected in the process of this student video project guided by these research 

questions- 

 

RQ1: How do senior PhD students and recent graduates understand their experience 

through the lens of common stereotypes about graduate student life?  

  

RQ2: How do these experiences differ between graduate students based on background, 

positionality, and career trajectory? 

 

Despite the negative wording of the interview questions used in this study, participants 

overwhelmingly refuted negative stereotypes. Many of the participants identified personal 

contradictions to the “myths” and named support structures and proactive behaviors that help 

them circumvent the commonly attributed afflictions of over-work, imposter syndrome, and 

burnout. Furthermore, analysis of participant responses yielded self-efficacy as an emergent 

theme that correlated with positive language and behavior. It was found that participants who 

demonstrated aspects of high self-efficacy such as good self-esteem, proactive improvement of 

their environment, and help-seeking behaviors [6], [7] had improved experiences compared to 

those who did not engage in these behaviors 

 

Literature Review 

 

Graduate Student Mental Health 

 

Graduate students, and especially science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) 

graduate students, are vulnerable to poor mental health conditions [8]. In a recent study, Evans 

and colleagues explored graduate student mental health through a voluntary convenience sample 

survey. Over 2,000 respondents from 26 countries and 234 institutions responded, revealing an 

overwhelming mental health crisis in the graduate student population [9], [10]. They report 

elevated rates of anxiety (41%) and depression (39%) in the sampled community, suggesting that 

graduate students are six times as likely to experience depression and anxiety compared to the 

general public. Likewise, students have not been passive in their dissatisfaction with the state of 

the academy. In recent years, student labor organizing [11], labor strikes, and general protest 

movements have become common reflecting the general themes of modern politics including the 

multiple epidemics of sexual harassment [12], [13], racism [14], [15], inflation [16], [17], and 

worker safety under COVID-19 [18]. 

 

The enthusiastic participation in crowdsourced mental health-related studies like Evans’ and 

others [19]–[21] and increasingly vocal complaints among graduate student workers speaks to 

the need for cultural change in academic institutions. Kezar, DePaola, and Scott frame the 



current academic job culture as fragmented and exploitative, identifying graduate student 

workers as subject to low pay, heavy workloads, uncertain job prospects, and vulnerable to 

racialized and gendered harassment [22]. Individuals’ graduate student experiences are also 

impacted directly by identities including race, nationality, sexuality, and gender, which can 

negatively influence their reception and sense of belonging within higher education spaces that 

have historically been disproportionately white, masculine, and heteronormative [23], [24]. 

Despite these established institutional challenges, students do still survive and even thrive in 

graduate school, often citing social support structures, effective mentors, and national affinity 

groups [25], [26]. By studying students’ perceptions of their experiences, we hope to better 

understand both the positive and negative aspects that contribute to graduate school experiences. 

With this knowledge, faculty and staff can work to mitigate the negative aspects and support the 

positive ones. 

 

Memes and as coping mechanisms 

 

 

Figure 1. Examples of graduate school memes sourced from the Facebook Group ‘Gradschool 

Memes with Relatable Themes’. Images a, b, and c represent common meme template styles, and 

were respectively coded for overwork, imposter syndrome, and burnout.  

 

Memes are a malleable language that use “templates” that hold collective cultural meaning to 

convey dense soundbites that can be adapted to particular cultural contexts [5]. Through 

adaptation of these normative templates, individuals can contextualize and convey their 

experiences within an established emotive framework and receive peer validation through a 

diverse currency of likes, hearts, retweets and shares (Figure 1). In the graduate student context, 

both as process and artifact, the collective process of “memeing” can function as a cathartic 

airing of grievances that facilitates feelings of belonging, identity building, and coping for both 

the producer and the consumer [27], [28]. Moreover, social media and memes have been 

identified as an important medium through which minoritized graduate students, especially at 

primarily white institutions, can build social support, challenge racialized stereotyping, solicit 

advice, and practice self-care [28], [29]. 



 

Meme-producers often leverage techniques such as hyperbole, humor, and dark humor to 

exaggerate their lived-experiences in the quest for “relatability,” likes, and retweets. While many 

individuals [27] including the present authors, have associated graduate school memes with 

feeling less alone in their programs and development of their identity as graduate students, these 

same memes may serve to perpetuate negative and unhealthy stereotypes. For example, common 

subject matter of graduate school memes include skipping sleep to perform school work, self-

deprecating humor that features negative self-talk [27], and glorification of “grind culture,” 

which prioritizes productivity and performative work ethic at the expense of social-life, mental 

and physical health, and other personal needs [30]. To this end, graduate school memes may 

reproduce a culture where students believe they should be overworked and shouldn’t sleep 

enough to fulfill this mythic work ethic, regardless of direct external pressures to do so.  

