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The current wellness crisis among graduate students calls on institutions of higher education to act and advocate for student thriving. While existing research on human thriving provides insight into how this experience of positive functioning can be understood across the lifespan, what it means to thrive within graduate programs—and by extension, how to support students in their ability to thrive within these programs—remains understudied. To address this gap in the literature, this study examined how graduate students describe and understand thriving within their programs of study. We thematically and quantitatively analyzed 2,287 Canadian graduate students survey responses to the question “How would you describe a student who is thriving in your program.” Findings indicate that graduate students conceptualize thriving as a complex and multi-dimensional construct involving both academic and non-academic components. The six overarching themes of achieving, engaging, connecting, balancing, enjoying, and being provide foundation for further exploration and insight into the ways that universities and post-secondary institutions can support students’ positive functioning.
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INTRODUCTION
Graduate programs aim to foster the development of the next generation of researchers, scholars, professionals, and leaders within a multitude of fields. The masters and doctoral students (graduate students) nurtured within these programs are future thinkers, leaders, researchers, and scholars who create policy, opportunities, and solutions for humanity through study, contemplation, and knowledge creation [Canadian Association for Graduate Studies (Canadian Association for Graduate Studies [CAGS], 2012)]. These students’ well-being are worthy of investigation as it makes their ability to contribute to a brighter future for humanity more likely. However, while on the path toward an idealized future, graduate students face unique challenges and stressors, such as those emerging from financial burdens, supervisory relationships, and scholastic pressure (e.g., publish or perish, tenure or you have settled), that can have a negative impact on student retention (Declou, 2016; Kim, 2011) and overall well-being (Evans et al., 2018). Indeed, graduate students have been found to have such high levels of distress, anxiety, depression, and other mental health issues that it has been described as a mental health crisis and efforts to investigate and support the creation of thriving-supportive learning environments has been labelled a necessity (Charles et al., 2021; Posselt, 2021). As graduate programs continue to experience tremendous growth (Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada, 2011; Okahana and Zhou, 2017; Universities Canada, 2020), the need to address systemic pressures that can impact student well-being and support students in their ability to thrive within their programs of study becomes ever more important.
Graduate Student Experience: A Brief Review of Literature
In Canada, graduate education typically includes two types of programs: 1) Masters programs that are frequently one-to two-years in length full-time, which follow an undergraduate degree; and 2) Doctoral or PhD programs that are frequently completed in four to six years full-time following a Masters degree. The experience of graduate students is fundamentally different to that of their undergraduate peers and, thus, requires unique attention and support from higher education leaders, stakeholders, and researchers (Canadian Association for Graduate Studies [Canadian Association for Graduate Studies [CAGS], 2012). Graduate students frequently operate within less structured environments, when compared to undergraduate students who may study within tightly defined course schedules, that require self-motivation and self-directed independent study far in excess of undergraduate programs (Peters, 1997; Owens et al., 2020). In addition, most graduate programs require students to work alongside a supervisor, whose supportiveness (or lack thereof) has been shown to be a predictor of graduate student satisfaction (Dericks et al., 2019; Blanchard & Haccoun, 2020). In addition to their academic responsibilities, graduate students are more likely than undergraduate students to have familial and professional obligations (Hyun et al., 2006; Alena and Cliff, 2018), a challenge that has been shown to reduce the likelihood of program completion (Declou, 2016). It has also been noted that despite graduate students constituting a significant proportion of students on university campuses, the bulk of resources are typically allocated to facilitating belonging among primarily undergraduate students (Pascale, 2018). As understandable as this prioritization of resources for the larger group might be, this approach still leaves graduate students isolated and under-supported. Even as the number of individuals enrolled in graduate programs continues to increase over time (Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada, 2011; Okahana and Zhou, 2017), alumni face a changing and unpredictable academic labour market with declining job security upon graduation (Acker and Haque, 2017; McAlpine and Austin, 2019).
For some, the graduate student experience is a time-intensive struggle of balancing work, life, and the demands of multiple roles (Blanchard and Haccoun, 2020; Lorusso et al., 2020). Students’ perceived ability to balance academic and non-academic undertakings can have an impact on their self-efficacy (Yusuf et al., 2020) and resourcefulness (Reed and Kennett, 2017), as well as their mental health (Sprung and Rogers, 2020). Relatedly, access to adequate funding has been shown to impact program completion and students’ ability to engage in important academic tasks, such as publishing (Larivière, 2013). Financial instability, anxiety associated with time to completion, workload, access to career development opportunities, campus culture, and availability and access to support mechanisms have all been found to impact the graduate student experience (Rummell, 2015; Declou, 2016; Giamos et al., 2017; McAlpine and Austin, 2019; Ahn and Davis, 2020). Moreover, students encounter these various stressors in tandem with the mandatory requirements of rigorous academic programs (Breen, 2019; Canadian Association for Graduate Studies, 2006; e.g., comprehensive examinations, thesis defense), while also functioning within a higher education environment that calls for high student productivity (Saliba and Slater, 2012).
Given the myriad of challenges that graduate students encounter as they complete the academic obligations associated with degree completion, supporting student well-being should be front of mind for those working within graduate programs and post-secondary institutions. The current “mental health crisis in graduate education” (Evans et al., 2018, p. 282) calls on leaders to act and advocate for student thriving, with the understanding that attending to student well-being is a fundamental purpose of higher education (Evans et al., 2018; Soleas et al., 2019). However, supporting graduate students in their ability to thrive requires an understanding of what such an experience entails within the contexts of higher education and graduate programs, more specifically.
