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Career women have varied responsibilities in society, and therefore, finding a balance among work, 
family, and personal life duties is becoming increasingly difficult. The literature explains that there is no 
one-size-fits-all standard for work-life balance. This study sought to explore ways of coping with family 
life and schooling among Ghanaian nurses and midwives pursuing graduate programmes without 
study leave. The paper was carved out of a more extensive study exploring female graduate students’ 
life experiences, combining work, family, and schooling. The study used an exploratory descriptive 
qualitative design through a purposive sampling approach to recruit 20 female nurses and midwives 
pursuing graduate programmes in three public universities in Ghana. The study obtained ethics 
approval from the Noguchi Memorial Institutes of Medical Research. Participants used social media, 
people in their social circles and religion to cope. Families, friends, church leaders, managers at work, 
and coursemates assisted in various ways. The support was in the form of money, help with household 
chores and childcare, granting off days, assistance with assignments, and counselling. Participants 
neglected the care of their husbands and children to concentrate on work and schooling. The 
graduate students watch movies, TikTok videos and listen to various music. Some forced themselves 
to sleep and as well, walk with loved ones to relief stress. Above all, participants relied on God via 
prayers and words of inspiration from motivational speakers. The authors believe that establishing 
and implementing family-friendly human resource policies targeting career women to empower 
themselves through graduate education will be beneficial.
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For most organisations and their employees, finding a balance between work, family, and personal life duties 
is becoming increasingly difficult1–3. According to experts, there is no one-size-fits-all standard for work-life 
balance4,5. According to Allen et al.6, work-life is the degree to which an individual’s competence and pleasure 
in work-family roles are compatible with the individual’s life role priorities at any given time. When there is 
proper functioning at work, home, and personal levels with minimal role conflict, a balance in work, family, and 
personal life is expected7. Incompatibility between work and nonwork needs leads to conflict, and employees 
lack work balance8. According to research, employees who believe they do not have time for their personal lives 
are always tired and preoccupied at work9,10. People experience role conflict between work and family domains 
because the demands of the roles of work life and family life are inherently incompatible11.
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Furthermore, overflowing unpleasant aspects of work into an employee’s personal life can result in job 
weariness, strained relationships with family and friends, diminished enjoyment, and increased stress12. It is all 
about balancing work, family, and personal life13, and achieving the balance requires building and sustaining 
supportive and healthy work environment that allows employees to balance work, family, and personal 
obligations, potentially increasing loyalty and productivity14.

Working parents have unique challenges because they are responsible for several duties15,16. Individuals 
who mix jobs and education face a variety of responsibilities in their personal and professional lives, which 
can interfere with their ability to maintain a healthy lifestyle and frequently result in work-family conflict17. 
For example, working mothers who belong to this category and seeking university education, in particular, are 
thought to be unable to maintain a healthy life balance. This is so because university education has higher stress 
and lower happiness levels18,19. Consequently, working women who study simultaneously are more vulnerable, as 
they juggle competing and demanding duties from work, education, and home20. However, little study has been 
done on how working women pursuing post-graduate education manage their well-being while managing work, 
academics, and parenting21. The scarcity of research on women who study while working makes it challenging 
to develop research-based human resource policies and practices22. As a result, the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) 4 and 5, which advocate for women’s empowerment via excellent education, would be jeopardised, 
particularly for women in paid work who desire to further their education to move up the corporate ladder23. 
Our research, therefore, adds to the continuing discussion about how SDGs might be used to further women’s 
empowerment worldwide1.

Many employees face a common dilemma: Balancing all the competing demands of work and nonwork roles 
while avoiding damaging spillover into their personal lives24. According to Duxbury and Higgins25 and Halinski 
and Duxbury26, one in every four Canadian employees reports that their work commitments interfere with their 
capacity to fulfil their domestic responsibilities27. The authors indicate that, women are more likely than men 
to report high levels of role overload and caregiver strain28. Women dedicate more time each week to nonwork 
activities such as child and elderly care and are more likely to be in charge of unpaid domestic chores29.