 

Self-efficacy 

 

Self-efficacy is defined as a “[person’s] beliefs about their capabilities to exercise control over 

their own level of functioning and over events that affect their lives” [6]. It is considered a 

central mechanism of agency and directly influences the amount of effort individuals are willing 

to expend on an activity, the extent of perseverance in the face of adversity and challenge, and 

attitude towards failure and subsequent resilience [6]. Pajares adds that the production of self-

efficacy exists within the sociocultural system under which individuals are both influenced by 

and influential to their environments [7]. Notably, an individual’s self-belief has been linked to 

their mental health both through their perceived potential and through fostered pursuit of support 

[6]. The relationship between mental health and self-efficacy—especially for graduate students, 

who are vulnerable to equating productivity with self-worth—is particularly relevant, as these 

self-beliefs directly reinforce behaviors that can either help (i.e., help-seeking, proactive goal 

setting, skill-acquisition) or hinder (i.e., social withdrawal, engaging in avoidant behavior, 

lowered aspirations) personal advancement and career prospects [6]. In this capacity, self-

efficacy was identified as an emergent theme and subsequently coded for in the data. 

 

The academic pipeline and graduate student attrition 

 

The path through graduate school is neither straightforward nor logical, with many pushes and 

pulls that may advantage some and disadvantage others. Despite the depoliticization culture and 

socialization of engineering particularly among the STEM disciplines [31], [32], there is an 

undeniable link between a students’ personal identities, institutional culture, the global political 

climate, and their lived experience in graduate school [33]–[35]. For decades it has been known 

that there is a graduate student attrition problem [36], with 24-35% of domestic engineering PhD 

students prematurely leaving degree programs [37] and an even higher rate  at 43% for 

underrepresented groups like African American doctoral engineering students [38]. At the time 

of writing this even, I consider the goodbye-party I will attend this evening for a student 

prematurely leaving my partner’s research group.  

 

Beyond the degree completion stage, attrition in academia and STEM remains an issue, with 

only 48.5% of all US PhD recipients employed in academia in 2015 [39] and a further exodus 

from the STEM field as a whole [40], [41]. While there are many factors that influence an 



individual’s post-PhD career path, their PhD experience, and in turn, their gendered and 

racialized experience in academia are significant to decision making [41]–[44]. There has been 

substantial research done on the post-PhD career decisions of women, people of color, and 

international students, particularly with respect to staying in the academic careers [43]. Women 

particularly have reported leaving the academic path because of experience with and 

expectations of having to deal with latent sexism, discrimination when it comes to advancement, 

and work-life balance concerns around children and care duties [41], [42], [45]. Throughout their 

academic experience, students of color are also subject to constant stressors related to 

microaggressions and overt racism as well as varying levels of support from peers and advisors 

[44], [46]. Female-identifying people of color in particular experience a more intense intersection 

of the racialized and gendered experience [19][28][47]. Finally, international students in the US 

represent a large and diverse group of individuals who cannot be broadly generalized about. 

However, looking particularly at international students from Asia, students commonly report 

experiencing culture shock and surprise about US race-relations, often coming from more 

racially homogenous home countries [48]. Besides the academia-industry divide, this 

demographic of international students is also faced with the question to stay or return to their 

home country [49], [50]. 

 

In this paper we draw on these negative graduate student stereotypes to understand how they are 

embodied in the lived experience of 13 senior graduate students and recent graduates. 

 

Methodology 

 

Positionality 

 

The authors are located at a research-intensive, Midwestern, historically White higher education 

institution. The first two authors experienced all of their higher educational training in this type 

of environment, which impacted their perspective. Both the first and second authors were senior 

STEM graduate students at the time of this study, which helped us gain a better rapport with 

participants, and allowed us to develop deeper insights into the topic. The first author is a white 

cisgender woman, and a domestic PhD student at her university. Her interactions with the culture 

and politics of academia has led her to activism centered on graduate student peer-mentorship 

and student union participation. She has generally had a good experience in her graduate school 

career, but still commonly experiences imposter syndrome. The second author is a Sri Lankan 

cisgender woman, and an international PhD student at her university. Coming from a smaller 

country, her community is not well represented in the university student body which, especially 

in her undergraduate years, led to observations of having less peer-support in navigating US 

systems (e.g. university, taxes, visas) than students from more well represented countries. She 

has now been in the US for the past decade and has acclimatized well to US culture but still deals 

with the consequences of that early social isolation. Both authors also have the shared experience 

of being academically isolated as sole graduate students in their respective research groups. 