Graduate Student Thriving: A Conceptual Framework
Human thriving can be understood as a desirable life condition (Bundick et al., 2010): “When people are thriving, they feel progress and momentum, marked by a sense of learning (greater understanding and knowledge) and a sense of vitality (aliveness)” (Spreitzer et al., 2005, p. 537). While existing research provides insight into how human thriving can be conceptualized and understood across the lifespan (e.g., Benson and Scales, 2009; Bundick et al., 2010; Weiss and Burnham Riosa, 2015; Nesbitt, 2019) and within the workplace (e.g., Spreitzer et al., 2005; Hoffman et al., 2007; Grayson and Alvarez, 2008; Jennings and Greenberg, 2009; Koenig, 2014; Cullen et al., 2018), thriving within post-secondary institutions, until recently, has been largely overlooked. Over the past decade, research has begun to shed light on student thriving within the undergraduate context (e.g., Berea et al., 2015; Schreiner, 2010, Schreiner, 2013). Of particular note is the work conducted by Schreiner (2010) and colleagues, who describe a thriving student as one who is “fully engaged intellectually, socially, and emotionally” (p. 4) and argue that thriving in College is about more than merely surviving. Schreiner (2010) advocates that a focus on thriving moves away from “failure prevention to success promotion” (p. 10) among students.
A focus on thriving builds on an understanding gained through engagement measures, activity, and other focus-related measures (e.g., attention, attendance, presence) and does so by providing a holistic view that is wide-enough to see a range of opportunities and issues that can influence the overall wellness and lives of graduate students. Even with Schreiner (2013) groundbreaking work, student thriving among graduate students remains understudied and little is known about the factors associated with their sense of fulfillment within their academic experiences such as work-life balance, quality of life, and achievement of their goals (Yusuf et al., 2020). The current study aimed to directly address this gap by examining how graduate students describe and understand student thriving within their post-secondary graduate programs of study. To achieve this purpose, we sought the perspectives of graduate students to develop a contextually appropriate conceptualization of graduate student thriving. This research was guided by one key question: How do graduate students at one mid-sized Canadian university conceptualize thriving within their graduate studies? Findings from this study provide unique insight into student thriving and the graduate student experience. Subsequently, we propose a contextually appropriate and data-driven definition of graduate student thriving to inform future work in this important area.
METHODOLOGY
This research is part of a larger study utilizing a two-phase convergent mixed-methods methodology (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Mertens, 2014) to explore student thriving and well-being among graduate and professional students. The approach to data collection combines two identical phases in the fall and spring terms consisting of open- and closed-items drawn and adapted from literature on a survey administered twice a year over three years. The survey was designed to include common and emergent demographic items from the above reviewer higher-education literature as well as constructs from the motivation literature. The current study focuses on graduate students’ (those completing masters and doctoral degrees) open-ended responses (N = 2,287) and demographic questions collected over a three-year period. Findings were drawn from thematic analysis and subsequent quantitization of these patterns for non-parametric statistics.
Data Collection
After obtaining university research ethics clearance, we sought and received endorsement from the university graduate and professional student society to aid in survey dissemination. Surveys were distributed via email in the fall and spring term of the 2016–2017 (Year 1), 2017–2018 (Year 2), and 2018–2019 (Year 3) school years. Recruited participants completed online questionnaires consisting of demographic questions, quantitative items, and open-ended questions. The current study examines data provided by graduate students in response to one open-ended essay-style item (How would you describe a student who is thriving in your program?) and related demographic data. Previous literature on human thriving emphasizes the contextually-specific nature of this construct (e.g., adolescence–Benson and Scales, 2009; workplace - Spreitzer et al., 2005; College–Schreiner, 2013). Therefore, the open-ended question was designed to focus and elicit participant’s contextually-grounded perceptions of student thriving in their program. By asking about and analyzing this experience with one open-ended item, students were invited to report the factors and considerations most important and present from their perspective and were not skewed to consider dimensions introduced by the research team.
In Year 1, data were collected from a total of 149 participants from two university graduate departments (Education and Kinesiology/Health studies). With support of the university graduate and professional student society, the study expanded university-wide in the subsequent years, with 1,349 participants across 39 graduate departments in Year 2 and 789 participants across 35 graduate departments in Year 3. Graduate departments spanned health sciences, business, humanities, sciences, engineering, and social sciences. In total, the final sample for the study consisted of 2,287 survey completions constituting a response rate of approximately 24% from 59 graduate programs.
Data Analysis
Data were analyzed sequentially using first qualitative and then quantitative methods to answer the research question. The common elements of student thriving (e.g., academic and holistic health) were used to organize responses initially when interpreting data and over time yielded the themes via the process described below. Open-ended responses from the identified survey question were thematically analyzed (Braun and Clarke, 2019) using a multi-stage, systematic approach that combined both inductive and deductive qualitative analysis (Patton, 2015; Creswell and Creswell, 2017). To ensure consistency of approach, at each stage of analysis, research team members met to collaboratively code (Cohen’s Kappa = 0.886, indicating very good intercoder agreement), and to discuss and consolidate preliminary findings and to construct a shared understanding of the qualitative data.
Year 1 data were thematically analyzed through open-coding, development of categories, and identification of overarching themes (Basit, 2010). At this stage of analysis, codes, categories, and themes were labelled using an inductive approach to reflect the voices of the participants (Creswell and Clark, 2017). As analysis progressed into the Year 2 and Year 3 data, codes, categories, and themes were added and adapted based on the new data (using a combination of inductive and deductive approaches with the Year 1 analysis as a coding guide). During the course of open-coding, categories and subsequent themes began to emerge as prevailing ideas that neatly housed clusters of related ideas. As analysis progressed, emergent themes became clearer and lead to a final stage of analysis with six overarching themes, consisting of 37 categories.
