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Many have argued that self-care should play a critical role in graduate training in professional psychology
(Bamonti et al., 2014; Barnett & Cooper, 2009; Elman & Forrest, 2007; Norcross & Guy, 2007);
however, the existing research on the effectiveness of self-care activities for graduate students has
produced somewhat mixed results. The purpose of this review was to use meta-analytic techniques to
synthesis the findings from studies examining the relationship between self-care use and positive
outcomes for professional psychology graduate students. A systematic search of the literature resulted in
17 studies (containing data from 1,890 participants and 52 different effect sizes) that could be included
in the meta-analysis. Using a random effects model, a weighted average effect size of d ! 0.77, 95%
confidence interval [0.46, 1.08] was found, indicating that those who practiced self-care experienced
more benefits than those who did not. Although the overall effect size was found to be robust and stable,
a significant degree of heterogeneity between study effect sizes was found, I2 ! 87.98%. The weighted
average effect size was moderated by the type of outcome that was assessed, Q(5) ! 15.78, p " .01, with
larger improvements being observed in the areas of gains (e.g., self-compassion), decreased psychological distress, and life satisfaction, compared to ratings of stress. The weighted average effect size was not
found to be moderated by the type of self-care, study design/quality characteristics, or participant
characteristics. The results of this meta-analysis have important implications for self-care practice and
training in professional psychology.
Keywords: self-care, professional psychology, training, graduate students

Graduate training programs in professional psychology frequently require students to juggle multiple responsibilities and
obligations, including coursework, clinical experiences, research
activities, and other professional commitments (e.g., teaching assistantships, service opportunities). Managing the onerous workload associated with graduate school often begets high levels of
stress for many students (Pakenham & Stafford-Brown, 2012). In
fact, based on the results from one large-scale national survey,
over 70% of graduate students report a level of stress that inter-

feres with their functioning (El-Ghoroury, Galper, Sawaqdeh, &
Bufka, 2012). Additional studies have found that the stress associated with attending a graduate program in professional psychology can impact multiple domains, including life satisfaction (Alleyne, Alleyne, & Greenidge, 2010), physical health (Lacey et al.,
2000), psychological well-being (DeBerard & Masters, 2014),
academic success (Lovitts, 2001), and professional burnout (Barnett, Baker, Elman, & Schoener, 2007). Given the high level of
stress that is experienced by many students in professional psy-

DOUGLAS E. COLMAN received his BA and MBA from Adams State
University, his MS from Idaho State University, and is currently a PhD
candidate in Experimental Psychology at Idaho State University. His
research interests include personality and interpersonal perception, especially when applied to industrial and organizational issues.
REINALYN ECHON is currently pursuing a PhD in experimental psychology from Idaho State University. Her research interest focuses on understanding the cognitive mechanisms underlying deception detection and
production.
MICHELLE S. LEMAY received her BS from the University of Nevada,
Reno and is currently a student in the clinical psychology PhD program at
Idaho State University. Her research interests include emotional processing
biases and distress, especially in an adolescent population.
JENNIFER MCDONALD is a PhD candidate in Experimental Psychology at
Idaho State University. Here research interests comprise motivation, mindfulness, and interpersonal perception regarding personal values.
KATHLEEN R. SMITH received her master’s degree in clinical psychology
at Southern Illinois University Edwardsville, Illinois. She is currently a

clinical psychology graduate student at Idaho State University. Her research is in behavioral health outcomes, particularly focusing on sexual
aggression and sexual risk-taking behaviors.
JULIE SPENCER received her BA from Simpson University and is currently a graduate student in the Clinical Psychology program at Idaho State
University. Her research interests include violence against women, specifically, cognitive emotion regulation and experiential avoidance in traumaexposed individuals.
JOSHUA K. SWIFT is an assistant professor in the Department of
Psychology at Idaho State University. He conducts psychotherapy process and outcome research, particularly focusing on studying client
variables, premature termination, and training in professional psychology.
The first six authors contributed equally and are listed alphabetically.
CORRESPONDENCE CONCERNING THIS ARTICLE should be addressed to
Joshua K. Swift, Department of Psychology, Idaho State University, 921
South 8th Avenue, Stop 8112, Pocatello, ID 83209. E-mail: joshua.keith
.swift@gmail.com
188

189

This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.

META-ANALYSIS OF SELF-CARE FOR TRAINEES

chology graduate programs and the potential for that stress to have
an impact on several areas of a student’s life, evidence-based
methods for lessening or alleviating the stress associated with
graduate school are needed (El-Ghoroury et al., 2012; Tompkins,
Brecht, Tucker, Neander, & Swift, 2016).
Self-care has been identified as one potential method for alleviating or minimizing the stress associated with graduate training
in professional psychology (Barnett & Cooper, 2009). Broadly
defined, self-care is the process of actively initiating a method to
promote holistic well-being (Bressi & Vaden, 2016; Godfrey et al.,
2011; Lee & Miller, 2013; Newell & Nelson-Gardell, 2014). This
definition implies an array of potential activities that fall under the
category of self-care, such as healthy eating, exercise, mindfulness, engaging in hobbies or leisurely activities, maintaining a
sufficient sleep schedule, and using adaptive coping strategies
(Carroll, Gilroy, & Murra, 1999). This definition also implies a
purposeful effort to engage in these activities to maintain wellness
in multiple domains. For example, although it may be associated
with positive outcomes, having a social support system would not
count as self-care; however, taking time to seek and maintain a
social support system would.
Developing a habit of self-care has been suggested to be a
critical component to graduate training in professional psychology
(Bamonti et al., 2014; Barnett & Cooper, 2009; Elman & Forrest,
2007; Norcross & Guy, 2007). In addition to possibly being an
effective method for coping with stressors from graduate school,
learning how to consistently implement self-care strategies may be
beneficial to clinical and counseling psychology students in their
future professional careers. Research has indicated that the work of
professional psychologists is associated with high levels of stress,
psychological distress, and burnout (Barnett et al., 2007; Smith &
Moss, 2009). Research has also indicated that it is the novice
members of the professional psychology field that are most vulnerable to experiencing work-related stress (Ronnestad & Skovholt, 2003). Given these reasons, some consider it an ethical
imperative that clinical and counseling psychology students begin
to practice self-care while in graduate school (Barnett & Cooper,
2009).
Despite the strong call for professional psychology graduate
students to engage in self-care activities, research documenting the
efficacy of self-care activities for graduate students has been
mixed. For example, in one study, Shapiro, Brown, and Biegel
(2007) tested the efficacy of a mindfulness-based self-care program in a sample of 54 counseling students. Compared to the
control group, those who attended the mindfulness course showed
significantly greater improvements in state and trait anxiety, mood,
perceived stress, rumination, and self-compassion. In contrast,
McKinzie, Altamura, Burgoon, and Bishop (2006) conducted a
correlational study with 65 psychology graduate student participants from two universities, examining the relationship between
several different self-care behaviors and ratings of stress. Surprisingly, they found that engagement in exercise as a self-care activity
was related to significantly higher levels of stress for participants,
while self-care efforts in the area of eating habits was not associated with stress, and sleeping related self-care behaviors was
associated with significantly lower levels of stress. Based on the
results of these two studies, as well as several other similar studies
(Cohen & Miller, 2009; Goncher, Sherman, Barnett, & Haskins,
2013; Wolf, Thompson, Thompson, & Smith-Adcock, 2014), it is