The work-life interface can be generally described as interwoven29–31. The situation arises because work 
activities can interfere with nonwork and personal activities, and so can nonwork life31. When people fail to 
achieve work-life balance29–31, they face many negative repercussions, which can be particularly damaging for 
women who shoulder significant domestic duties. When people cannot balance their jobs and personal lives, 
it can lead to less engagement with family members, limiting opportunities to spend meaningful time with 
them32. Individuals unable to achieve a work-life balance may also suffer from poor job and organisational 
performance7,32,33. Furthermore, when organisational structures force workers to stay and work long hours to 
prove their commitment and readiness for professional advancement, such demands can negatively impact 
individuals’ nonwork lives34.

Problem statement
Work-life balance is an endemic problem for many workers today. Multiple personal activities and leisure 
time are often scarce4. Changes in workforce composition, including the growth of dual-earner families, more 
women entering the workforce, and changing gender roles32,35,36, have made balancing work and nonwork 
life challenging. Research suggests that women, in particular, experience comparatively higher levels of 
struggle to balance work and life when attempting to navigate paid employment and unpaid socio-cultural 
responsibilities12,37–39. These life-ending problems will require proper and effective human resource policies 
that will pave the way for a healthier work-life balance to prevent some of these issues40. This empowerment 
can lead to improvement when working women receive adequate support1,14,29,41. Flexible work arrangements, 
supervisory and co-worker support, structured work-life schedules, and assistance from family members during 
the pandemic all have shown effectiveness as support mechanisms for navigating the conflicting demands of 
work, education, and family life1,29,38,42–46. The study explores how graduate student nurses balance their work 
life with work-life balance. Through the real-life experiences of the participants and their social support systems 
employed to manage and take care of their health, this investigation aims to posit meaningful recommendations 
to strengthen supportive frameworks47.

Methods
Research design
The study used an exploratory, descriptive qualitative design to investigate the phenomenon. The approach was 
deemed appropriate because an in-depth understanding of coping with family life, work, and school -life among 
females was required within the Ghanaian context48. In addition, the approach allows for flexibility in exploring 
a phenomenon of interest.

Study setting
This research was conducted in three3 universities located in Ghana. These settings were purposively selected 
based on the focus of the study, which was to understand female graduate nursing students’ coping mechanisms 
in juggling family life, work, and school in Ghana. These universities were the University of Ghana, University 
of Cape Coast, and the Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology. These Universities run Master 
of Philosophy (MPhil) in Nursing, Master of Science (MSc) and Doctor of Philosophy in Nursing programmes 
for nurses and midwives.

Population, sampling, and sample size
The study population included graduate student nurses from three universities in Ghana (the University of 
Ghana, the University of Cape Coast, and Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology). These 
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universities were selected because they represent the top universities that provide postgraduate nursing 
education nationwide. The University of Ghana was especially prominent as it first established postgraduate 
nursing education in Ghana, which attracted a bigger pool of graduate student nurses than the others. The 
university was significant because it is an important historical birthplace for higher education in nursing and 
has a reputation that led to recruiting a larger portion of participants from there. In all, 17 participants were 
interviewed at this university. Thus, for ease and efficient utilisation of resources, the remaining participants 
were drawn from the other two universities, constituting two (2) participants from Kwame Nkrumah University 
of Science and Technology and one (1) participant from the University of Cape Coast. The purposive sampling 
allowed for a thorough exploration of graduate student nurses’ experiences from diverse academic contexts 
while capturing a representative sample of the larger population of interest. Until data saturation was decided, 
recruitment provided a robust and adequate capture of the challenges of the student nurses who partook in the 
research49.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria
The study sampled graduate female student nurses with families enrolled in any of the three public universities 
in the country which run graduate nursing programmes. Graduate female students who were nurses enrolled in 
other programmes other than nursing or midwifery in the three selected universities were excluded.