Qualitative analysis revealed that participants’ descriptions of student thriving appeared to span across a continuum, ranging from primarily academic in focus on one end to primarily non-academic in focus at the other. At the centre of this continuum, there appeared to be perspectives that included more balanced descriptions of student thriving that included elements that were both academic- and non-academic in nature. To make better sense of these findings, the conceptualizations of thriving provided by participants were subsequently quantitized for non-parametric statistics (Sandelowski and Barroso, 2003; Sandelowski et al., 2009). Participant responses to the focal question were grouped into three categories: primarily academic (e.g., my thriving is mostly driven by my academic prowess); balanced (e.g., my thriving is a balance of academic and non-academic indicators); and primarily non-academic (e.g., my thriving is mostly driven by quality of life outside of academia and beyond the context of higher education). This approach to grouping first required the consensus among the research team to identify inclusion/exclusion criteria for three categories and then consensus coding the responses into one of the three categories as a research team.
To maintain internal consistency, a consensus was established among the researchers so that: 1) if the distinct factors provided in the survey response were 70% or more clearly identified with achievements or focus in academic life (e.g., publishing, getting high grades, degree progress, securing funding, working long hours), then the definition would be coded as primarily academic; 2) if the factors provided were 70% or more to do with aspects typically situated beyond the school setting (e.g., getting enough sleep, eating well, exercising, maintaining a social life outside of the program), then the definition would be coded as primarily non-academic; and 3) if the factors provided met neither of the thresholds and articulated a balance of both academic and non-academic considerations (e.g., completing academic milestones, maintaining a work-life balance, and eating well), then the definition would be coded as a balanced conceptualization of thriving. These descriptions and conceptualizations of student thriving were then further examined using a set of Chi-Square tests. These non-parametric tests compare groups to determine if the distribution of thriving conceptualizations is different by demographic or temporal groupings. A significant result on a Chi-Square test would show that the proportion of thriving conceptualizations (dependent variable; e.g., academic, balanced, non-academic) were found to be different depending on that demographic factor (independent variable, e.g., gender, age, program of study).
Findings
A total of 2,287 graduate participants responded to the survey answering all the questions. By gender, 70.8% of participants were female, 28.2% were male, and 1% self-identified as not identifying with a gender binary. This finding reflects a slight gender skew in favour of female participants. However, the non-parametric nature of the analyses mitigated the influence that this skew could have introduced in the form of unbalanced comparison if we had used parametric statistics. Of this sample, 75.4% self-identified as domestic students, 15.3% as out of province students, and 9.3% as international students. Master’s students constituted 79.7% of the sample, with the remaining 20.3% being doctoral students. Findings illuminate a rich and multi-dimensional understanding of what it means to thrive within post-secondary graduate studies.
Qualitative Findings
Qualitative analysis of open-ended survey responses to the question, “How would you describe a student who is thriving in your program?” revealed six overarching themes: 1) Achieving; 2) Engaging; 3) Connecting; 4) Balancing; 5) Enjoying; and 6) Being. The labels for the six overarching themes capture the essence of their corresponding codes and categories, and are written as verbs to reflect the active way in which participants described these various dimensions of thriving within their graduate programs.
Qualitative findings indicate that graduate students understood thriving as a holistic, interconnected, and multi-dimensional construct. While participants described thriving in unique and individualized ways, many commonalities were observed across the perspectives (see Table 1). It is important to note that while six overarching themes were identified, there was much overlap and connection among the ideas presented within them.
TABLE 1 | Overview of the overarching themes and categories emerging from qualitative analysis.
[image: Table 1]Achieving. The theme of achieving captures progress towards and attainment of academic goals and milestones, and reflects the idea that success and progress in academic pursuits are closely tied to graduate student thriving. Accomplishments, such as meeting deadlines and making progress in one’s program of study (e.g., completing comprehensive examples, attaining research ethics clearance, being on schedule for degree completion), emerged from the data as strong indicators of a thriving graduate student. Likewise, developing knowledge and having “consistent personal growth” was also viewed by participants as a sign of achieving in relation to thriving. In addition to meeting degree milestones and markers, participants illuminated the idea that a thriving graduate student is attending and presenting at conferences, getting published, and is receiving recognition for their work (e.g., “someone who is winning major awards”). For example, one participant suggested that thriving students “are truly experts in their field because of all the readings that they have done and from being active by attending events that are relevant to their field.” Likewise, another participant asserted: “They have the time and the opportunity to attend conferences, work on academic publishing, and, if needed or desired, work outside of campus with the support of faculty.”
In addition to obtaining good grades (e.g., “someone who does well in class;” “getting excellent grades;” “pass their exams with excellency”), participants also spoke of how thriving graduate students are likely obtaining career-related experience, such as teaching or career development training, and are well-positioned for future employment (e.g., “proactive and planning for employment opportunities upon graduation;” “job interviews or job lined up;” “skills needed to succeed in their career aspirations”). Similarly, having goals and aspirations for the future were also viewed as indicators of a thriving graduate student. For example, one participant commented: “like every other thing in life, timing, planning, and looking beyond now is very important.” Another participant asserted that a thriving student will “have lots of thoughts about future research direction/analysis, know what they want to do after they graduate.”
