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(project/program/serv
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UNSW HDR Wellbeing and Engagement Program 

Declaration principle which the project applies to (highlight all that are applicable): 
 
Principle 1: Promoting and sustaining a 
positive environment for optimal mental health 
and wellbeing 
 
Principle 2: Student participation in design 
and delivery of policies and programs 
 
Principle 3: Reducing stigma and addressing 
discrimination 
 

Principle 4: Responsibility for linking 
students to supports and services on and 
off campus 
 
Principle 5: Building the evidence base 
through monitoring and evaluation of 
policy, programs and services 
 
 

Summary of initiative 
 

At UNSW, HDR candidates are embedded within a support 
structure enshrined by our supervision, progress review 
process, and dedicated postgraduate research coordinators 
across all Schools. In addition to local support, our Graduate 
Research School (GRS) has staff and programs available which 
focus on complex issues and the promotion of wellbeing for 
candidates and supervisors. A positive and collegial research 
environment is fostered by Schools and Faculties, and 
candidates are encouraged to maintain a healthy work/life 
balance throughout their candidature. Our candidates may also 
access University-wide student services, from counselling and 
health, to societies and advocacy.  
 
We understand that HDR candidates may face unique 
challenges in the course of their research degree, and have 
always recognised the importance of supporting mental health 
and wellbeing. The COVID-19 pandemic and associated 
restrictions have amplified some of these existing challenges 
while generating new ones.  
 
Through focus groups and consultation, it became clear that 
candidates and supervisors were looking for additional support. 
Candidates sought greater involvement in the delivery of our 



  

  

programs, with many indicating that they wished to support their 
peers. First year candidates advised that they felt they’d had 
little opportunity to build networks in their Schools, let alone 
across the University. Both supervisors and candidates were 
not aware of the available services and support that may be 
helpful. 
 
To support candidates during this time, the UNSW Graduate 
Research School is trialling a new HDR Wellbeing and 
Engagement program to promote and enhance candidate 
wellbeing.  
 
A feature of this program is a series of Wellbeing Seminars co-
run by the UNSW Student Counselling Service and the GRS. 
These Seminars introduce candidates to strategies for building 
resilience, developing connections with others while observing 
physical distancing restrictions, dealing with setbacks, time 
management skills, and tackling communication challenges. 
The series aims to promote positive and proactive health and 
wellbeing practices, while reducing stigma around common 
challenges and mental health concerns and connecting 
candidates to support services. Separate seminars are offered 
for candidates in different stages of their candidature (first year 
and continuing candidates).  
 
The Wellbeing Seminar is complemented by a series of online 
video resources where enrolled candidates and recent 
graduates share their personal experiences of higher degree 
research, and offer tips for overcoming some common issues 
and making the most of an HDR candidature.  
 
Another feature of the wellbeing and engagement program is an 
initiative to promote and sustain a positive environment for 
newly enrolled candidates, which also commenced in 2020. 
Currently delivered as a virtual solution due to COVID, this 
comprises a Microsoft Teams group where candidates can ask 
questions, complete fun activities like polls, get to know each 
other through fortnightly virtual social lunches, and connect with 
key service providers from across the university.  
 
The Teams group will be complemented by a peer support 
scheme through which first year candidates will be mentored by 
candidates in their second or third year of candidature – this 
scheme is currently in development, and is on track to launch in 
January 2021.  
 

Evidence/outcomes 
that have been 
achieved 
(if applicable) 
 

The HDR Wellbeing and Engagement program was introduced 
in 2020, so outcomes will not be available until we conduct our 
first review in 2021.   

https://student.unsw.edu.au/hdr/counselling
https://student.unsw.edu.au/hdr/counselling


  

  

 
 
 
 

For more information 
e.g. contact email, 
www. 
 

Bianca Azar, b.azar@unsw.edu.au.  
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