not immediately clear if self-care produces positive outcomes for
professional psychology graduate students.

Aims of the Current Review
The purpose of the current meta-analysis was to test, based on
the existing research evidence, whether self-care strategies are
associated with positive outcomes (e.g., lower levels of depression,
anxiety, or other psychological distress; lower ratings of stress;
higher levels of self-compassion and self-efficacy beliefs; higher
grade point average (GPA); higher ratings of satisfaction with life
and their educational programs) for professional psychology graduate students. Although several researchers and educators have
argued for the inclusion of self-care in training programs (Bamonti
et al., 2014; Barnett & Cooper, 2009; Elman & Forrest, 2007;
Norcross & Guy, 2007), the existing research on the efficacy of
self-care has been mixed. By systematically searching the literature and pooling the results using meta-analytic methods, this
review aimed to provide a statistical test for self-care, as well as an
estimate of the size of the impact that self-care activities can have
on various outcomes. Although the results of the existing research
on self-care for psychology graduate students is mixed, based on
our review of the literature, we hypothesized that a significant
relationship between self-care practice and positive outcomes
would be found. However, it is possible that differences in the
findings from existing studies may be due to differences in the
types of self-care strategies that were tested, the outcomes that
were measured, and in the study designs that were used. The
second aim of this review was to test several potential moderators
of the relationship between self-care and positive outcomes. The
results of this meta-analysis have the potential to provide evidence
supporting the call to include self-care training and practice in
professional psychology graduate programs. In addition, the results may help to identify which types of self-care are most
effective for trainees, and under what situations students would
expect the most benefits.

Method
Literature Search Procedures
Based on the aims of the current review, a search was conducted
to identify empirical studies examining the outcomes associated
with self-care use for professional psychology graduate students.
Figure 1 provides a flowchart for the identification of studies that
were included in the review. First, a keyword search was conducted on February 18, 2016 using the PsycINFO database with
the terms (self care or self-care or selfcare or exercise or mindfulness or hobbies) and (graduate stud! or doctoral stud! or
master’s stud! or train!). This search yielded 10,203 potential
articles. Each of these articles were reviewed at the title and
abstract level by trained coders (seven students from two doctoral
psychology programs) to see if they potentially met the broad
inclusion criteria (quantitative data, written in English, psychology
graduate students as participants, tested a self-care strategy). To be
more inclusive, unpublished dissertations were retained for this
meta-analysis; however, if a peer-reviewed published article was
identified that was based on a dissertation study, only the published article was included. First, 1,050 of the 10,203 articles were
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Research and Practice; and Training and Education in Professional Psychology. The hand search included all articles published
in these journals (dating back to the first volume for each journal);
however, it did not reveal any additional potential articles that
were not already identified from the other search strategies. We
also contacted all of the corresponding authors from the 126
potentially relevant articles (when current/accurate e-mail addresses were available), solicited articles on the topic from organizational Listservs (e.g., Association of Directors of Psychology
Training Clinics), and reviewed the references of several books on
self-care. No additional potentially relevant articles were identified
through these strategies.
The full text of each of the 209 potential articles was then
reviewed independently by the seven graduate student coders
previously mentioned (the studies were assigned so that each one
was coded by two of the seven graduate students) based on the
more detailed inclusion/exclusion criteria. To be included, the
study’s participants had to be enrolled in a graduate-level professional psychology program (studies were excluded if psychology
graduate students were included among a group of graduate students from other disciplines, unless separate data were reported for
the psychology graduate students), the article had to include
enough quantitative data examining a relationship between an
active self-care strategy (e.g., seeking social support, not social
support) and some outcome (e.g., life satisfaction, GPA, psychological distress) to calculate an effect size, and it had to be
available in English. There was a 92.82% match rate on the
inclusion/exclusion decisions between the independent coders. The
project supervisor reviewed the 15 studies where there was a
disagreement to determine eligibility. Of the 209 potential studies,
179 were removed because they did not include only psychology
graduate students as participants, they did not test an active selfcare strategy, or because they were a qualitative study or review
article. An additional 13 studies were removed because although
they had a quantitative design, they did not include enough data to
calculate an effect size for the variables of interest.
Figure 1. Flow chart of the search results.

double coded independently to ensure consistency across the seven
coders (300 articles each). Discrepancies were discussed between
the coders and the project supervisor (a doctoral level faculty
member with experience and expertise in conducting metaanalyses and research on self-care). Once consistency was demonstrated, the remaining of the 10,203 articles were split evenly
between the seven graduate student coders. The review of the
10,203 articles resulted in 126 potential articles.
Second, a root and branch search was conducted by examining
the titles and abstracts of all of the studies cited by the 126
potentially relevant articles (roots) and all of the studies that cited
any of the 126 potential articles (branch). This resulted in 83
additional potential articles for inclusion in the meta-analysis.
Third, a hand search was conducted of all of the journals that had
published at least five articles from the list of 126 potentially
relevant articles. These journals included Clinical Psychology and
Psychotherapy; Counselor Education and Supervision; Journal of
Humanistic Psychology; Mindfulness; Professional Psychology:

