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From our Chief Research Officer:

What are the various factors causing the increased vulnerability of this age bracket to poor mental health? 
And what are the other contributing factors that help us paint a better picture of this demographic and what it means
for the future of our workforce? 

Are graduate students mostly intrinsically or extrinsically motivated and what are the demographic factors that could
affect their type of motivation? 
Does their type of motivation affect their resilience and ability to respond to failure? 

At the start of last year, 41.1% of adults reported symptoms of anxiety and depression as compared
to 11% in Jan 2019 (1). There's no question that the pandemic is taking a toll on our mental health.
What is especially troubling, however, is the impact it is having on the GenZ and millennial
generation. The same study found that adults aged 18-24 years old reported the highest symptoms of
anxiety and depression (56.2%) compared to other age groups. 

As the first social microlearning platform designed to prevent burnout, Nurau is dedicated to
uncovering what is behind poor mental health at the workplace and designing preventative solutions
targeting these factors. The R&D team at Nurau aims to gather data that  ultimately drives the
development of our own product as well as informs the decisions of other stakeholders in the field of
mental health. 

In 2020, Nurau conducted a survey amongst 131 graduate students in Quebec as they are entering
the workplace. We wanted to understand how they experienced pressure, competition, as well as
support from their peers, family, friends, supervisor and institution. The results will be analyzed in
four studies, each looking at the wellbeing landscape amongst graduate students from a different
angle. 

There is little literature looking specifically at the local Quebec context, thus this study aims to shed
more light on how broader mental health issues manifest themselves at a local level. It is only with
localized data that we can develop targeted solutions.

While the first paper looked at how culture affects one's mental health, the second paper looks at the
same data but through the lens of motivation and resilience as important driving factors to one's
mental health. 

We answer these questions and more in the following pages.

Kaiser Family Foundation, 2021. https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/poll-finding/mental-health-impact-of-the-covid-19-pandemic/1.

VivienneSmith
1
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Executive Summary

2

Nurau, Inc. conducted a bilingual online survey to understand the mental health landscape
among graduate students in the Canadian province of Quebec. The information from this
survey was collected between 25 December 2020 and 7 July 2021. A total of 131 graduate
students participated in the survey.

In Study 2, we specifically found that 
The level of intrinsic motivation during graduate school follows an
interesting trend: dipping in the middle of a graduate degree, while rising
again towards the end.
Intrinsically motivated students are less likely to feel unmotivated than
extrinsically motivated students.
International graduate students' level of motivation were more easily
impacted by their relationship with their supervisor.
Interestingly, the type of motivation did not have an impact on the
resilience of the students.
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Demographic Information
From the 131 individuals who completed the Graduate Student Mental Health Survey, a total of 56 students considered
themselves to be 'international'. The remaining 75 participant in this sample were from Canada (i.e., domestic students).
This section will present the demographic information of these two subgroups.

Age

For both the international and domestic subsamples, the
majority was between 25 and 34 years of age (67.9% &
61.3%, respectively), followed by 18 to 24 years (28.6%
& 32%, respectively). 

Under 18 18-24 25-34 35 and above

Gender

Females comprised most of the students in both of the
international and domestic subsamples (71.4% & 69.3%,
respectively).

Male Female Non-binary

International

Domestic

International

Domestic

3

Masters Doctorate Post-doctorate

International

Domestic

Program
English French Other

International

Domestic

A majority of the participants in both subsamples were
in the midst of completing a doctorate degree
(international = 55.4% & domestic = 49.3%).

Most of both the international and domestic
respondents were attending a French-speaking
university (53.6% & 58.7%, respectively). 

University

1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th or more

International

Domestic

Year of Study
For the international graduate
students, they were distributed almost
evenly across all years of study. Most
of the participating domestic graduate
students were in the first three years
of their studies (77.4%). 
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Intrinsically motivated international students: 70%, domestic students: 23% Intrinsically motivated Masters students: 73%, doctorate students: 77%

With intrinsic motivation being a drive to do an activity for
internal rewards rather than external pressures, we asked
students about the reasons behind why they work on their
project and categorized them into two groups: intrinsically or
extrinsically motivated. 