Rigour
In ensuring the study’s trustworthiness, the authors established a cordial relationship with the participants 
preceding data collection. It was also done to put participants at ease so they could speak freely. Interviews were 
conducted face-to-face or via telephone as practicable. During the interviews, the researchers probed participants’ 
responses and sought clarifications to reaffirm their narrations50. The interviews were recorded and transcribed 
verbatim to increase the accuracy of participants’ narrations, further growing the findings’ dependability51. 
Participants had enough time during the interview to extensively share their take on the phenomenon52. Seven7 
transcripts were sent back to participants who agreed to read their transcripts. The researchers ensured that the 
data collected were accurate, complete, and well interpreted and that findings denoted exactly what participants 
communicated during the interviews. The authors kept an audit trail, used verbatim quotations to denote what 
participants said, and tried to avoid biases and subjectivities in the study.

Ethics considerations
Ethical approval was obtained from the Institutional Review Board of the Noguchi Memorial Institute for Medical 
Research (IRB 009/22-23). Research information on this study was communicated and explained to research 
participants, and informed consent was obtained before data collection. The study followed all methods per 
the relevant guidelines required to satisfy the demands of the Helsinki Declaration. Participants were informed 
of their right to withdraw from the study at any point after notifying the researchers without fear of punitive 
measures or harm. Anonymity was maintained by assigning participants special codes, and confidentiality was 
maintained by ensuring all audio tapes, transcribed data, field notes, and documented information participants 
gave were stored and encrypted. Access to the data is restricted to the research team alone. The researchers 
anticipated the risk of psychological discomfort associated with situations of ineffective coping and made prior 
arrangements for a Clinical Psychologist to provide mental health support for the participants. However, no 
psychological therapy was offered as no one broke down emotionally during the interview.

Data collection
Data was collected through individual in-depth interviews from August to October 2021. To ensure the 
trustworthiness of the data, the interviews were guided by a set of questions the researchers prepared beforehand. 
The researchers contacted the class representatives and informed them about the study’s objectives. Their 
assistance was sought to help recruit participants for the study. Before the data was collected, the researchers first 
established rapport with participants. Participants who consented to participate in this research were engaged 
in face-to-face and telephone interviews. Each interview lasted between 30 and 60 min. All the interviews were 
conducted in English and audio recorded with participants’ permission. During the interviews, participants were 
asked to share their coping strategies for balancing work and nonwork divide. Some questions asked included: 
What does work-life balance mean to you? How do you switch off among the three? Please tell me about the changes 
in your work, education, and family since you started this programme. What currently helps you achieve your work, 
education, and family balance? Data collection ended at saturation when no new concepts relevant to the study 
objectives emerged53.

Data analysis
Audio-recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim54, as the transcriptions began after the first interview 
and continued concurrently with subsequent data collection55. Data were processed anonymously with ID 
numbers to ensure the confidentiality of participants. All authors read the transcripts several times to familiarise 
themselves with the data. All authors then coded the transcripts independently using Reflexive Thematic 
Analysis56. The researchers analytically explored the data to find meaning-based patterns to provide a coherent 
interpretation of the data grounded in the study56. The researchers actively interpreted the data through their 
cultural and social backgrounds as working Ghanaian graduate nursing students with family responsibilities. 
NVivo computer software version 11 was used to manage the data57. All authors reviewed the coded transcripts 
separately. Similar codes were grouped to form subthemes, while similar subthemes were grouped to form the 
main theme. The authors met to review the themes and subthemes that were generated until a consensus was 
reached on the generated themes and subthemes.
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Results
Socio-demographic characteristics of study participants
A total of 20 female graduate nursing students studying in three public universities in Ghana and pursuing 
graduate programmes in nursing and midwifery were recruited to participate in the study. Table 1 details 
participants’ socio-demographic characteristics. All the participants interviewed were working nurses and 
midwives with other family responsibilities. All the participants were females with senior nursing and midwifery 
positions.

The main theme and subthemes generated from the data
The data generated one major theme, five subthemes, and three sub-subthemes. The central theme, coping 
strategies, had the following subthemes: social support (with three sub-sub-themes: family support, support 
from friends and support from significant others); family compromising, engagement in recreational activities, 
rest and sleep, relaxation, and prayer and inspiration. Figure 1 details the central theme and subthemes generated 
from the data.