 

After the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, the first and second authors started a YouTube 

channel about graduate student peer-mentorship with the goal of filling a niche that the 

widespread pandemic quarantining had created. Through conversations with other graduate 

students for the development of videos, they identified the importance of informal student 



networking and how the physical isolation induced by the Covid-19 pandemic was interrupting 

access to these informal networks particularly for first and second year graduate students. The 

video project that evolved into this study was intended to archive senior graduate students’ 

thoughts and experiences regarding common stereotypes about graduate school. 

 

Pre-empting data analysis, the first and second author discussed assumptions and anticipated 

outcomes from the study in the context of our positionality to make our biases visible and 

prevent them from influencing the analysis. Discussion of personal bias within data 

interpretation was continuous and reflexive building on our shared experience within graduate 

degree programs and womanhood as well as our differences in culture, upbringing, and 

accumulative lived experience. Through cultivation of this reflexive knowledge, we developed 

deeper insights into the participants lived experiences and how that knowledge emerged [51]. 

 

The third author is a White cisgender woman with research experience related to engineering 

graduate students’ mental health. The fourth author is a White cisgender man with extensive 

undergraduate teaching experience and research experience in cognitive human factors during 

his Ph.D. and, since then, design-based engineering education research focused on mid-year 

engineering science courses. The third and four authors served as a point of triangulation, 

challenging the rigor of the data analysis processes and interpretation of the findings. All authors 

engaged in discussions about all research aspects of the study to confirm the validity of their 

interpretations of the articles, the findings, and potential implications. Having engineering 

graduate students and a faculty member in engineering as part of the study team gives invaluable 

insight into the culture of engineering students discussed and provided common ground to build 

rapport and trust with the participants. 

 

Data and sampling 

 

To answer the RQs, we analyzed data previously collected for use in an extracurricular YouTube 

video project pursued by the first two authors that was subsequently reconsented and approved 

by the University of Michigan Institutional Review Board. Data included structured interviews 

and a companion Likert-scale survey based around a set of “common graduate student myths''. 

The myths assessed in the interview were developed through an analysis of memes and advice 

columns performed in November 2021. The intent of the original video project was to assess the 

validity of these identified “myths” with the target audience being individuals interested in 

graduate school and early career graduate students. This sentiment was conveyed to the interview 

participants, and therefore the interview responses took the form of both personal experience, 

anecdote, and advice.  

 

The original combined survey instrument and interview questionnaire are presented in (Figure 

2). Interviews were conducted by the second author over Zoom between January and March of 

2022. Participants were presented with 9 statements that they could opt to discuss within their 

30-40 minute interview and the Likert scale survey was collected orally preceding each question 

they chose to answer. A 5-point Likert scale was used, with a score of 5 meaning that the 

statement was perceived as true and a score of 1 meaning that they perceived the statement as 

false. Due to the casual nature of the preliminary data collection, fractional responses were 

permitted (e.g. a score of 3.5), scores of 0 were also commonly provided, representing a 



statement as very false and tended to be associated with charged emotions. Of the questions 

presented in Figure 2, only questions 1, 2, and 9 are analyzed in this study as they yielded the 

most interesting discussion in the interviews. 

 

 
 

Figure 2. The interview and survey protocol, including all investigated statements used in the 

student video project. Questions 1, 2, and 9 are investigated in this study. 

 

The study participants included 13 current senior graduate students and recent graduates (within 

5 years of exiting graduate school) who pursued PhDs at 3 US universities in engineering (10), 

science (2), and social science (1) degree programs (Table 1). Subjects were identified and 

invited to participate through convenience sampling that built on the first two authors’ personal 

networks. As this was intended originally for a video project, participants were invited to present 

a diversity of experiences spanning academic disciplines, career paths, genders, ethnicities, 

nationalities, and the amorphous quality of having had a good or bad time in their graduate 

school experience. The participants included 5 current students, 4 graduated individuals working 

in academia, 4 graduated individuals working in industry, 6 female-identifying students, and 7 

male-identifying students. Of the participants, 7 were US domestic students and 5 identified as 

international students from Asia (5) and Europe (1). Two of the participants reported terminating 

their PhD programs early.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 1. Participant table  

Participant Gender Nationality Career Position 

Amy Female Domestic Academia 

Rohan Male International Industry 

Oscar Male Domestic Academia 

Faridi Female International Current Student 

Zahir Male International Industry 

Emily Female Domestic Industry 

Matthew Male Domestic Industry 

Paul Male Domestic Current Student 

Jay Male International Current Student 

James Male Domestic Academia 

Juliette Female International Academia 

Viridian Female International Current Student 

Cindy Female Domestic Current Student 

 