Engaging. The theme of engaging embraces the notion that thriving graduate students are actively involved and absorbed in their learning, program, and various school experiences. Participants highlighted that a thriving student is someone who is physically present (e.g., “someone who shows up to the lab every day;” “is not missing meetings or events they should be attending”), attending and participating in class, seminars, lectures, and labs on a regular basis. Similarly, a thriving student was described by participants as someone who is “prepared” for class (e.g., having completed all readings) and as someone who arrives at school ready to “actively participate” and engage in class and other learning experiences, such as discussions, group activities, course work, readings, and research.
Beyond the classroom, participants highlighted that a thriving graduate student is “engaged” and “involved” in various ways at the program, department, university, and/or community level. For example, one participant suggested that a thriving student is “socially and academically engaged,” while another commented that a thriving student likely is “involved in their department and community.” In many survey responses, participants highlighted specific ways that thriving students are engaging, such as being involved in research (e.g., “the student is producing meaningful and scientifically accurate graduate research within a supportive environment;” “focusing on their research, not competing”), extracurricular activities (e.g., “involvement in organizations and work;” “student can participate in extra-curricular activities, [such as] student activism, community activism, etc.;” “attending departmental talks”), groups and committees (e.g., “member of an important academic committee;” “involved in graduate student committees within and outside of the department;” “participation in reading groups”), and events and experiences that reach beyond the university (e.g., “active in the community;” “attending social events;” “actively involved outside of just the academic side of the program”).
Connecting. The theme of connecting highlights the importance of relationships and interpersonal interactions and supports to student thriving. In this respect, a thriving graduate student was perceived by participants as someone who is connected to others, to their academic community, and to a system of support. Participants indicated that a thriving graduate student likely experiences a sense of belonging within their program of study (e.g., “someone who feels full integrated into the social atmosphere of the department” and “feels comfortable in their work space and interacting with colleagues and mentors”) and feels respected and valued by peers, colleagues, and within their department, university, and/or profession (e.g., “Someone who feels valued for their intrinsic worth, and their value to the department and program, the work and ideas they produce, most importantly valued in this way by themselves.”). Likewise, participants described a thriving graduate student as someone who has a “strong support network,” possessing “various forms of social and material support,” and as someone who knows “how to use all the resources available.” Moreover, being able to provide support and mentorship to others (e.g., “is open and available to mentor others;” “is a good example to look up to”) was also viewed as an indicator of thriving.
Numerous participants emphasized the powerful role that interpersonal relationships play in student thriving. Although the words used to describe these critical relationships varied (including “good,” “positive,” “strong,” “healthy,” “caring,” “great,” and “friendly”), findings indicated that a thriving graduate student is not only connected to support systems, but also actively connecting with others and developing positive and supportive interpersonal relationships. This graduate student was perceived by participants as someone who has and is developing positive relationships with peers and faculty, including supervisors.
While friendships were identified by participants as an indicator of student thriving, the existence of a strong support network (consisting of peers, faculty, and staff) and a positive working relationship with one’s supervisor (supportive, regular communication, timely feedback) were highlighted as integral. For example, one participant commented that a thriving student “is supported by their mentor/supervisor who is checking in regularly with them, ensuring they are progressing in their study/research, understands that isolation is often an issue during this process and checks in to ensure they are doing well.” Another respondent asserted that a thriving graduate student is someone who has an “inspiring supervisor and collaborative colleagues that can support their journey through their program.” Further supporting the notion that supervisors play an essential role in student thriving, one participant stated: “A student who is thriving is being pushed to do their best, while not being overwhelmed by their supervisor.” Articulating the idea that thriving is not a permanent state and must constantly be assessed and supported over, another participant commented that: “Having a good relationship with your direct supervisor can be really key to keeping motivation and excitement for a long project, such as a thesis.” The participant continued: “Additionally, having a good support group of friends and colleagues around for both academic and moral support helps one thrive in their program.”
Balancing. The theme of balancing captures the idea that a thriving graduate student can establish and maintain a balanced lifestyle. Balancing speaks to the idea that thriving involves the ability to balance the demands of a graduate program with that of paid or unpaid work and life beyond school. It also implies that a thriving student is able to manage stress and maintain holistic health (physical, mental, social, emotional, spiritual). For example, a thriving student was seen by participants as “someone who is able to meet the demands of the program of study (i.e., deadlines, meetings, etc.), yet is able to maintain balance in other aspects of their life (i.e., home, family, friends).” As a response, one participant commented that a thriving student is “someone who is able to perform all of the tasks they are required to do within their program,” while also having “time for self-care (whether it be working out, napping, reading, cooking, etc.) and takes time to have a social life (not necessarily within the department only).”
Closely tied to the theme of connecting, participants also articulated that being able to maintain a healthy social life was a critical component of student thriving. Participants spoke of attending “social events” and being able to maintain a connection with friends and family beyond their programs of study. Furthermore, a thriving student was viewed by participants as someone who is “able to cope” with the stressors of the program and the challenge of balancing multiple demands. For example, one survey response suggested: “If they are facing adverse situations, for example mental health challenges, they are coping with them and have strategies in place to allow them to maintain their well-being.” One participant summed up the ideas of many by stating: “A thriving student is one who goes through the ups and downs of well-being, but understands how to cope with and manage.” Finally, balancing was also viewed by participants from a financial perspective, with many respondents articulating that a thriving student is not struggling financially. For instance, several participants highlighted that a thriving student likely is “financially stable,” has “secured grants/fellowships,” and, in some cases, have been “awarded scholarships.”