The majority of the students (73.6%) fell into the intrinsically
motivated category, scoring highly on factors such as having a
genuine interest in the research topic and feeling pleasure in
mastering research skills vs. feeling guilty for not doing it or
because someone in a position of authority is telling them to.

Gender Year of study

Intrinsically motivated 1st year = 89%, 2nd year: 73%, 3rd year = 64%
4th year: 82%, 5th year = 78%

Individuals with responses 1-3 = Extrinsically motivated
Individuals with responses 4-5 = Intrinsically motivated Item responses were recorded on a 5-point Likert scale.

Intrinsic & extrinsic motivation: a profile
 

1
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When broken down into years of study, almost 90%
of all first year graduate students were classified as
intrinsically motivated whereas this value dropped
to only 36% as students approached their 3rd year.

71.2% of females were intrinsically motivated
whereas this value was 79.2% in males.

Intrinsically motivated females = 71.2%, intrinsically motivated males = 79.2%

http://nurau.com/


How does the type of motivation affect the frequency of feeling
unmotivated?

Intrinsically motivated Extrinsically motivated

0 25 50 75 100

International 

Domestic 

Intrinsically motivated Extrinsically motivated

0 25 50 75 100

Master's 

Doctoral 

Intrinsically motivated international students: 70%, domestic students: 23% Intrinsically motivated Masters students: 73%, doctorate students: 77%

1International vs. Domestic Program
44.8% of intrinsically motivated students were born
outside Canada while the remaining 55.2% was
domestic students. 

Intrinsic & extrinsic motivation: a profile
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Male
Masters' student
1st year
Canadian

Profile of an intrinsically
motivated student

Based on the demographic factors examined above of students
who fell in the intrinsically or extrinsically motivated groups,
there is a higher likelihood that an intrinsically motivated
student is the following:

54.4% and of intrinsically motivated students were
completing their doctoral degrees. 39.7% of them
were Master's students.
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Intrinsically Motivated 

Extrinsically Motivated 

How does the type of motivation affect the frequency of feeling
unmotivated?

Intrinsically motivated international students: 70%, domestic students: 23% Intrinsically motivated Masters students: 73%, doctorate students: 77%

Given how demographic factors affecting the type of motivation, we were then interested in how this
affects how frequently they feel motivated or not. 

The results were clear: when asked how often they feel unmotivated, extrinsically motivated graduate
students reported to feel unmotivated more frequently (24% higher) compared to their intrinsically
motivated counterparts. 

t (91) = > 0.001

1

How does the type of motivation affect the
frequency of feeling motivated? 
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Extrinsically motivated students
feel unmotivated 24% more
frequently than intrinsically
motivated students. 
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Motivational factors: cultural differences

International Student Domestic Student

0 2.5 5 7.5 10

The weather 

Relationship with family and friends 

Relationship with your supervisor 

Your research progress 

Course grades 

Other extra-curricular involvements 

How close the deadline of the task is 

In examining the specific factors tied to motivation, one's research progress, relationship with
supervisor and how close the deadline of the task is were most important.  

Furthermore, the only demographic factor that influenced these motivational factors was in fact the
one we looked at in the white paper #1: culture. International students' level of motivation was
significantly more impacted by the relationship with their supervisor, which corresponds to them
having a more tenuous supervisory relationship, as found in white paper #1. 

10

9

11

12

14

15

13

9
Not Significant: t(90) = .205, p = .838

10
Not Significant: t(89) = .493, p = .623 Significant: t(90) =  3.249, p =  .002

11 12
Not Significant: t(87) = 1.694, p =  .094

13
Not Significant: t(86) = .652, p =  .516

14
Not Significant: t(86) = -.958, p = .341

15
Not Significant: t(90) = -.410, p = . 341

5
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What are the factors impacting motivation?

International graduate students' level of
motivation was significantly more impacted
by the relationship with their supervisor
compared to the domestic students.
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76.4%
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Out of all female responders, 25% of them had high
resilience whereas this number was 21.7% in male
students.

Higher Resilience Lower Resilience

0 25 50 75 100

Females 

Males 

Gender Year of study
The percentage of individuals with high resilience in
their first, second, third and fourth year were 20%,
29.2%, 28.6% and 16,7%, respectively.