Analytical Procedure 

 

The interview questions and survey instruments were developed through a two-pronged 

approach of analyzing memes and online media articles across a variety of platforms in 

November 2021. First, common social media platforms such as Reddit, Twitter, and Facebook 

were searched using keywords graduate student and PhD to yield content generated in the last 

several years. The first two authors analyzed the memes and message boards through the lens of 

their own PhD experiences, identifying recurring themes that expressed exaggerated negative 

emotions and appeared to resonate strongly through peer-engagement (e.g. likes, shares, 

retweets). Three emotionally-charged themes were consistently reoccurring including imposter 

syndrome, being overworked, and dealing with burnout. While these themes were in-line with 

the limited popular media portrayal of graduate students and also resonated with the authors’ 

own experiences, the themes were acknowledged to be applied in a performative suffering for 

comedic effect and were thus reframed as myths for assessment. 

 

Secondly, a google search of media articles using keyword phrase graduate student myths was 

carried out to identify more stereotypes as defined by broader society i.e. those not “in the 

trenches” of graduate school. The myths emerging from these searches focused more on practical 

problems such as the costs, benefits, and the ideal timeline of graduate school (Figure 2) while 

lacking a more in depth concern for the day-to-day experiences of graduate school itself [52]–

[54]. This highlights the more practical concerns of prospective students and the ‘transactional’ 

way graduate school is viewed from outside of the academy. Six “myths” were sourced from 

analysis of these media articles and were included in the original surveys and interviews (Figure 

2).  While these statements and the following interview discussions contained practical and 

relevant advice for prospective and early graduate students, these questions were excluded from 

analysis in the present study for a more concise focus on graduate student mental health.  

 

 

 

 



Interviews 

 

The interviews were conducted between January and March 2022 using the built in Zoom 

recording feature, and participants were provided the choice to turn off their web camera and 

choose a pseudonym. Two participants opted to not share video during their interviews. The 

second author conducted all 13 interviews to maintain consistency. The interviews were later 

transcribed in January 2023 using voice-to-text software, and the first author of the paper 

reviewed the transcripts for accuracy. Oral responses to the embedded survey were also 

tabulated. The survey data was processed in Microsoft Excel and broken down across categories 

of gender (female, male), nationality (international students, domestic students), and career 

(current student, academia, industry). For each of the three chosen interview questions and each 

demographic group, the average and standard deviation of the perceived truth scores were 

calculated. Within each of the 3 interview questions, a one-way ANOVA analysis was performed 

to identify any statistically significant differences between the demographic groups. No 

statistical differences were found between any of the groups for any of the questions, however, 

general trends are discussed. Throughout this work, data is presented using box-and-whisker 

plots, which visibly depicts the spread of data marking the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 4th quartiles, as well 

as the mean (as seen in Figure 3). In the box and whisker plots, the lines extending from the box 

are the “whiskers” marking the position of the 1st (lower) and 4th (upper) quartiles. The 

boundaries of the box are the 2nd (lower) and 3rd (upper) quartiles, the bisecting line is the 

median, and the “X” marks the mean. Data points not located within the extent of the whiskers 

are considered outliers to the data set. The absence of whiskers or a truncated box without a 

median line indicates a data set with low spread. 

 

Data analysis was performed using thematic analysis and open-coding as outlined by Braun and 

Clarke (2006). The first two authors individually acquainted themselves with the transcripts and 

performed open coding before coming together to discuss findings. A codebook was constructed 

and further discussion was had to reduce and come to consensus on themes within each interview 

question. At this stage, self-efficacy [6], [55] was identified as an emergent theme. A second 

round of coding was conducted using Bandura’s self-efficacy framework to synthesize the data 

of all the interview questions together to yield high level themes. After the second round of 

coding, the third and fourth authors of the paper reviewed the themes and provided further 

insights. 

 

Limitations 

 

There are some limitations in this study that must be acknowledged. The primary limitations 

stem from the organic development of the research study from a student passion project. Due to 

the casual nature of the project development, there was less control in the development of the 

survey instruments and participant selection process than would be present in an equivalent study 

developed for research. The data pool is also limited by low response rates for certain 

demographics in the survey due to the option to skip questions. All demographic categories had 

at least four individuals, but with response omission, some categories had response rates as low 

as two and three individuals which is not conducive to statistics. This study presents a surface 

level exploration of PhD student experience as it relates to individual self-reflection and 

hindsight.  