Coding Procedures
The 17 studies that were included in this meta-analysis were
then coded by the same seven independent coders (each study was
coded by two of the seven) for several moderators that would be
tested. These moderators included the design/quality variables of
publication status (peer-reviewed publication or dissertation),
study design (correlational, pre/post, or controlled), whether or not
there were clearly stated hypotheses (no or yes), whether or not the
included self-care intervention was manualized (no or yes), and the
quality of the measures based on reliability and validity statistics
(poor, adequate, or good). Participant characteristics were also
coded as moderators, including average age, % female, race/
ethnicity (coded as % European American/White, % African
American, % Latino[a] American, % Asian American, % American Indian or Alaska Native, and % bi/multiracial), geographic
region (a specific location in the United States, a nationwide U.S.
sample, or an international sample), type of training program
(clinical, counseling, or mixed), and degree level of program
(doctoral, master’s, or mixed). The type of self-care strategy was
coded as mindfulness, seeking social support, or mixed/other
(originally several other strategies were coded; however, given the
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small number of studies, these were collapsed into a mixed/other
category). In addition, if a specific self-care intervention was used,
the duration of that intervention was coded. The type of outcome
was coded as psychological distress (e.g., anxiety, depression),
gains (e.g., self-compassion), GPA, satisfaction (e.g., satisfaction
with life, satisfaction with program), stress (e.g., academic stress,
general life stress as measured by the Perceived Stress Scale;
Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983), or other. There was a
95.50% agreement rate between the independent coders for the
moderator variables. The project supervisor reviewed the article
and made a decision when there was a disagreement. The coding
results and study descriptives can be found in Table 1.

Data Analysis Procedures
Based on the data presented by the authors, a standard difference
in means (d) was calculated to represent the relationship between
participation in the self-care activity and the identified outcome
variable. Several studies reported more than one outcome variable
(ranging from 1 to 9), yielding a total of 52 effect sizes. In these
cases, an effect size d was calculated for each outcome; however,
when pooling across studies for the calculation of the weighted
average effect or study level moderators, only an average d (pooled
across outcomes within the study) was used for the study. In the
studies where the calculation of a standard difference in means was
not applicable (i.e., correlational designs), an r effect size was
calculated, and then a d effect size was computed from the r value
based on the formulas provided by Card (2012). Across all studies
and analyses, a positive d value indicates a positive relationship
between engaging in self-care activities and positive outcomes
(e.g., GPA) or a negative relationship between engaging in selfcare activities and negative outcomes (e.g., anxiety).
An overall weighted average effect size was calculated across
the 17 included studies using a random effects model. A random
effects model was chosen over a fixed effects model given that the
studies varied significantly in their designs, participant characteristics, self-care techniques, and outcomes. After calculating the
weighted average effect size, heterogeneity was examined using Q
and I2 statistics. For heterogeneity, the I2 value represents the
percent of variance in effect sizes between the studies and the Q
statistic provides a statistical test for the heterogeneity. Moderators
(categorical and continuous) were then tested using mixed effects
models, allowing for studies to vary within groups. For the categorical moderators, a Q statistic was used to examine the variability in effect sizes between the categorical groups compared to the
variability in study effect sizes within the groups. For the continuous moderators, a Q statistic was used to examine the variability
in study effect sizes explained by the model (the continuous
predictor). All calculations were completed using Comprehensive
Meta-Analysis (Version 2), developed by Borenstein, Hedges,
Higgins, and Rothstein (2005).

Results
A total of 1,890 psychology graduate students participated in the
17 included studies. Fifty-two effect sizes were calculated across
all studies. Of those 52 effect sizes, 24 indicated a significant
positive relationship between self-care and the measured benefits,
27 indicated a nonsignificant relationship, and one indicated a
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significant negative relationship. Based on Cohen’s conventions,
16 of the effect sizes were large, 15 were medium, 14 were small,
and four were negligible all in the positive direction (self-care use
was associated with benefits), while one effect size was medium
and two were negligible in the negative direction (self-care use
was associated with harmful impacts). Of the 17 study average
effect sizes, 10 indicated a significant positive relationship between self-care and the measured benefits and seven indicated a
nonsignificant relationship. Seven of these effect sizes were large,
four were medium, four were small, and two were negligible, all in
the positive direction. Figure 2 is a forest plot of the study average
effect sizes.

Weighted Average Effect Size
A significant weighted average effect was found, d ! 0.77, 95%
confidence interval (CI) [0.46, 1.08], z ! 4.92, p " .001, indicating a positive relationship between engaging in self-care activities
and positive outcomes. Using a one-study-removed method, the
weighted average effect size ranged from d ! 0.63 to d ! 0.82,
suggesting a high degree of stability with the effect size that was
found. Although the weighted average effect size was stable, as
hypothesized, significant variance between study effect sizes (heterogeneity) was found, Q(16) ! 133.13, p " .001. The I2 value
indicated that 87.98% of the variability in effect sizes is likely due
to true heterogeneity in the included studies.

Publication Bias
Several methods were used to test the overall weighted effect
size against publication bias. Both published and unpublished
studies were included in this meta-analysis and so there may be
less worry about publication bias having an impact on the
results. Still, we conducted these publication bias tests to check
the robustness of the weighted average effect size against
missing studies that might have nonsignificant results. Calculation of a fail-safe N indicated that 867 missing studies with
null results would need to exist to move the weighted effect size
to a nonsignificant value; however, based on conservative estimates (Card, 2012), it is likely that a maximum of 95 missing
studies exist. An examination of the funnel plot indicated slight
asymmetry to the results; however, using Duval and Tweedie’s
(2000) trim-and-fill method, the adjusted weighted average
effect size, d ! 0.73, 95% CI [0.43, 1.04], was still very similar
with the original value, d ! 0.77. Using meta-regression procedures, sample size was also tested as a covariate with the
study effect sizes. One would hypothesize that if publication
bias exists, the included studies with smaller sample sizes
would report larger effect sizes compared to the large sample
size studies—studies with a small sample size would have had
to find larger effects in order for them to be significant and
more likely included in the literature. A significant relationship
between sample size and effect size was not found, # ! 0.04,
Q(1) ! 0.00, z ! 0.03, p ! .98. Taken together, the results of
these tests indicate that the weighted average effect size likely
represents the entire literature on the effectiveness of self-care
for graduate students in professional psychology.
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292
262
65
83
533
10
52
20
54