Coping strategies for juggling family, work, and academic life
Graduate students are exposed to various demanding and stressful circumstances requiring coping strategies and 
preventing burnout. This theme elaborates on the different mechanisms the female graduate students adopted 
to help them manage the challenges associated with the stressful academic environment, work, and family life. 
A key mechanism used was social support. The participants’ family members, especially their spouses mothers, 
siblings and nieces supported them in various ways. Friends and significant others such as church members, 
work colleagues and managers, nannies, drivers and house helps also provided varied support.

The support received included cooking for them and taking care of their children, assisting them financially, 
assisting them with their assignments, and explaining complex subjects. They were also assisted in searching for 
materials online, encouraged, and prayed for to succeed. The participants said they received advice, had flexible 
work schedules, and had people covering for them at their workplaces. The support offered by nannies, house 
helps, and drivers was paid for, but all other support was provided for free.

Other coping strategies participants adopted included listening to music, going out with their children, 
sleeping, watching movies, watching TikTok, and listening to inspirational messages on YouTube. Subsequently, 
the five sub-themes generated under this theme have been described.

Social support
Most female graduate students concurred that the assistance from various sources helped them get through 
their academic work. Social support was either paid for or provided for free. This occurred in numerous ways, 
including from families, friends, and significant others. Some of the participants’ mothers, siblings or nieces lived 
with them to handle household chores and take care of their children. This subtheme has three sub-subthemes.

No Age Marital status No. of children Programme of study/level Institution of study Profession Years of experience Study leave

P1 45 Married 3 Year 2 MPhil Nursing KNUST Nurse Educator 22 Yes

P2 39 Married 4 Year 1 MPhil Nursing UG Nurse  14 No

P3 43 Married 3 Year 1 PhD in Health Promotion UCC Nurse Educator  21 Yes

P4  39 Single  0 Year 1 MPhil
Pediatrics Nursing UG Bedside 16 No

P5  37 Married 2  Year 1 MPhil Nursing UG Bedside  12 No

P6 37 Married 3 Year 1 MPhil Nursing UG Nurse/midwife  11 No

P7  41 Married 3 Year 1 MPhil Nursing UG Nurse 19 No

P8 38 Married 3 Year 1 MPhil Nursing UG Educator  11 No

P9 44 Married 5 Year 1 MPhil Nursing UG Nurse Anesthetist 18 No

P10 31 Married 1 Year 2 MPhil N KNUST Clinical Nurse/RGN 7 Yes

P11 36 Married 2 Year 1 MPhil
Pediatrics UG S 13 No

P12 35 Single 1 Year 1 MPhil Nursing UG Midwifery 13 No

P13  F1 Single 2 Year 1 MPhil Nursing UG Educator 13 No

P14  38 Married  3 Year 1 MPhil Nursing UG Educator 12 No

P15  44 Married  3 Year 1 MPhil Nursing UG Clinical 20  No

P16  34 Married  1 Year 1 MSc Nursing  UG Clinical 10 No

P17 35 Married  3 Year 1 MPhil N UG Clinical 11 No

P18 46 Married 4 Year 1 MPhil Nursing Educator 20 No

P19 27 Single 0 Year 1 MPhil Nursing UG Clinical 4 No

P20 37  Married 2 Year 1 MPhil Nursing UG Educator 15 Yes

Table 1.  Demographic characteristics of study participants. UG University of Ghana. UCC University of Cape 
Coast. KNUST Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology.
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Support from family  Family members of participants provided most of the support participants obtained. 
Close family members, such as mothers, husbands, and siblings, offered much support. Some moved to live with 
participants to cater for their children and help with household chores.

“I gave birth before coming to school, and luckily, my mum was around, so she is taking care of the child. 
My mum has been very helpful and a very strong anchor throughout. Sometimes, when I go to work, and 
my husband is around, he cooks and leave some of the food for me. He does not stress me with issues like 
‘I am hungry, get me this or that’; he does it when he has the energy to do something for himself ”. (P2).
I get support from my mother and from my husband, so, yes, they help me with the children when they are 
back from school. Regarding the family, apart from the four kids with a mind of their own, my husband 
and mother have been very supportive. (P4).

Aside from the nuclear family, other extended families’ support was sought as some people called on their nieces 
to offer help in their abscence.