 

Findings 

 

Myth 1: There’s no work-life balance 

Figure 3. Visualization of survey responses to myth 1 ‘There’s no work-life balance’ broken 

down by demographic 

 

An incredibly common theme in graduate student online discourse is work-life balance (WLB) 

and its lack thereof. In this study WLB is interpreted as a fair and reasonable allocation of time 

towards work and personal life as perceived by the individual. In memes, WLB typically arises 

in the form of overwork or guilt about not working. Meme creators often frame themselves as 

facing the difficult choice between sleeping, having a social life, and taking care of themself in 

the notoriously little free time that overworked graduate students have. Our findings suggest that 

students generally found this myth to be false (Figure 3). Several participants noted a temporal 

aspect to their experience of WLB, particularly among international students, expressing the 

sentiment that “in the beginning, a lot of people take things very seriously, and they, they might 

want to put in a lot of effort and take a hit on your personal life” but eventually come to the 

conclusion that some kind of balance is required to be sustainable. Graduated individuals in 

industry also tended to report higher agreement with the statement suggesting that students who 

had negative experience with WLB in graduate school may be less likely to persist in the 

academy. 

 

Every participant expressed the importance of having WLB regardless of if they felt they had 

achieved it or not. However, the way WLB was conceptualized, and the perception of who had 

control over a students’ WLB differed considerably. Some spoke of WLB as something you have 

or don’t have, especially framing their own experience with boundaries that dictated ‘work time’ 

and ‘personal time’. For example, Jay, a father of two said “even if I [am] fully focused on my 

research, like after 6pm, I go back to my home . . . to play with my daughters.” Amy also spoke 

about her strong work boundaries stating “I set out certain nights of the week that I was not 

going to work” to make space for religious practice and physical activity. Both Jay and Amy 

expressed confidence in their ability to be successful and productive graduate students despite 

setting hard boundaries on when the workday stops. Others still spoke of WLB as a long term 

equilibrium. For example, Juliette said “okay, you work crazy hours for an experiment . . . and 

then you say, yeah, now I need a break.” Juliette also expressed WLB as a skill that has to be 



learned - “for me, it was the case, [I had] to learn how to stop”, which was also commonly 

repeated by the other participants who noted that “it takes effort on your part to set those 

boundaries”, and that it is overall difficult to achieve.  

 

However, some spoke about WLB as a more passive and luck-based thing that could be achieved 

under the right circumstances. While many spoke about the need for boundaries, highlighting the 

involvement of advisors in the process of carving out WLB, the acknowledgement of power 

dynamics in the relationship between student and advisor tended to differ especially between 

domestic and international students. Although this was not exclusive to international students, 

international participants were more likely to put the onus of WLB on external structures, with 

Viridian  saying “I think it really depends on labs” referring to the lab culture and socialized 

work expectations, and Jay acknowledging that “it totally depends on you and also your PI as 

well . . . if your PI is like a micromanaging type . . . they never let you be in your home.” One 

participant, Emily, had a particularly bad experience in her PhD program, she stated that: 

 

I always felt like I had to earn the privilege of spending my time on things that didn’t 

directly advance my research project when I was in grad school. So if my research wasn’t 

going well, which it wasn’t at the time I ended up leaving, you [had] to cut out other 

stuff. And ultimately, that’s what hastened my decision to leave the program that I was 

in. 

 

Emily shares her experience of being in a high-output lab group with a student-advisor 

relationship that made her feel powerless to institute the WLB she needed to succeed. She 

continued by saying:  

 

I came to this point where I realized that recovering from the burnout that I was 

experiencing - getting my mental health back on track - meant not returning to the same 

environment that had created the burnout in the first place. 

 

Emily’s experience highlights the need for students to not only be comfortable and able to 

negotiate reasonable WLB, but also the need for advisors to have reasonable expectations and 

respect students to know what they need to succeed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Myth 2: Everyone burns out eventually 

 

Figure 4. Visualization of survey responses to myth 2 ‘Everyone burns out eventually’ broken 

down by demographic 

 

The second myth deals with burnout, which is defined as “a prolonged response to chronic 

emotional and interpersonal stressors on the job” [56]. In the meme space, burnout is normalized 

both through direct textual reference to burnout and through pictorial representation and self-

identification with visibly distressed characters linked with text describing graduate school 

experiences. Our findings suggest that most students perceived the myth that “everyone burns 

out eventually” to generally be true, with international students, women, and current students 

most likely to feel this way (Figure 4). Rohan expressed his belief in the universality of burnout 

among graduate students and shared his definition of burnout when he said, “so there’s going to 

be a point where each and every person feels as though they’re not getting enough output for 

how much input they’re putting in”. Notably, two working definitions of burnout emerged in the 

interviews, with four participants identifying burnout as a cyclical and recoverable condition, 

and another four identifying burnout as terminal and something to prevent at all costs. These 

definitions were not necessarily mutually exclusive, with Matthew stating: 

 

I think the idea that everyone burns out eventually is untrue, because obviously people 

finish their degrees and succeed and go on to productive careers in academia . . . But at 

the same time, burnout is not necessarily something terminal, it is something you can 

experience and recover from perhaps if you’re given the space to recover from it. 