81
195
8
56

38
115

Cohen and Miller (2009)

Furlonger and Gencic (2014)
Goncher et al. (2013)
McKinzie et al. (2006)
Miller (2006)
Montgomery (2009)
Moore (2008)
Nelson et al. (2001)
Rimes and Wingrove (2011)
Shapiro et al. (2007)

Shotwell (2011)
Smith et al. (2007)
Spragg (2011)
Stafford-Brown and
Pakenham (2012)

Wolf et al. (2014)
Wulf (2007)

Mixed/other
Mixed/other

Mixed/other
Mixed/other
Mindfulness
Mixed/other

Seeking social support
Mixed/other
Mixed/other
Seeking social support
Mixed/other
Mindfulness
Seeking social support
Mindfulness
Mindfulness

Mindfulness

Mixed/other

Self-care type
Distress, gains (2),
stress (4)
Distress (2), gains (4),
other, satisfaction,
stress
Stress
Gains
Stress (3)
Stress
Satisfaction, stress
Gains (2)
GPA (3)
Distress, gains (2)
Distress (5), gains,
stress
Stress (2)
Distress
Gains
Gains (2), other,
satisfaction, stress
(2)
Gains
GPA, stress

Outcome(s)

Counseling
Clinical

Clinical
Counseling
Mixed
Clinical

Counseling
Clinical
Mixed
Clinical
Mixed
Clinical
Clinical
Clinical
Counseling

Clinical

Clinical

Program
type

Mixed
Doctoral

Doctoral
Master’s
Mixed
Mixed

Master’s
Doctoral
Mixed
Doctoral
Doctoral
Doctoral
Doctoral
Doctoral
Master’s

Mixed

Mixed

Degree
level

Peer-reviewed
Dissertation

Dissertation
Peer-reviewed
Dissertation
Peer-reviewed

Peer-reviewed
Peer-reviewed
Peer-reviewed
Dissertation
Dissertation
Peer-reviewed
Peer-reviewed
Peer-reviewed
Peer-reviewed

Peer-reviewed

Peer-reviewed

Publication
status

Pre/post
Correlational

Correlational
Correlational
Controlled
Controlled

Correlational
Correlational
Correlational
Correlational
Correlational
Pre/post
Correlational
Pre/post
Controlled

Pre/post

Pre/post

Study design

No
Yes

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
No
No

Yes

No

Clear
hypotheses

Poor
Good

Good
Good
Good
Good

Adequate
Good
Poor
Adequate
Good
Good
Adequate
Poor
Good

Poor

Good

Measure
quality

Note. GPA ! grade point average. The numbers in parentheses in the Outcomes column indicate the number of different ways the outcome was included in the primary stud, that is., “stress (2)”
indicates that the primary study measured stress for two different domains.

5

N

Burkhart (2014)

Study

Table 1
Description of Included Studies
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Figure 2. Forest plot of the study effect sizes with 95% confidence
interval error bars.

Moderators
Given our broad definition of self-care and the wide range of
outcomes considered in the current meta-analysis, the significant
degree of heterogeneity that was found between the study effect
sizes matched the a priori hypotheses. In an attempt to explain the
heterogeneity in the study effect sizes, several categorical and
continuous moderators were evaluated, including moderators related to the type of self-care activity, the type of outcome, characteristics of the study participants, and characteristics of the study
design.
Type of self-care. The method of self-care in which psychology graduate students engaged was hypothesized to moderate the
relation between self-care and outcomes. Three main categories of
self-care activities were identified in the included studies, including mindfulness (k ! 5), seeking social support (k ! 3), and mixed
(k ! 9) which included several different types of self-care activities that were used jointly in a single study (e.g., a holistic
wellness intervention) or activities that were only tested in one
study (e.g., exercise). Contrary to our hypothesis, type of self-care
was not a significant moderator, Q(2) ! 5.67, p ! .06: mindfulness, d ! 1.18, 95% CI [0.44, 1.91]; seeking social support, d !

0.40, 95% CI [0.21, 0.59]; and mixed, d ! 0.76, 95% CI [0.32,
1.20].
For those studies (k ! 8) that tested a self-care intervention
(e.g., pre/post, controlled trials), the duration of engagement in
self-care activities was tested as a continuous moderator. Specifically, a longer duration of engagement in self-care activities was
hypothesized to be related to more positive outcomes. The duration
of activities ranged from three weeks to 16 weeks of participation.
The covariate analysis, using a mixed-effects model, indicated a
nonsignificant relationship, Q(1) ! 0.41, # ! 0.03, z ! 0.64, p !
.52.
Type of outcome. Six categories of outcomes were identified
in the included effect sizes, including psychological distress (k !
10), gains (k ! 16), GPA (k ! 4), satisfaction with some aspect of
life (k ! 3), stress (k ! 17), and other (k ! 2). The mean effect
sizes for each of these categories can be found in Table 2. The
moderator analyses indicated a significant difference in effect sizes
between these groups, Q(5) ! 15.78, p " .01. Post hoc pairwise
comparisons (also reported in Table 2), indicated that the self-care
activities had the greatest impact on reported gains (e.g., selfcompassion, a sense of overall personal accomplishment) and the
smallest impact on reported levels of stress. Specifically, the
benefits seen in the area of gains were significantly higher than
the benefits in the area of GPA and stress, and the benefits in the
areas of psychological distress and life satisfaction were significantly higher than the benefits in the area of stress.
Participant characteristics. Several participant characteristics were also tested as potential moderators. Among the included studies, all participants were graduate students in a
professional psychology degree program; however, some of the
studies were conducted with students in a master’s level program (k ! 3), some were with students in a doctoral level
program (k ! 8), and others included a mixture of students from
both master’s level and doctoral level programs (k ! 6). The
average effect size for studies conducted with doctoral level
students only was d ! 0.84, 95% CI [0.31, 1.36], with master’s
level students only was d ! 0.70, 95% CI [0.22, 1.18], and a
mixture of students was d ! 0.69, 95% CI [0.17, 1.21]. The
moderator analyses indicated that these differences were not
significant, Q(2) ! 0.19, p ! .91. The type of professional
program was also tested as a potential moderator. The average
effect size for studies conducted within clinical psychology
programs (k ! 10) was d ! 0.81, 95% CI [0.26, 1.36], the
average effect size for studies conducted within counseling
psychology programs (k ! 4) was d ! 0.78, 95% CI [0.35,