Enjoying. The theme of enjoying suggests that a thriving graduate student displays positive emotions and possesses feelings of satisfaction within their program of study. Participants articulated that a thriving student is likely to feel content, express happiness, and enjoy the experience of graduate school. For example, one participant asserted that a thriving graduate student is “someone who is enjoying their courses and the interactions and relationships with their profs and classmates.” Another participant commented: “A student who is thriving in my program is one I would describe as happy, engaged, and excited to be here.” Moreover, a thriving graduate student was understood to possess interest, love, and passion for their area of study, research, and work. For example, numerous participants highlighted that thriving graduate students are “passionate about their work,” research topics, areas of study, and about learning, in general. One survey response read: “They are interested in the program and love to learn more.” Another suggested: “A student who is thriving is one who is excited about the work they are doing and motivated to do their research.”
In addition to these feelings of happiness, enjoyment, and passion, participants asserted that a thriving graduate student is able to control the stress associated with their work. One participant asserted that a thriving student is “someone who doesn’t sweat the small stuff and doesn’t get hung up on little details,” while another commented that such a student is “not overwhelmed with deadlines or stressed about it.” This finding suggests that thriving not only involves the presence of positive emotions and dispositions, but also the absence of an abundance of negative stressors.
Being. The theme of being emerged from participants’ descriptions that a thriving graduate student comes to and exists within their program of study with various personal resources, intentions, and desires. Participants described a thriving graduate student as someone who, among other things, is “hardworking,” “knowledgeable,” “creative,” and “intelligent.” Similarly, these students were also perceived as being “confident” in their abilities, skills, and potential, and as “someone who doesn’t suffer excessive self-doubt.” In addition, a thriving student was perceived as someone who is adaptable (e.g., “prepare [d] to handle unknowns in program, professional life, and personal life”) and optimistic (e.g., “feeling hopeful about their future”), and as possessing clear goals and purpose (e.g., “grounded and plan for the future”). In this respect, the theme of being captures elements that reflect the inner workings, intrinsic traits, and self-motivation of students.
Demographic and Quantitative Results
Quantitative analysis of the 2,287 survey responses supported the finding that graduate students conceptualize thriving across a continuum, with 46.8% of participants articulating a primarily academic-focused conceptualization of thriving, 47.9% articulating a balanced academic and non-academic conceptualization of thriving, and 5.4% articulating a primarily non-academic-focused conceptualization of thriving.
There were statistical differences found by comparing the quantized conceptualizations of thriving by demographic factors using Pearson’s Chi-Square goodness of fit tests.
Non-Differences: Time of Year and Year-to-Year. The proportions of thriving conceptualization responses were not different across any of the three years of the study (Chi-Sq = 2.714, df = 4, p = 0.647) or if the responses were taken in the spring or the fall of a given year (Ch-Sq = 2.818, df = 2, p = 0.831).
Difference 1: Gender. A majority of male students tended to hold academic conceptualizations as compared to their female peers who mostly held a balanced conceptualization (Chi-Sq = 63.55, df = 2, p < 0.0001). Students who identified as non-binary were few in number, precluding a balanced comparison, but reported similar conceptualizations as their female peers. Although there were many more female graduate students who responded to the survey, there was adequate male response to fully meet the assumptions for this statistical test.
Difference 2: Canadian and International Students. A higher proportion of international students tended to hold academic conceptualizations than domestic or out of province students who tended to hold balanced conceptualizations (Chi-Sq = 21.947, df = 4, p < 0.0001). Although there were many more Canadian graduate students who responded to the survey, there was adequate international response to fully meet the assumptions for this statistical test.
Difference 3: Doctoral and Masters Students. A higher proportion of doctoral students tended to hold academic conceptualizations than their peers in masters’ programs (Chi-Sq = 14.839, df = 3, p < 0.0001). Doctoral students are less common than masters student reflecting the smaller, more exclusive, and specialized program, however there was adequate doctoral student response to fully meet the assumptions for this statistical test.
Difference 4: Masters Thesis and Project Students. A higher proportion of masters thesis students tended to hold academic conceptualizations than their peers completing masters projects programs (Chi-Sq = 9.677, df = 2, p < 0.002).
Difference 5: Graduate Student Field of Study. A Chi-Square test (Chi-Sq = 221.532, df = 80, p < 0.0001) revealed that there were differences in conceptualization between graduate departments or fields of study. Whereas science-based (e.g., biology, physics) and humanities-based (e.g., English, History) programs universally held more academic conceptualizations, only a few fields of study held majority balanced conceptualizations, namely: psychology, rehabilitation therapy, religious studies, nurse practitioner, health quality improvement, and geography and urban planning programs.
DISCUSSION
The purpose of this research was to examine how graduate students describe and understand student thriving within their post-secondary programs of study. To achieve this purpose, we sought the perspectives of graduate students to develop a contextually appropriate conceptualization of graduate student thriving. Findings from this study provide a foundational understanding of how student thriving can be conceptualized as a holistic, interconnected, and multi-dimensional construct within the context of graduate studies. Together, these findings provide unique insight into the experience of positive functioning that enables the subsequent development of a data-driven and contextually appropriate definition of thriving, whereby graduate student thriving is understood as an individual’s holistic (social, emotional, physical, cognitive, [spiritual]) experience of optimal functioning within the context of their higher education program of study. This experience of positive functioning is strengthened by an individual’s ability to achieve, engage, connect, balance, and enjoy at levels appropriate to their individual needs within the context of their graduate studies.