 

Participants on both side of this divide tended to focus on proactive behaviors aimed at 

preventing, reducing, and recovering from burnout. Several pointed to WLB and the need to pace 

oneself, noting that “they’re in for a marathon and not a sprint” as well as the need for 

community support such as “friends and other PhD students, your advisor” and the courage to 

ask for help. Almost every participant directly expressed having experienced or approached a 

state of burnout at some point in their academic career. Speaking about the culture of burnout in 

academia, Emily said “in my experience, being burnt out or skirting dangerously close to burnout 

is sadly almost normalized.” Cindy also added “so I think the truth of this is that it’s really easy 

to burn out and a lot of people do, and I think the myth part is that it’s like necessary- that it’s a 

necessary part of grad school.” 



Myth 3: Everyone else knows what they’re doing (but I don’t) 

 

 

Figure 5. Visualization of survey responses to myth 3 ‘Everyone else knows what they’re doing’ 

broken down by demographic 

 

Imposter syndrome for this study refers to a condition of self-deception where an individual feels 

inadequate to a task regardless of their proven qualifications [57]. Imposter syndrome provides a 

wellspring of memes and source material for anonymous graduate student anxieties online. In 

memes, like with burnout, imposter syndrome is expressed both directly and indirectly through a 

combination of words and pictures. In these memes, meme-creators and sharers commonly 

present negative self-talk expressing doubt in one’s own accomplishments, belonging in 

academia, and quality of work, often under a lens of dark humor. To assess participants’ 

experience with imposter syndrome, the combined survey and interview question was framed 

indirectly to probe this definition of imposter syndrome. We found that the statement that 

‘everyone else knows what they’re doing’ was overwhelmingly viewed as false, with several 

participants opting to break the survey system to give this a zero out of five truth value (Figure 

5). As with the other two myths investigated, both women and international students on average 

reported a more negative experience with the stereotype of imposter syndrome. Current students 

also reported an elevated level of self-reported imposter syndrome compared to graduated 

individuals’ retrospective perceptions. In future work it would be interesting to investigate the 

influence of imposter feelings on student career ambition and trajectory.  Interestingly, graduated 

individuals in academia reported higher levels of agreement with the statement than their 

industry peers, highlighting the persistent issue of imposter syndrome in the academy [58]. 

 

A prevalent theme in the interviews was the concept of facades and self-comparison, with three 

participants directly pointing to this idea that “in general, there’s a lot of posturing in graduate 

school, everyone pretending that they know what they’re doing, when they’re all just equally 

confused.” Viridian also pointed out that you don’t necessarily know what is going on with other 

students - “for my own experience, the time when I feel like . . . everyone else is doing their 

things great . . . is because I don’t know the topic very much.” Regardless of if these facades are 

an intentional construct presented by other students, or a self-projected assessment of how 

another student is performing, several participants directly warned against self-. Many expressed 

the need to humanize their fellow graduate students through community building to break down 

these perceived walls of infallibility. However, it became clear that this professed awareness of 



academic facades and the potential harms of self-comparison did not completely prevent self-

comparison and protect the participants from experiencing imposter syndrome. In fact, the act of 

resisting self-comparison and dealing with the general uncertainties of life was identified as a 

constant even past graduation, particularly among those still in academia.  

 

A fairly common experience that was shared in anecdotes from several participants was the idea 

of an inciting incident where an interaction with another student, often a more senior student, 

resulted in them realizing that “nobody knows what they’re doing.” More broadly, most 

participants experienced a transition where they started from a position of seeing other students, 

particularly those more senior, as knowing everything, and ended at a position of acknowledging 

the acceptability of their own uncertainty. Interestingly, four participants in STEM disciplines 

linked the inherent uncertainty of research and the aspect of having to continually learn new 

skills to this aspect of general uncertainty, making visible the influence of research progression 

on self-esteem and mental health. However, while research progress, particularly lack of 

progress can negatively impact the mental health of graduate students, several of the students 

who made this connection expressed it positively as a form of permission to be uncertain since 

their work was inherently uncertain. Others also pointed to common sources of anxiety and 

uncertainty in graduate school including having to change research projects, balancing course 

work, and not knowing where funding is coming from.  