Table 2
Post Hoc Pairwise Comparison Results (Q Values) Comparing Effect Sizes Between the Outcome Categories
Outcome domain

k

Average d [95% CI]

Psychological distress

Gains

GPA

Satisfaction

Stress

Psychological distress
Gains
GPA
Satisfaction
Stress
Other

10
16
4
3
17
2

.78 [.46, 1.10]
1.07 [.70, 1.43]
.52 [.27, .76]
.67 [.45, .88]
.33 [.15, .52]
.57 [.22, .92]

1.29
1.63
.34
5.56!
.75

5.87!
3.34
12.09!!
3.63

.78
1.37
.06

5.17!
.20

1.37

Note. CI ! confidence interval; GPA ! grade point average.
!
p " .05. !! p " .001.
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1.20], and for studies that collected data from students enrolled
in more than one type of professional psychology program (k !
3) the average effect size was d ! 0.66, 95% CI [$0.10, 1.41].
There was not a significant difference between these group
effect sizes, Q(2) ! 0.11, p ! .95. Some of the included studies
were conducted with participants from one specific program or
location within the United States (k ! 8), others were conducted with a nationwide U.S. sample (k ! 4), and others were
conducted with an international sample of participants (k ! 3).
Two of the included studies did not report enough information
to determine the sample location. The average effect size for
those conducted in a specific program or location in the United
States was d ! 0.41, 95% CI [0.19, 0.64], with a nationwide
U.S. sample was d ! 0.98, 95% CI [0.86, 1.10], and internationally was d ! 0.49, 95% CI [0.29, 0.70]. Using a mixedeffects model, these between group differences were not significant, Q(2) ! 1.54, p ! .46.
Participant demographics of age, gender, and race/ethnicity
were also tested as potential moderators. A mixed-effect metaregression analysis indicated that average participant age was not a
significant covariate with study effect sizes, # ! $0.06, Q(1) !
1.24, z ! 1.11, p ! .26. A mixed-effect metaregression analysis
also indicated that the percentage of female participants was not a
significant covariate with study effect sizes, # ! 2.19, Q(1) !
2.47, z ! 1.57, p ! .12. Last, metaregression analyses indicated
that the study effect sizes were not significantly associated with the
percent of European American, # ! $2.38, Q(1) ! 0.78, z ! 0.88,
p ! .38, African American, # ! 5.30, Q(1) ! 1.76, z ! 1.33, p !
.19, Latino(a) American, # ! 0.46, Q(1) ! 0.01, z ! 0.12, p !
.91, Asian American, # ! 0.17, Q(1) ! 0.00, z ! 0.03, p ! .98,
American Indian, # ! 0.00, Q(1) ! 0.00, z ! 0.00, p ! 1.00, or
bi/multiracial participants, # ! 3.21, Q(1) ! 0.09, z ! 0.30,
p ! .76.
Study design/quality. Rather than assign a quality rating to
each study, several design characteristics were coded and tested as
moderators. Nine of the included studies used a correlational
design, five used a pre/post self-care activity comparison, and
three compared a self-care group to a control group of participants.
The average effect size for the correlational studies was d ! 0.62,
95% CI [0.04, 1.02], for pre/post studies was d ! 1.23, 95% CI
[0.76, 1.70], and for controlled studies was d ! 0.78, 95% CI
[0.22, 1.35]. The differences between these types of studies was
not significant, Q(2) ! 3.79, p ! .15. Included studies that were
published in a peer-reviewed journal (k ! 12) had an average
effect size of d ! 0.89, 95% CI [0.48, 1.31] and unpublished
dissertations had an average effect size of d ! 0.45, 95% CI [0.07,
0.82]. This difference was also not significant, Q(1) ! 2.43, p !
.12. Studies that included clearly stated hypotheses (k ! 13) had an
average effect size of d ! 0.69, 95% CI [0.34, 1.04], and studies
without clearly stated hypotheses (k ! 4) had an average effect
size of d ! 1.10, 95% CI [0.53, 1.68], which were not significantly
different from each other, Q(1) ! 1.49, p ! .22. Studies with
measures that were coded as good (k ! 10) had an average effect
size of d ! 0.90, 95% CI [0.46, 1.33], as adequate (k ! 3) of d !
0.40, 95% CI [0.21, 0.59], and poor (k ! 4) of d ! 0.80, 95% CI
[$0.02, 1.63]. The differences that were observed between groups
were not significant, Q(2) ! 4.77, p ! .09.