Graduate Student Thriving: A Complex and Multi-Dimensional Construct
Like other work focusing on thriving across the lifespan (e.g., Spreitzer et al., 2005; Nesbitt, 2019), this study underscores the idea that student thriving is inextricably grounded within the context of school, in this case graduate programs and institutions of higher education, and in connection to their lives beyond school. This finding was evident in the way that participants described graduate student thriving through the six overarching themes (achieving, engaging, connecting, balancing, enjoying, and being), and was further supported by the quantitative data indicating that the majority of participants conceptualized thriving as being primarily academic or a balance of academic and non-academic in focus. Very rarely did participants describe thriving as being completely disconnected from the academic realm, suggesting that graduate student thriving is intricately connected to graduate education and uniquely mediated by individual experiences within their programs of study.
It would appear that thriving within graduate education is driven by experiencing and maintaining a balance between continuity and discontinuity over time in pursuit of positive functioning. The idea that thriving was not a permanent state and, rather, an active process was prevalent within the data, highlighting the need for conscious effort to be made—on the part of both the institution and individual—to create and seek out supportive conditions whereby thriving can be achieved. The idea that the experience and extent to which someone is thriving can vary over time is well-supported in the literature. For example, Nesbitt (2019) found that both parents and educators of Kindergarten students described children’s experiences of thriving as varying over the course of a school year. Similarly, Lerner et al. (2010) viewed thriving among adolescents as a process that involves growth and development over time. Likewise, Benson and Scales (2009) described thriving as a dynamic and bi-directional relationship observed over time between an adolescent and their developmental context. The current study showed these same effects reflected in the thematic and statistical analyses, and illustrate that these effects also occur at the graduate education level.
While there was variation in the way that graduate students described thriving, many commonalities among the conceptualizations were evident. The six overarching and interconnected themes of achieving, engaging, connecting, balancing, enjoying, and being highlight the complexity of student thriving and illustrate its multi-dimensional nature, a finding that adds strength to similar discoveries and observations in the area of positive psychology (Benson and Scales, 2009; Dodge et al., 2012). Each participant described thriving in unique and individualized ways, while also contributing to a rich understanding of what it means to thrive within the context of graduate studies. The fact that participants articulated diverse descriptions of thriving—with some conveying a purely academic-focus and others a more balanced approach—is evidence enough that a one-size-fits-all approach to supporting graduate students will not suffice. The finding that graduate students of various programs, degrees, and genders conceptualize thriving in different ways, alongside emerging evidence that thriving varies over time, illuminate the need for student support to be tailored to the meet the dynamic and individualized needs of students. Such an approach should not only address the various facets of thriving, but also recognize the stage at which students are currently engaged within their programs of study. For example, students at the beginning of a project-based masters program likely require a different type of support than doctoral students nearing completion of their program.
Of the six overarching themes, balancing was among the most well-supported, especially in reference to establishing and maintaining some form of work-life balance. This finding accentuates the importance of recognizing graduate students as existing within both the context of graduate school and the greater world beyond (Sprung and Rogers, 2020). In addition to achievement and engagement in an academic sense (e.g., Larivière, 2013), this study illustrates the ways that relationships, family, health, and financial responsibilities impact a student’s ability to thrive (e.g., Rummell, 2015; Dericks et al., 2019; Ahn and Davis, 2020; Blanchard and Haccoun, 2020). These findings are important for anyone who works with graduate students in a professional sense as it highlights the need for success promotion (Schreiner, 2010) and for institutions of higher education to provide support that reach beyond solely academics. Furthermore, these findings may be insightful for graduate students as a guide to self-direct their thriving by building and maintaining networks of support both inside and outside the academic institution.
The theme of connecting illuminated the critical contribution that relationships and interpersonal interactions and supports make to student thriving. In particular, the qualitative findings cast light on the integral role that supervisors play in the graduate student experience (Blanchard and Haccoun, 2020). The finding that positive and supportive relationships are critical to thriving align with ideas presented by Schreiner (2013), Schreiner (2010), who asserts that experiencing a sense of community is a prevalent indicator of College student thriving and calls on institutions to foster a sense of community on campus. Similarly, Arghash (2018) examination of the experiences of four female graduate students found that students’ sense of connectedness and mentorship were key factors affecting students’ individualized ability to thrive. At a much younger age, Nesbitt (2019) exploration of thriving in the early years revealed that positive relationships with peers and educators were both an indicator and support for student thriving. Among the connections contributing to student thriving, the current study highlights the importance of a primary mentoring figure—in the case of graduate studies, the supervisor—as being among the most important drivers of thriving for a graduate student, as corroborated elsewhere in the literature (e.g., Wisker and Robinson, 2016; Makhamreh and Kutsyuruba, 2020). Participants shared both inspiring and heartbreaking stories illustrating the extent to which they were impacted by and dependent on (or at the mercy of) supervisors for their academic progress. In this study, the influence of a supervisor appeared to have a tremendous effect on the level of thriving experienced by a graduate student. Therefore, the ongoing development of skilled supervisors should be considered a priority for any graduate program aiming to support the thriving and well-being of their students.
Previous examinations of human thriving in various contexts highlight affective properties associated with thriving. For example, thriving has been defined as a psychological state in which an individual experiences a joint sense of vitality and learning (Spreitzer et al., 2005). Thriving has also been described as animated or powered by passion for and action to nurture self-driven interests, skills, or capacities (Benson and Scales, 2009). In this study, positive dispositions and emotions were inextricably linked to student thriving, with participants expressing feelings such as happiness, enjoyment, passion, enthusiasm, and interest. While the data is not causal as to whether these traits directly powered thriving, the patterns showed that they were clear predictors of a thriving graduate student. It can, therefore, be argued that a focus on sustaining enjoyment and other engagement traits will likely facilitate better student outcomes and well-being. Students should be encouraged to follow passions and contribute to their programs of study in ways that fosters enthusiasm and brings intrinsic joy and happiness. Also, even with the ups and downs that come with progress through a graduate program (continuity and discontinuity), those working with graduate students should view persistent negative emotions and dispositions as an indicator that a student is likely in need of support.