 

The interviews with two of the current female students highlight how these themes occur under 

different circumstances. In Faridi’s interview, she reported that:  

 

Like right now I’m in my fifth year in the program, but when I used to look at other fifth 

years, when I was in my first year, I would be like, oh, yeah, this person knows 

everything that they’re doing. Like they must be like, so good at it. But yeah, that’s like, 

that’s not what I feel. As of right now, I still look at everybody else and I still feel that 

they know what they’re doing, but not me. 

 

Although Faridi immediately acknowledged that this feeling might just be in her head, it was still 

clearly a difficult topic to discuss. In contrast, Cindy’s experience starts very similarly to 

Faridi’s, but it ends substantially differently: 

 

Every time I think someone who’s a more senior student than me knows what they’re 

doing. I get to that year, and then I’m like, oh my God, what is happening?? [laughs] One 

of my like, distinct memories about this is, in my first year here, there was a fifth year in 

my lab who I really looked up to, and she, you know, I learned a lot from her, and she 

was kind of like a mentor to me, and we worked on the same type of research, 

researching like something called a hall thruster. And I remember I asked her at some 

point, some, you know, offhand question, and she turns to me, and like dead serious she 

said ‘I don’t know anything about hall thrusters’ 

 

In this comical anecdote, Cindy outlines an inciting event where she was able to humanize a 

senior student and learn that the aspect of ‘not knowing anything’ was okay and moreover, 

something that could be normalized and shared humorously.  

 



 Discussion 

 

While all PhD students are subject to numerous expectations and obligations, the process of 

managing and reacting to those demands presents many chances for one to gain control over 

their condition. To better understand the cognitive processes at work, the framework of self-

efficacy was applied to observe the participants’ self-beliefs and perceived locus of control. 

Bandura proposed that “efficacy beliefs influence how people feel, think, motivate themselves, 

and behave”, and that efficacy beliefs are enacted through four main processes including 

cognitive, motivational, affective, and selection processes [6]. By linking together the responses 

to the three interview questions to view perceptions of WLB and individuals’ relationship with 

impostor syndrome as directly contributing to their experience and relationship with burnout, 

connections could be drawn between activities, beliefs, and outcomes. Overall, students who 

appeared to have higher levels of self-efficacy –as marked by positive self-talk, proactive 

behaviors, and perceived possession over locus of control in their experience– seemed to be 

more resilient to setbacks, more likely to impose reasonable WLB, had a higher self-esteem in 

the face of self-comparison with others, and were more likely to offer proactive advice around 

preventing and recovering from burnout. 

 

A common point that every participant who demonstrated qualities of high self-efficacy brought 

up was the importance of community and communication. The ability to communicate with other 

students and advisors to set boundaries with respect to WLB, both in the context of dissertation 

work and group-course work, as well as the courage to ask for help were all identified as 

important skills that could improve the PhD experience. Friendship and camaraderie were also 

referenced as necessary ‘resources’ functioning as an external support mechanism, a source to 

learn from, and as an external point of reference for how to perceive oneself. While 

benchmarking oneself against others can certainly yield negative outcomes, in this context, many 

of the participants expressed instances of other students normalizing aspects of graduate school 

for them, which allowed them to better cope with their own negative aspects. These interactions 

often involved the sharing of vulnerable confessions ranging from perceptions of failing an 

exam, feelings of inadequacy, and being burned out, which helped to normalize the participants’ 

own struggles and alleviate some of the negative emotions associated with failures and setbacks. 

Regardless of if the normalized experiences should be normal in graduate school, the communal 

sharing of vulnerability, especially when modeled by more senior students, was shown to 

calibrate the participants’ expectations, and allow them to respond more effectively to their own 

experiences. Through these experiences, the participants not only demonstrate the application 

of  high self-efficacy behaviors, but also make visible the social aspect of constructing self-

efficacy [55].  

 

Since the interview process was framed in the context of giving advice to new and prospective 

graduate students, the responses were often reflective in nature, leading participants to consider 

their experience over time. Often referring to their experience as a journey or a race, the 

participants consistently framed the graduate school experience as a more or less linear path, 

commonly delineating stages of just starting their programs versus a later point where they had 

learned better ways to navigate the graduate school experience. Simultaneously, the graduate 

school experience was also referred to as cyclical, with all of the ‘mythical’ struggles (i.e. work-

life balance, burnout, and imposter syndrome) identified as consistent and recurring aspects of 



graduate school that needed to be actively managed or maintained. While several of the 

participants displayed high self-efficacy behavior with regards to the investigated myths, they 