Discussion
The purpose of this meta-analysis was to test, based on the
existing literature, whether engagement in self-care activities could
produce benefits or positive outcomes for professional psychology
graduate students. Across studies (k ! 17), using a random effects
model, a weighted average effect size of d ! 0.77 was found. The
observed effect indicates that, broadly speaking, engagement in
self-care activities has positive benefits for professional psychology graduate students. More specifically, this effect indicates that
about 80% of those graduate students in professional psychology
programs who engage in self-care activities would show better
outcomes than the average graduate student who does not engage
in self-care. This finding supports the arguments that have long
been made regarding the importance of self-care while in training
(Bamonti et al., 2014; Barnett & Cooper, 2009; Elman & Forrest,
2007; Norcross & Guy, 2007). That is, this meta-analysis provides
empirical support indicating that self-care is associated with a
number of positive benefits for graduate students in professional
psychology.
Although the results of this meta-analysis support the overall
efficacy of self-care activities for professional psychology graduate students, a significant degree of variance in the effect sizes
between the included studies was observed. Several moderators
were tested in an attempt to explain the between study heterogeneity. First, self-care activities were found to have different benefits depending on the type of outcome that was assessed. Specifically, the benefits were the greatest when measured in terms of
gains (e.g., self-compassion), decreased psychological distress
(e.g., anxiety), or satisfaction (e.g., satisfaction with life, satisfaction with one’s graduate program), and were the smallest when
measured in terms of stress. It should be noted that the results of
the meta-analysis did still indicate that self-care activities can
significantly reduce levels of stress; however, the effects on stress
may be smaller than the observed benefits in other areas (i.e.,
gains, psychological distress, and life satisfaction). This finding
may provide a possible clue into how self-care works for graduate
students. Specifically, self-care might help students change their
outlook (more positive views of themselves or the situations they
are in), rather than change the actual situation. For example, some
level of stress may be unavoidable in graduate school given the
multiple demands and expectations for students in professional
psychology programs. Although self-care may alleviate the stress
to some degree, it may do a better job at providing students with
the tools to adaptively handle the stress.
The results from the moderator analyses also indicated that the
benefits did not differ depending on the type of self-care activity
that the professional psychology graduate students engaged in,
such as mindfulness, seeking social support, or some other type of
self-care activity (e.g., exercise). This may be because there is no
one-size-fits-all self-care plan (Bressi & Vaden, 2016; Carroll et
al., 1999; Derthick, Ivanovic, & Swift, 2015). While some students
may benefit by engaging in mindfulness, others might notice more
benefits while maintaining an exercise routine. Perhaps it is most
important that professional psychology graduate students plan and
participate in some type of meaningful activity that provides them
with a break from their school demands and promotes a holistic
wellness (Bressi & Vaden, 2016; Godfrey et al., 2011; Lee &
Miller, 2013; Newell & Nelson-Gardell, 2014). This finding sug-
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gests that programs my want to teach students about several
different types of self-care early on in their training, and then focus
on helping students identify the self-care activities that work best
for them and encouraging them to regularly participate in those
activities throughout their educational and professional careers.
The moderator analyses also indicated that the benefits of engaging in self-care did not differ depending on the characteristics
of the graduate students, such as the type of program that they were
in or their age, gender, and race/ethnicity. These nonsignificant
results suggest that the value of participating self-care activities
may be consistent across individuals and settings. Although certain
demographic characteristics did not moderate the findings, results
from the correlational studies may suggest that there are certain
types of graduate students who engage in self-care who are also
less likely to experience psychological distress or who are more
likely to have self-compassion. Thus, programs may want to
consider honing in on these types of characteristics when making
admissions decisions. Indeed, research has shown that preexisting
conditions do predict later success in graduate school and clinical
work (Anderson, McClintock, Himawan, Song, & Patterson,
2016). However, results from the controlled studies suggest that
when graduate students are encouraged to engage in self-care
activities, there may be a benefit across student types.

Limitations With the Meta-Analysis
Several limitations with this meta-analysis as well as the broader
literature on self-care for professional psychology graduate students should be considered. First, although meta-analyses typically
have greater generalizability than individual studies, the findings
are still limited based on the inclusion and exclusion criteria.
Specifically, this meta-analysis focused on self-care in professional psychology graduate students, and different results may be
observed in more experienced professionals or with graduate students in other areas of psychology (e.g., social, industrial/organizational) or other disciplines (e.g., law, mathematics). Second, the
findings for this meta-analysis are limited based on the total
number of studies that were included. Meta-analyses typically
exhibit more power than primary studies (Card, 2012); however,
power problems may still be present, particularly for moderator
analyses. In this meta-analysis a large and significant overall effect
was found, and so power may not have been an issue. However, a
couple of the moderator analyses indicated nonsignificant differences even though the average effect sizes were very different
between groups. Specifically, when considering self-care type, the
effect size for the studies of mindfulness (d ! 1.18) was almost
three times the effect size for seeking social support (d ! 0.40).
Thus, one would want to be careful about concluding that these
two types of self-care are equivalent in their effects, and future
research is needed to clarify whether a difference actually exists.
Third, the results from a meta-analysis are often limited by the
quality of the studies that are included in it. Unpublished dissertations were included in this meta-analysis to be as inclusive as
possible; however, these studies in particular may have been of
lower quality. Study design characteristics were tested, including
whether or not the article was published, the type of design,
whether the hypotheses were clearly stated, and the reliability and
validity of the measures that were used. None of these design/
quality characteristics were significant. Fourth, meta-analyses are
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frequently limited when studies are missed in the literature search
process. We attempted to be comprehensive in our search; however, it is likely that we missed some studies and other studies were
excluded because they did not include enough data to calculate an
effect size. In addition, we only used one database (PsycINFO) to
perform our search. Researchers have found that using only one
database for systematic reviews can result in missed studies (Wu,
Aylward, Roberts, & Evans, 2012). We believed PsycINFO alone
would be adequate given that we were only interested in psychology graduate students as participants; however, additional studies
may have been found if other databases had also been searched.
Calculation of the fail-safe N as well as other tests and corrections
that were made due to publication bias, did indicate that the results
were relatively robust against missing studies. Last, some specificity was lost in the moderator analyses based on the categories
that were coded. For example, we originally desired to compare
the efficacy of additional types of self-care (e.g., exercise, psychotherapy); however, given the small number of studies and lower
level of power, we were only able to compare mindfulness, seeking social support, and an “other” category.

Limitations With the Self-Care Literature and Future
Research Directions
In our review, we also noted several limitations with the existing
literature on self-care for professional psychology graduate students. First, as mentioned above, additional studies on self-care
with this population are needed. In particular, controlled trials
examining some of the lesser studied strategies are needed. Second, although several important outcomes of self-care have been
studied in the existing literature, several others are missing. For
example, little is known about whether self-care actually reduces
burnout, dropout rates, academic performance, or physical health
in professional psychology graduate students. Further, research has
yet to fully investigate the impact of self-care on students’ efficacy
as clinicians. In addition, studies are needed examining whether
program efforts to encourage self-care can result in increased
self-care practice by graduate students and whether developing a
culture of self-care as a graduate student does indeed carry over
into one’s professional career. This type of longitudinal design is
needed to more fully examine the long-term effects of self-care in
graduate school on outcomes in clinical, professional, and academic careers as well as the likelihood of continuing self-care after
graduation. Additionally, although this meta-analysis focused on
students in professional psychology programs, while reviewing the
literature we noticed very few studies that had been conducted
with other types of psychology graduate programs. One would
assume that self-care would be valuable for graduate students
regardless of the specific area of study; however, further research
is needed to test this hypothesis. Last, future studies are needed
that allow students to tailor their self-care practices to their individual likes and needs, rather than simply testing a standard
self-care protocol. This type of research may more closely match
how self-care looks in actual practice for students.