Individual and Contextual Factors at Play
The quantitative findings section identifies differences within the sample that illustrate that some demographic factors impact the experience of thriving. The finding that graduate students, in the aggregate, conceptualized thriving differently by demographics, but not by time of year or year-to-year, points to the idea that thriving might be impacted by an individual’s life history and past experiences and mediated by the culture, ethos, and pressures espoused by graduate programs and within institutions of higher education. The differences by gender revealed that male students, in the aggregate, tended to hold primarily academic conceptualizations, positioning academic prowess as their main consideration of thriving. This finding is compared to a more balanced conceptualization of positive functioning held by the majority of female students.
Doctoral students were far more likely to hold an academic conceptualization of graduate student thriving when compared to masters students who mostly held a balanced conceptualization. This finding may be unsurprising given that doctoral programs are more likely to be all-consuming and individuals who self-select may be more academically inclined (Tamburri, 2013; Canadian Association for Graduate Studies, 2018). Relatedly, doctoral programs in Canada typically house more male than female students, which might in-part contribute to this finding (Canadian Association for Graduate Studies, 2018). Comparing masters programs, participants within thesis-based programs were more likely to hold academic views than those completing projects, who tended to hold more balanced conceptualizations. These findings hint that the process of completing a thesis or dissertation may dominate a student’s perception of thriving, promoting an all-encompassing view if not actively mitigated by the prevailing academic culture of the department and/or institution.
The finding that how thriving was conceptualized differed among graduate departments points to varying cultural factors within graduate programs. For example, graduate health-professions programs, such as nurse practitioner, rehabilitation therapy, and medical residency programs, held balanced conceptualizations of graduate student thriving. A possible explanation for these balanced views could be the demanding nature of entry into these highly competitive programs, combined with an emerging understanding of burnout and performance-related stress emerging from literature extolling the importance of thriving beyond academics as a measure of success (e.g., Kennedy et al., 2019).
Much like Dodge et al. (2012) observation of the ill-defined nature of what well-being looks like in practice, the fact that participants described thriving in various ways and with differing focal points (academic vs. balanced perspective of thriving) highlights the complexity of seeking to understand the graduate student experience through a positive functioning lens. While some institutions may align with the perspective that the student experience should have a strict academic focus, finding from this study suggest that such a view will isolate a majority of graduate students and diminish their ability to thrive within their programs of study. This approach is problematic at an institutional level as thriving reminds us that the graduate student experience should be more than merely enduring or surviving. Leaders should also be wary of implementing superficial solutions and interventions that do not properly address or permeate systemic, programmatic, or individualized issues. This research points to some demographic and programmatic choices having real impact on how students conceptualize thriving and, by extension, success. Students internalize the priorities of their program in judging their value within higher education. Accordingly, we posit that the extolled values of graduate programs greatly impact student well-being and thriving and, thus, should be considered at all stages of program and policy development.
Limitations
This study has some limitations and delimitations. We noted slight skews in the sample, which included slightly more female representation in our sample than expected based on Canadian statistics. The survey sample also yielded more domestic students than international students and more masters than doctoral students, but this finding reflects the reality of graduate student demographics in Canada (Canadian Association for Graduate Studies, 2018). Our findings and conceptual model of thriving, therefore, approximate the reality of graduate student demographics with a slight saturation of female student input. We argue this does not damage the contribution, but rather is a product of female respondents being more likely to respond to a request for completing a survey. The research was conducted at one Canadian academic institution with many distinct departments who often act independently. Our focus on the perceptions and conceptualizations of graduate students was driven by self-report data, although it could be argued that this method was ideal for accessing the voices of a large number of key stakeholders. The quantitization procedure added an objective measure as all the responses were categorized with a rigorous procedure creating an additional layer of objectivity. Additionally, the thematic analyses were on the 2,287 responses to one open-ended question, where participants provided qualitative data ranging from bullet-point lists to short essays. Future studies could build on the foundation of this study to replicate and validate the findings at other institutions and examine if the dimensions of thriving are consistent among graduate students in other contexts.
Implications for Research and Practice
Prior to this study, few researchers had attempted to address and understand student thriving at the post-secondary level (e.g., Schreiner et al., 2009), with the graduate student experience remaining largely untouched in the literature. This research is not only foundational in understanding how graduate students describe student thriving within their programs of study, but also provides a foundation upon which further research can be developed. Indeed, the six overarching themes—achieving, engaging, connecting, balancing, enjoying, and being—provide a beginning groundwork for understanding the graduate student experience, and how programs and institutions can best support those enrolled within their graduate programs. In addition to contributing a holistic, multi-dimensional, and contextually appropriate conceptualization of graduate student thriving, findings from this research illuminate several key ideas that are apparent in other understandings across the lifespan (e.g., Spreitzer et al., 2005; Benson and Scales, 2009; Schreiner, 2013; Nesbitt, 2019).