With resilience being the capacity to recover from failure, we
asked students how much a failure in their research affects
their social and professional lives, course grades and self-
confidence'. Based on their responses, we categorized them
into either low or high resilience groups. Out of our
respondents, 23.6% were categorized as "high resilience" while
the remaining students were categorized as "low resilience".

Individuals with responses 1-5 = Low Resilience
Individuals with responses 6-10 = High Resilience 

Item responses were recorded on a 10-point
Likert scale.

*

Students with lower resilience: 1st year = 80%, 2nd year: 71%, 3rd year = 71%, 4th year: 83%,
5th year = 83

High & low resilience: a profile 

7
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Higher Resilience Lower Resilience

0 25 50 75 100

International Student 

Domestic Student  

Higher Resilience Lower Resilience

0 25 50 75 100

Master's 

Doctorate 

International vs. Domestic

Lower resilience: International students: 42.6%, domestic students: 57.4%
3

Program

Lower resilience: Masters students: 28.5%, doctorate students:
66.7%

High & low resilience: a profile 

52% of individuals with higher resilience were
international students whereas 42.6% of individuals
with lower resilience were international.

54.4% and of individuals with higher resilience  were
completing their doctoral degrees. 39.7% of them
were Master's students.

Copyright © 2022 Nurau Inc., All rights reserved. Privileged & Confidential
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Female
Doctoral student
2nd year
International

Profile of a more resilient
student

Based on the demographic factors examined above of students
who fell in the higher or lower resilience groups, there is a
higher likelihood that a more resilient student is the following:
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Although there were no significant differences in the degree of resilience between males and females,
males tended to have greater resilience in their social life, personal life and self-confidence as
evidenced by the lower impact of failure on these areas in life as shown below. Course grades were the
only field in which females had higher degree of resilience than males.

The responders' course grades were least impacted when they face a failure in their research
whereas self-confidence seemed to be the most affected.

Demographic factors mediating the impact of failure: gender

16

17

18

19

16
Not Significant: t(89) = .435, p = .705 Not Significant: t(91) = .584, p = .561

What are the factors impacting resilience?

Not Significant: t(89) = -1.284, p =.205
18 19

Not Significant: t(91) = .702, p = .487

Copyright © 2022 Nurau Inc., All rights reserved. Privileged & Confidential
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Impact of failure on...
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International Students Domestic Students

social life professional life course grades self-confidence
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International status

International and domestic students were similarly
affected by failure in their social and professional
lives, course grades and self-confidence, though
international students  tended to have higher
resilience in their social life compared to domestic
students.

20 21 22

20
Not Significant: t(91) = .1.296, p = .199

21
Not Significant: t(91) = .530, p = .597

Not Significant: t(89) = -.666, p =.505
22 23

Not Significant: t(91) = -.584, p = .568

Master's students tended to have lower
resilience in their course grades when faced
adversity, compared to doctoral students,
probably due to the higher stakes that course
grades have in their degree. 

Program

24
Not Significant: t(91) = -.885, p = .379

25
Not Significant: t(86) = -.188, p = .850

Not Significant: t(89) = 1.542, p =.127
26 27

Not Significant: t(91) = .961 p = ..349

24 25 26

27

9
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Overall, self-confidence was the most
impacted aspect when individuals faced
a failure in research. 

There were no significant gender,
cultural and program degree differences
in factors affecting resilience. 

What are the factors impacting resilience?

http://nurau.com/


28 29 30

Resilience

Intri
nsic

all
y m

otiv
ate

d

Extr
insic

all
y m

otiv
ate

d

8 

6 

4 

2 

0 

31

Intrinsically Motivated Extrinsically Motivated

so
cia

l li
fe

per
so

nal 
life

co
urse

 gr
ad

es

se
lf-c

onfid
en

ce

10 

7.5 

5 

2.5 

0 

How do motivation and resilience relate to each
other?

The social life and self-confidence of intrinsically motivated individuals were in fact more
impacted by failure. Though this was surprising, we hypothesized this could be due to how
intrinsic motivation links one's identity to the success of the work, so one's self-confidence
would be more affected by failure. 
 Thus, when these four areas of impact were combined into one, intrinsically and extrinsically
motivated individuals had very similar levels of resilience, though different areas of their lives
were more or less resilient to failure.