Conclusions and Training Implications
The purpose of this meta-analysis was to examine the effectiveness of self-care activities for professional psychology graduate
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students. Overall, a large effect in favor of engaging in self-care
practice was found. The effects of self-care were largest for gains
(e.g., increased self-compassion), followed by decreased psychological distress, and increased life satisfaction. Although smaller,
students who engaged in self-care also showed gains in the areas
of higher grades and less total experience of stress. These results
were consistent across self-care types, training programs, and
participant characteristics. Although limitations with this metaanalysis and the existing literature on self-care are present, the
results of this review have important implications for graduate
training in professional psychology.
Based on the large effect in favor of self-care that was found in
this meta-analysis, we strongly encourage graduate programs to
increase their efforts to help all of their students develop a culture
of self-care. This effort begins with including language about
self-care in program handbooks and other materials (Bamonti et
al., 2014). It should also include early discussions of the value of
self-care during students’ orientation meetings when they first start
their degree program (Barnett & Cooper, 2009). Then, advisors
can work closely with students to develop specific self-care plans
and monitor their engagement in those plans throughout their time
in graduate school. Students can further be introduced to different
methods for self-care in their courses, either as a topic that is
covered in an existing course (e.g., a course on basic therapy skills
or a course on ethics and professional practice), as a regular
practice in particularly stressful courses (e.g., starting each statistics class with a brief self-care activity), and/or as an entire course
devoted to self-care. Rather than just encouraging students to take
breaks from their academic work, students should be encouraged
to participate in meaningful activities that promote holistic wellness (Bressi & Vaden, 2016; Carroll et al., 1999; Derthick et al.,
2015). Additionally, faculty members should seek to model selfcare practices by sharing with their students their own efforts to
achieve a work/life balance (Barnett & Cooper, 2009).

References
References marked with an asterisk indicate studies included in the
meta-analysis.
Alleyne, M., Alleyne, P., & Greenidge, D. (2010). Life satisfaction and
perceived stress among university students in Barbados. Journal of
Psychology in Africa, 20, 291–297.
Anderson, T., McClintock, A. S., Himawan, L., Song, X., & Patterson,
C. L. (2016). A prospective study of therapist facilitative interpersonal
skills as a predictor of treatment outcome. Journal of Consulting and
Clinical Psychology, 84, 57– 66. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/ccp0000060
Bamonti, P. M., Keelan, C. M., Larson, N., Mentrikoski, J. M., Randall,
C. L., Sly, S. K., . . . McNeil, D. W. (2014). Promoting ethical behavior
by cultivating a culture of self-care during graduate training: A call to
action. Training and Education in Professional Psychology, 8, 253–260.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/tep0000056
Barnett, J. E., Baker, E. K., Elman, N. S., & Schoener, G. R. (2007). In
pursuit of wellness: The self-care imperative. Professional Psychology,
Research and Practice, 38, 603– 612. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/07357028.38.6.603
Barnett, J. E., & Cooper, N. (2009). Creating a culture of self-care. Clinical
Psychology: Science and Practice, 16, 16 –20. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/
j.1468-2850.2009.01138.x
Borenstein, M., Hedges, L. V., Higgins, J. P. T., & Rothstein, H. R. (2005).
Comprehensive meta-analysis (Version 2) [Computer software]. Englewood, NJ: Biostat.

Bressi, S. K., & Vaden, E. R. (2016). Reconsidering self-care. Clinical
Social Work Journal. Advance online publication. http://dx.doi.org/10
.1007/s10615-016-0575-4
!
Burkhart, J. (2014). An integral model of self-care for clinical psychology
graduate students. Journal of Integral Theory and Practice, 9, 55–73.
Retrieved from https://foundation.metaintegral.org/products/volume-9number-1-june-2014
Card, N. A. (2012). Applied meta-analysis for social science research.
New York, NY: Guilford Press.
Carroll, L., Gilroy, P. J., & Murra, J. (1999). The moral imperative:
Self-care for women psychotherapists. Women & Therapy, 22, 133–143.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1300/J015v22n02_10
!
Cohen, J. S., & Miller, L. J. (2009). Interpersonal mindfulness training for
well-being: A pilot study with psychology graduate students. Teachers
College Record, 111, 2760 –2774. Retrieved from http://www.tcrecord
.org/content.asp?contentid!15784
Cohen, S., Kamarck, T., & Mermelstein, R. (1983). A global measure of
perceived stress. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 24, 385–396.
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/2136404
DeBerard, M. S., & Masters, K. S. (2014). Psychosocial correlates of the
short-form-36 multidimensional health survey in university students.
Psychology, 5, 941–949.
Derthick, A. O., Ivanovic, M., & Swift, J. K. (2015). Therapist self-care. In R.
Cautin & S. Lilienfeld (Eds.), Encyclopedia of clinical psychology.
Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell. http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/978111
8625392.wbecp318
Duval, S., & Tweedie, R. (2000). Trim and fill: A simple funnel-plot-based
method of testing and adjusting for publication bias in meta-analysis.
Biometrics, 56, 455– 463. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.0006-341X.2000
.00455.x
El-Ghoroury, N. H., Galper, D. I., Sawaqdeh, A., & Bufka, L. F. (2012).
Stress, coping, and barriers to wellness among psychology graduate
students. Training and Education in Professional Psychology, 6, 122–
134. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0028768
Elman, N. S., & Forrest, L. (2007). From trainee impairment to professional competence problems: Seeking new terminology that facilitates
effective action. Professional Psychology, Research and Practice, 38,
501–509. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0735-7028.38.5.501
!
Furlonger, B., & Gencic, E. (2014). Comparing satisfaction, life-stress,
coping and academic performance of counselling students in on-campus
and distance education learning environments. Australian Journal of
Guidance & Counselling, 24, 76 – 89. http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/jgc
.2014.2
Godfrey, C. M., Harrison, M. B., Lysaght, R., Lamb, M., Graham, I. D., &
Oakley, P. (2011). Care of self— care by other— care of other: The
meaning of self-care from research, practice, policy and industry perspectives. International Journal of Evidence-Based Healthcare, 9, 3–24.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-1609.2010.00196.x
!
Goncher, I. D., Sherman, M. F., Barnett, J. E., & Haskins, D. (2013).
Programmatic perceptions of self-care emphasis and quality of life
among graduate trainees in clinical psychology: The mediational role of
self-care utilization. Training and Education in Professional Psychology, 7, 53– 60. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0031501
Lacey, K., Zaharia, M. D., Griffiths, J., Ravindran, A. V., Merali, Z., &
Anisman, H. (2000). A prospective study of neuroendocrine and immune
alterations associated with the stress of an oral academic examination
among graduate students. Psychoneuroendocrinology, 25, 339 –356.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0306-4530(99)00059-1
Lee, J., & Miller, S. (2013). A self-care framework for social workers:
Building a strong foundation for practice. Families in Society, 94,
96 –103. http://dx.doi.org/10.1606/1044-3894.4289
Lovitts, B. E. (2001). Leaving the Ivory Tower: The causes and consequences of departure from doctoral study. Lanham, MD: Rowman &
Littlefield.