“… I asked for assistance from my mother. But my mother fell ill, so I had to rely on a relative, so I had to 
bring in a niece who had completed senior high school (SHS) and came in while I was away. But all the 
same, waking up in the morning to see to the kids and other stuff before coming to school was not easy 
at all”. (P1).

Some had much support from both nuclear and extended families in the form electronicgadgets like tablets and 
laptops.

“My husband and my siblings are also supporting. I remember complaining about my laptop being heavy 
and sometimes giving me back pain. So, within 24 h, my sister sent a tablet through a delivery guy to 
bring it to me. I can transfer some of my things to the tablet to read them. And recently, I was here when 
my younger brother also brought me a MacBook Pro laptop…for me to use so that I stop using the old 
laptop, which I complained had been heavy and I have to carry at the back since I’m not driving. So that 
is the family’s supports”. (P7).

Again, most husbands understood the need for their wives to undertake the programme and offered them 
emotional support through words of encouragement. Others had their husbands supporting them with the care 
of their children, cooking, and helping them with their daily activities.

Fig. 1.  Diagram of theme and subthemes generated from the data.
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“… it is the support from my husband that has been my backbone, so far, so good from the beginning up 
to this stage. If I didn’t have such support from my husband, I would have stopped the school a long time 
ago” (P8) “… and then my husband; he’s been very, very supportive; paying my fees and making sure that 
I’m always doing my assignment” (P3).
“Yeah, but my husband has been of great support as well; financially and emotionally, he’s been there for 
me” (P9).
“I’m also getting financial support from my husband, and my husband and I compliment each other. My 
husband calls in between to check up on me and assist the kids with their homework and other chores. It 
wasn’t a burden to him [my husband] because he knows it’s for a while, and they will have me back to play 
my role fully again…. (P11).

Some graduate nurses believe that making the family aware of their plans to pursue higher education gave them 
family support.

“With my family, I had to involve them and make them understand that I need to pursue my career, so 
they also supported me by allowing me to bring in an external person to help all of us”. (P13).
“… without the support systems, it would have been challenging, for instance, at home. My husband plays 
a very supportive role…” (P15).

Support from friends  Participants also mentioned other forms of support from colleagues and friends stepping 
in to fill the gaps at the workplace and home when they leave for school. Colleagues/friends help their children 
with their personal upkeep and homework. Again, participants were aided through their programme with the 
support of their colleagues through group discussions and internet searches.

“I receive encouragement from friends to forge ahead…”(P10).
“I have my friends who call to encourage me; …though not physically, but they will call to check up 
on you. How are you doing with your work? Finish hard; we are praying for you. So, I think friends are 
helping.” (P16).

Some friends also provided participants with emotional support, and participants looked at others and got 
encouragement from their situation.

“I have a colleague who has been a very good friend; she encourages me. On days that I’m so down, she 
will always encourage me, oh, you can make it; let’s try and focus.” (P18).

Friendship support also had to do with looking for articles, helping them complete an assignment, or looking 
for a model to inform their study.

“I remember I had to look for a theoretical framework for my study, but I was not getting one. So, a friend 
of mine looked for one for me. When I do not understand something, we discuss it, and she explains 
things clearly. She helps me search for articles online. Other friends have also sent me course materials via 
WhatsApp and email. I had a 48-hour term paper to submit. Not that I couldn’t do it, but I called some 
friends because of the work’s timing, volume, and gravity. One was from human resource management. 
I have a Liberian friend who did that, so I immediately called him, and he assisted me. My friends have 
been supportive (P17).

Those with technological challenges fell on friends to get them directions on searching for materials online. They 
also reciprocated the gesture and described the support as a give-and-take affair.

“I also have other colleagues sometimes if it is about technology or maybe you are looking for other things 
on the internet, I ask my friends how we go about this, and sometimes we teach each other because I might 
know something that you might not know so it’s like give and take.” (P19).

In addition, coursemates of participants encouraged and advised participants to continue with their programme. 
Graduate students also sought clarification from colleagues on previous classes or lectures, especially the ones 
where the participants were absent. Other assistance was in the form of covering for other students during group 
assignments. Downloaded articles and shared with colleagues for study.