Finally, we were interested in whether intrinsically and extrinsically motivated graduate students
have different levels of resilience. There were 2 interesting findings:

28
Not Significant: t(83) = -.545, p = .590

29
Not Significant: t(83) = -.707, p = .485

Not Significant: t(81) = .237, p =.814
30 31

Not Significant: t(83) = -1.017 p = .312

28 29 30 31

10
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The self-confidence of intrinsically
motivated individuals was less resilient
to failure than extrinsically motivated
individuals.
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Discussion & Recommendations

The current study investigates the characteristics of graduate
students with extrinsic/intrinsic motivation and low/high resilience,
and whether motivational orientation impacts how students face a
failure in their research. 

Resilience is the human ability to adapt in the face of adversity, tragedy and ongoing life stressors ,
an ability mediated by one's internal protective factors such as self-esteem and external protective
factors such as social networks.  Understanding the factors surrounding a resilient individual and
interventions to increase resilience is key to managing well-being and improving academic and
workplace success. 

However, despite the growing interest in resilience interventions for the next generation, studies
show that most employees display low and moderate resilience at work, which is correlated with low
mental well-being. More work needs to be done. 

3-9

8-10, 20, 21

18
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1-2,18

We were interested in looking more specifically at motivation as a
mediator for resilience. Studies have shown that higher levels of
motivation correlates with more resilient behaviour, however none
have looked into a closer parsing of how various types of motivation
affect resilience. 

73.6% were more motivated by internal
factors, as opposed to external rewards.
Motivation fluctuated over the course of
their degree with the lowest internal
motivation in the middle of their program.
Extrinsically motivated individuals were
unmotivated 26% more frequently than
their intrinsically motivated counterparts.

In our study, we found that...

Motivation

This finding is in agreement found in previous studies that
correlated with low levels of intrinsic motivation with a greater
likelihood of burnout, stress and a failure to complete their
degree. 

11-13
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Discussion & Recommendations

Supervisors should pay more attention to the motivational level of
their students, especially in the middle of their program when
motivation tends to dip. 
Universities should consider how to increase conversations on how
to cope with failures in research and increasing resilience in
graduate school.
More studies on motivation and resilience amongst international
students in Quebec need to be conducted, so as to understand this
more vulnerable population. 

In light of our findings, we recommend the following:

10
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Only 23.6% of respondents had "high resilience" when faced
with failure in their research.
Self-confidence was the most affected by failure as compared to
social and personal lives as well as course grades. 

When we looked at resilience, our study showed that...

14-18

Resilience

Motivation x Resilience

There are stronger correlates of high resilience such as social support
from family and friends and high levels of campus connectedness.
Intrinsically motivated individuals have a stronger bond to their work as
an expression of their identity, thus a failure in their work would result in
fact in a stronger blow to their sense of identity and self-confidence.

We had expected intrinsic motivation to correlate with higher resilience,
however, contrary to our hypothesis, we did not find any significant
difference in resilience levels for intrinsically and extrinsically motivated
individuals.

We hypothesize a few reasons for this:

Recommendations

19
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Adapting to
COVID-19

Stress &
AnxietyFrom everywhere to

Quebec

Becoming a
supervisor

Eating
well 

The mental health
of tomorrow

Want to listen to real students talk about their graduate experience?
Listen to the following topics and more here.
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As the first social microlearning platform for wellness at the workplace, Nurau gives organizations
unparalleled access to cutting-edge live mental health & wellness training to make your business
stronger, safer, and more equipped to face the growing mental health challenges of our time. Nurau
is a wellbeing technology that helps organizations reboot their work culture and prevent burnouts
everywhere. 
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Disclaimer: The results presented in this report is based on data collected between 25th December
2020 and 7 July 2021. As a result, it presents a brief depiction of mental health among graduate
students in the Canadian province of Quebec. It was also only collected from a small number of
students and may not depict a completely accurate global perception of the wider population. 

All comments or questions can be addressed to info@nurau.com. 
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