META-ANALYSIS OF SELF-CARE FOR TRAINEES
McKinzie, C., Altamura, V., Burgoon, E., & Bishop, C. (2006). Exploring
the effect of stress on mood, self-esteem, and daily habits with psychology graduate students. Psychological Reports, 99, 439 – 448.
!
Miller, M. J. (2006). The effects of stress on doctoral clinical psychology
students’ social network maintenance behaviors (Doctoral dissertation).
Retrieved from ProQuest Dissertations Publishing. (UMI Number
3259772)
!
Montgomery, C. (2009). Professional psychology training programs:
Program interventions and prediction of doctoral student stress and life
satisfaction (Doctoral dissertation). Retrieved from ProQuest Dissertations Publishing. (UMI Number 3390401)
!
Moore, P. (2008). Introducing mindfulness to clinical psychologists in
training: An experiential course of brief exercises. Journal of Clinical
Psychology in Medical Settings, 15, 331–337. http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/
s10880-008-9134-7
!
Nelson, N. G., Dell’Oliver, C., Koch, C., & Buckler, R. (2001). Stress,
coping, and success among clinical psychology graduate students. Psychological Reports, 88, 759 –767. http://dx.doi.org/10.2466/pr0.2001.88
.3.759
Newell, J. M., & Nelson-Gardell, D. (2014). A competency-based approach to teaching professional self-care: An ethical consideration for
social work educators. Journal of Social Work Education, 50, 427– 439.
Norcross, J. C., & Guy, J. D. (2007). Leaving it at the office: A guide to
psychotherapist self-care. New York, NY: Guilford Press.
Pakenham, K. I., & Stafford-Brown, J. (2012). Stress in clinical psychology trainees: A review of current research and future directions. Australian Psychologist, 47, 147–155. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.17429544.2012.00070.x
!
Rimes, K. A., & Wingrove, J. (2011). Pilot study of mindfulness-based
cognitive therapy for trainee clinical psychologists. Behavioural and
Cognitive Psychotherapy, 39, 235–241. http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/
S1352465810000731
Ronnestad, M. H., & Skovholt, T. M. (2003). The journey of the counselor
and therapist: Research findings and perspectives on professional development. Journal of Career Development, 30, 5– 44. http://dx.doi.org/10
.1177/089484530303000102
!
Shapiro, S. L., Brown, K. W., & Biegel, G. M. (2007). Teaching self-care
to caregivers: Effects of mindfulness-based stress reduction on the
mental health of therapists in training. Training and Education in Professional Psychology, 1, 105–115. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/1931-3918
.1.2.105

This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.

!

197

Shotwell, O. C. (2011). Self-care in clinical psychology graduate students: Relationship to academic and professional stress (Doctoral dissertation). Retrieved from ProQuest Dissertations Publishing. (UMI
Number 3569371)
!
Smith, H. L., Robinson, E. H. M., III, & Young, M. E. (2007). The
relationship among wellness, psychological distress, and social desirability of entering master’s-level counselor trainees. Counselor Education and Supervision, 47, 96 –109. http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6978
.2007.tb00041.x
Smith, P. L., & Moss, S. B. (2009). Psychologist impairment: What is it,
how can it be prevented, and what can be done to address it? Clinical
Psychology: Science and Practice, 16, 1–15. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/
j.1468-2850.2009.01137.x
!
Spragg, C. N. (2011). The impact of mindfulness practice on mental health
service providers-in-training: An examination of mindfulness, selfawareness, empathy, and burnout (Doctoral dissertation). Retrieved
from ProQuest Dissertations Publishing. (UMI Number 3497499)
!
Stafford-Brown, J., & Pakenham, K. I. (2012). The effectiveness of an
ACT informed intervention for managing stress and improving therapist
qualities in clinical psychology trainees. Journal of Clinical Psychology,
68, 592– 613. http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/jclp.21844
Tompkins, K. A., Brecht, K., Tucker, B., Neander, L. L., & Swift, J. K.
(2016). Who matters most? The contribution of faculty, student-peers,
and outside support in predicting graduate student satisfaction. Training
and Education in Professional Psychology, 10, 102–108. http://dx.doi
.org/10.1037/tep0000115
!
Wolf, C. P., Thompson, I. A., Thompson, E. S., & Smith-Adcock, S.
(2014). Refresh your mind, rejuvenate your body, renew your spirit: A
pilot wellness program for counselor education. Journal of Individual
Psychology, 70, 57–75. http://dx.doi.org/10.1353/jip.2014.0001
Wu, Y. P., Aylward, B. S., Roberts, M. C., & Evans, S. C. (2012).
Searching the scientific literature: Implications for quantitative and
qualitative reviews. Clinical Psychology Review, 32, 553–557. http://dx
.doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2012.06.007
!
Wulf, J. (2007). Relationship among stress, coping, health, and GPA in
clinical psychology doctoral students. (Doctoral dissertation). Retrieved
from ProQuest Dissertations Publishing. (UMI Number 3388347)
!

Received May 28, 2016
Revision received July 15, 2016
Accepted July 30, 2016 !