“… initially when I came, I didn’t know anybody, but as time passed, I got to know a few friends, and we 
formed a discussion group. There are times we need to stay on a bit before going home. One thing that 
stood out as a group was that we were each other’s keeper and supported each other with assignments. 
We shared information among ourselves, and our colleagues accommodated on campus, especially one of 
the guys, was helpful. He will search for articles we need to read, download, and share them with us. So, I 
think the networking I did helped me a lot”. (P12).
“…I have a colleague who is a friend, and she encourages me. On days that I’m so down, she will encourage 
me, oh, you can make it; let’s try and focus. Also, others have passed through that; I look up to them.” 
(P10); “When I don’t understand something, I call on a course mates to get some clarification” (P8).
“… in school, we have constructive group discussions; even if one missed a lecture, the group can explain 
what was taught as though one was present. There are other times that colleagues will also record it for me 
when I miss a class” (P5).
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Support from significant others  The significant others in this study refers to nannies drivers, highed teachers, 
house helps, church leaders and members, faculty membe to Even though most of the support systems were 
unpaid, participants also accessed the services of nannies drivers, teachers, and house helps to support their 
children’s upkeep and the home whenever they could not make time for these core duties. Furthermore, faculty 
members of participants’ schools supported participants emotionally and psychologically by words of encour-
agement.

“… at home, I have a nanny to help while I’m away, and by so doing, I can make some time to concentrate 
on my studies and meet deadlines. I also get someone to do the marketing, which is done monthly”.(P14).
“…at some point, when I took the children to the nearby school at some point, I had to rely on a few 
friends to pick up my kids from school because my kids were at first not in Accra, so when they came to 
Accra, they could not manoeuvre their way around, so I had to get some help in that regard” (P1).
“… sometimes I call a driver to pick the children up from school. …the days I close late, the driver brings 
them. I also engage the services of a carer to take care of them. I have a teacher who teaches them, and she 
can stay with them until I return. I once told her [the carerer] I had been given an assignment, so I had to 
finish up before I come, and I had give her instructions and then she handled them till I came back. That 
has been a good support. (P20).

Also, in the participants’ workplaces, their managers were understanding and though the participants had 
no study leave, they granted them flexible work schedules, and days they were not available, they instituted 
mechanisms to cater for their absence.

“At work, my in-charges knew I was in school, so I also received some support from them … (P17).
“Then for my workplace as well, they’ve been very supportive. Nobody will give you that opportunity to 
go to school. You went away for about three years, you are coming back, and you still want to go to school, 
and they allow you to go. So, they’ve been supportive, giving me the time to go and then come as and when 
I get time” (P2).
My immediate boss, whom I report directly to, is quite understanding. She is a mother of 12 and likes 
education, so she is quite understanding. So, for work, yes, she understands, although it’s quite stressful. 
But my boss is very understanding”. (P18).
“With work, though I didn’t get study leave, there was some form of arrangement for me, which was a 
bit flexible. I go in to help when I’m less busy. I work at the nursing administration where there are no 
weekend duties, but as and when they need my help, I go there occasionally on Fridays to support…” (P5).

Some of them receive encouraging words from their bosses that urge them to move on. For example, this student 
pursuing a PhD had this to say about her principal.

… my principal will always say that [mentions her actual name], I am looking up to you to finish so that I 
can also say that I have a staff who is holding a PhD in the School (P6).

According to some participants, what kept them going is the support and encouragement they get from some of 
their supervisors and other lecturers. Most supervisors allow students to share their frustrations with academic 
work and inability to meet deadlines. They are assisted with solutions to these challenges.

“… my supervisor is very good. You know, some supervisors give you deadlines, give you pressure, but 
she, when she doesn’t see me, she knows I’m serious, so when she sees me, she’ll ask how it is going, and 
say I know because you’ve not come you have one or two, but I know you will go through. Anytime I 
call her, she is ready to answer me, and it makes me relieved that she won’t give me plenty of articles 
to read, which frustrates me. I would rather bring out whatever I have; she will discuss it with me. And 
then, sometimes, if she feels there is a better person to go and see, she will direct me to the person. She’s 
always encouraging me. My supervisor, I’m very proud of her. So, she is one person who has also been 
encouraging me to continue” (P13).
“… I think my supervisor too has been of great help to me because when I’m delaying, and I’m not 
checking up on her through calls, she’ll call and find out what is happening; and because she’s a woman 
and has been through motherhood as well, I think she understands me. She encourages me to push to do 
with it” (P18).