were not exempt from the purported cyclical nature of these common graduate school struggles, 

and neither were they exempt from experiencing the negative emotions associated with periods 

of overwork, burnout, or imposter syndrome. However, a distinguishing feature of those with 

high self-efficacy behaviors was an acceptance of the perceived cyclical nature of these struggles 

that contributed to the development of proactive work habits and help-seeking behavior to both 

prevent burnout and to recover from it. In this case, participants expressed developing skills 

through experiential and observational learning that allowed them to build resiliency and a 

feeling of forward momentum in their degree progress [59]. In contrast, participants who 

demonstrated behaviors associated with lower levels of self-efficacy such as reduced agency, 

self-deprecating comparison to others, and negative self-talk [6], tended to express negative 

feelings about their experience.  

 

In spite of a student’s best efforts to pre-empt and react to negative scenarios in graduate school, 

there are still a good deal of factors out of their control that impact their ability to access a 

positive experience [34], [60]–[62]. Several participants pointed to the advisor relationship as a 

source of uncertainty in their graduate school experience, naming aspects of work-expectations, 

funding, and stability of research projects. The student-advisor relationship has been identified as 

one of the most influential factors regarding graduate students’ program completion and self-

concept [63]. Although not all of the international students expressed these ideas, international 

students were more likely to use language that attributed locus of control to external entities 

whether it was an advisor or general lab culture. In these cases, participants spoke passively 

about their role in establishing WLB, ceding power and responsibility to an external agent. This 

loss of control seems to result from the lack of proactive behaviors such as discussing work 

boundaries and establishing expectations with advisors. In contrast, domestic students tended to 

display more confidence and comfort around setting boundaries with advisors, although it was 

acknowledged that discussions could be difficult, and that deadlines and work could expand into 

personal time. This difference likely stems from a combination of cultural differences regarding 

personal work expectations, cultural norms of engaging with superiors, and the vulnerable 

position of student visa holders [64], [65]. It is also noted that self-efficacy and self-esteem are 

highly valued traits in white American culture and are not necessarily valued or viewed the same 

way outside the US or even within affinity groups within the US [66]. Calibrating graduate 

school expectations and acclimating to the US academic education system are not exclusive 

demands of international students [67]. Based on a review of popular media treatment of 

graduate student concerns, the day-to-day problems that graduate students face are not readily 

apparent to those outside of academia or without intimate connections within. Therefore, a large 

proportion of in-coming graduate students are likely vulnerable to acquiring unreasonable 

expectations around WLB, metrics of success, and the emotional labor required [68], especially 

if memes and media are their primary source of information. Our study demonstrates the 

importance of informal graduate student networks for conveying information, calibrating 

expectations, and normalizing graduate school experiences.  

 

 

 

 



Conclusion 

 

Overall, this study shows that senior PhD students and recently graduated individuals generally 

expressed similar experiences with the stereotypical graduate student challenges of achieving 

WLB, managing burnout, and imposter syndrome, regardless of gender identity, international 

status, or career status. In the context of the interview questions regarding specific graduate 

student stereotypes, the general consensus was that 1) achieving work-life balance is possible, 2) 

Most graduate students will eventually experience burnout, and 3) nobody knows what they’re 

doing in graduate school. There was, however, nuance to the answers collected in the companion 

qualitative data. While the survey data presents an aggregate response measuring the 

participants’ experience over several years of a PhD program and reflected on from a point of 

hindsight, interview responses highlight individual moments and transition periods that both 

explain and contradict the survey responses. Participants who expressed behaviors associated 

with having high self-efficacy seemed to have a more positive attitude towards their graduate 

school experience than those who did not. High self-efficacy traits were more common among 

domestic students, which may be associated with more familiarity with US academic culture, the 

security of their citizenship status, and the valuation of self-efficacy traits in white American 

culture. We also observed a social component to the participants’ self-efficacy, with many 

identifying discrete incidences where peers conveyed information both verbally and through 

modeling, that allowed them to learn new efficacy skills and become more resilient. As an 

exploratory study built on a student extracurricular project, there are many directions to develop 

future research. Key areas for future research include exploring support mechanisms to help 

early PhD students calibrate program expectations, and more research into the role of senior 

students in curating and conveying institutional knowledge through informal social networks. 

Finally, the results of this work reiterate the existence of systematic problems that many graduate 

students face on a daily basis. Recommendations based on the results of this work include 

funding and supporting student-lead affinity groups, establishing well-funded departmental peer-

mentorship programs that encourage cross-cohort bonding for first year graduate students, and 

finally educating faculty advisors on mentoring best-practices and how to spot and support 

struggling students.  
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