Implications for Higher Education Leaders, Stakeholders, and Researchers
Building on the foundation established through the current study and similar work on human thriving, future research can help to develop a more robust understanding of the factors that students associate with thriving within graduate programs and other higher education contexts, such as professional programs (e.g., law, industrial relations, teacher education). The current findings can serve as a tool for instrument development using the identified dimensions (six overarching themes) as the foundation for a thriving-focused survey. Likewise, qualitative research would enable researchers to further explore one or more of the six dimensions of thriving more deeply through the perspectives and voices of individual stakeholders. For example, interviews with graduate students might provide insight into the relationship between work-life balance and graduate student thriving and the challenges associated with establishing or maintaining such a balance. Moreover, the high percentage of women, domestic students, and master’s students evident in our sample highlights the need for further research seeking the perspectives of specific graduate student groups. For example, exploring thriving among international master’s and doctoral students or among student-parents.
Furthermore, the findings from this research call for the development and implementation of policy and interventions aimed at facilitating student thriving using the six overarching themes or dimensions as guidelines. These findings can also help to inform the development of thriving-promoting tools for practice, such as an inventory for supporting thriving within higher education (Soleas et al., 2019 in press). This study showed that different factors, such as the type of program and the cultural elements within a program matter when attending to student thriving. Considering these findings, efforts to address student wellness and burnout are necessary in programs as such endeavours may move students toward a balanced (and possibly healthier) conceptualization of thriving. This approach is in opposition to placing single-minded focus on the academic prowess of students, which may come at the cost to their overall well-being. It is plausible that students internalize the priorities of their program in judging their value, which feeds the reproduction of program culture year-over-year. A program that emphasizes productivity at any cost can subtly influence students to prioritize academic prowess at the natural cost of broader holistic health and wellness. Supporting students in their ability to thrive within graduate programs requires the recognition that students are more than their academic accomplishments (e.g., Schreiner, 2010). A program that emphasizes a balanced approach to thriving may, among other things, influence students to establish and maintain a healthy work-life balance without having a negative impact on broader holistic health and wellness (Sprung and Rogers, 2020).
Implications for Current and Prospective Graduate Students and Members of Their Networks and Communities
Findings from this study have several immediate implications for current and prospective graduate students, as well as members of their networks and communities. This study illustrates that thriving is a contextually-grounded, holistic, and individualized experience. Graduate students can use the six themes emerging from the current work as a foundation for reflection and identification of potential areas in need of support. In recognizing their own thriving needs in relation to their program of study, students may be better equipped to seek out and advocate for appropriate support. Findings from our study underscore the integral role that connections and relationships play in graduate student thriving. This finding serves as a call for current and prospective students to seek out and attend to positive and supportive relationships among their networks, such as peers, faculty, and supervisors. Attending to such connections may not only impact their individual ability to thrive within their program of study, but also foster an atmosphere of support among peers and collegial colleagues. Likewise, findings from this study highlighted how establishing and maintaining some form of work-life balance was integral to many graduate students’ ability to thrive. Thus, it is recommended that current and future students consider how this type of balance might be established and maintained throughout the school year. Similarly, those who work closely with graduate students, such as supervisors or instructors, should also consider how they might support such an endeavour in practice (e.g., attention to scheduling and expectations).
The fact that participants identified work-life balance as an integral part of thriving indicated that while graduate student thriving is grounded within the context of graduate school, it is still connected to all aspects of a student’s life. In this respect, there may be a bleeding effect in that life outside of school (e.g., birth of a child, medical diagnosis, death of a family member, global pandemic) can impact a student’s ability to thrive within their program of study. As a result, graduate students should be armed with the knowledge that their lives outside their program will likely affect their thriving in the program with limitations on the potential to compartmentalize. Similarly, those working with graduate students should recognize that life beyond academic studies can have an impact on a student’s ability to thrive within their program of study—not just life outside of school, but also life within the university (e.g., doctoral orphans; Wisker and Robinson, 2013). Once again, this idea echos the notion presented by Schreiner (2010) that thriving in higher education is about more than merely obtaining top grades.
CONCLUSION
Graduate programs foster the development of future researchers, scholars, professionals, and leaders. The scholastic habits formed within graduate programs are likely the habits that individuals will carry forward into their future jobs. If students are programmed to overwork and view their value as only their academic value, institutions of higher education are setting up a generation of scholars for unproductive competitiveness, burnout, less collegial collaboration, and less fulfilling lives. Graduate programs that are serious about helping students thrive will prioritize factors across the various dimensions of thriving to help students broadly and holistically improve their overall well-being. Moreover, drawing on the holistic, interconnected, and multi-dimensional nature of thriving, interventions should focus on enhancing the potential for students to maximize their achieving, engaging, connecting, balancing, enjoying, and being. In this study, graduate students shared what it means to thrive and have shed light on the factors that impact their ability to do so within their programs of study. Now, it is our turn to listen and act.
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Achieving Achieving goals and developing knowledge
Personal growth and future goals
Making progress and meeting academic milestones
Academic recognition and making an impact
Getting published
Attending conferences
Teaching and career development
Getting good grades

Engaging Attendance and active participation
Engaged (general)
Engaged in research
Involved in various campus projects and activities
Beyond campus involvemnent

Connecting Sense of belonging and feeling respected and valued
Feeling supported and accessing supports
Providing support to others
Positive relationships—Peer and faculty
Positive relationships—Supervisor
Academic and intellectual connections

Balancing Work-ife balance
Work-work balance
Meintaining holistic health
Maintaining wider social connections
Recognizing imbalance, stress management, and reaching out financial stabilty
Organization/Time management
Preparedness for adversity

Enjoying Happiness
Enjoying the process
Positive, excited, enthusiastic
Passionate and interested
Not stressed

Being Dedicated and motivated
Purposeful and goal oriented
Adaptable and optimistic
Confident
Knowledgeable, skilled, and resourceful
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