The participants also received physical and emotional support from their institutions’ faculty members, where 
they offering their programmes. The participants described the faculty as understanding, reasonable, and 
friendly. Some faculty encouraged students to look at the benefits they will get at the end of their programmes 
despite the stresses associated with it and finish their programmes.

“… the support from school; the lecturers have been very supportive, and I commend them. They are 
very understanding, they know the stress we are going through, and although the programme is packed, 
they are very reasonable, especially meeting some assignment deadlines, and for me, that is also a form 
of support” (P6).
“…what I can say about where I am schooling is that they are friendly, understanding, and make you feel 
at home. A few months ago, I got sick, and the way and manner the issue was handled makes me feel that 
I have people I can look out for. It came from the lecturers, HODs, colleagues, mates, and everybody. 
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Emotionally, they will call you and find out how you are faring daily. How am I coping? Am I experiencing 
any complications from the surgery? Anything they need to know about my life. They called to find out, 
and it was so refreshing to know that apart from your family, somebody also cares about you”. (P3).
“… and then some of my lecturers, especially those that we have in our pediatric course, as our lecturers, 
they are always encouraging us. They always tell us that, for now, see it as you are stressing, but at the end 
of it, you will enjoy” (P14).

Participants’ church leaders also had varied ways of assisting them, including providing internet access and 
helping with their project work.

“My Head pastor has very good internet in the house, so sometimes she will do video call and tell me 
she wants to see me because it’s been a while, then I will tell her, oh my work and she will say come to 
the house I have internet, when you come you can access it so that we can talk over your work. So when 
I went, I went with my laptop and put in the password. As I was talking and she was also learning, so as 
we were talking and doing my work, she was even contributing to my work, so for them, that is the small 
thing they can do to assist”. (P9).

Family compromise  Graduate students renege on their duties towards their families to satisfy other commit-
ments from their jobs and academic life. Some sacrificed their physical, emotional, and even marital roles to-
wards their family, especially their spouses, during schooling. However, video and audio calls reached their 
families whenever they left for school.

“…I feel my husband is the one who is not getting any attention from me; he is the last person getting my 
time. Seriously, he has been neglected the most in the house. For my children, over the weekend, I make 
sure that we are together, but for my husband, I don’t know, but I think that he understands, so once a 
while I try to pay attention to him” (P20).
“I contact my family virtually; we do video calls, but personally, going there is difficult unless we vacate. 
Then I can get time for them, so since we reopened school, I have not been able to meet with them, but I 
communicate with them a lot. Every day, afternoon, and evening, I communicate with them, but to have 
me personally with them, no… but I wish I could spend time with them as well. I miss them badly (P11).
“…and then, demands from your partner, because there could be times that your partner will need you 
emotionally and you realise that if you are at Kwahu working, or I’m in Cape Coast, there is no way he can 
have my attention okay, so you ignore it” (P7).

Some participants believe that people make comments upon realising that they leave their children behind for 
others to care for them and sometimes this break them down. Some also ignore their children to concentrate on 
academic activities and deprive them of their love.

“So, my family life, leaving your children; sometimes the one taking care of them, mostly, maybe she 
goes to town and comes home; she doesn’t come on time. So, when you go home, people see you, and the 
way they approach you, they ask you: Why have you left your children? They are too small, and you are 
staying somewhere. It’s like you don’t care. The way they say it, they will make you feel bad as if you are 
not responsible” (P6).

A participant felt her child cries whenever she was ready to work, making her shout at the child. She also added 
that she ignores her husband until she ensures she is done with any work she brings home.

“my son, for instance, most of the time I needed to do my work; that was when he wanted to cry. So, 
you know, at times, I will shout at him to keep quiet, to stop crying. Or maybe he’s crying, calling for my 
attention, and I’m also writing something significant that if I leave, I will forget the point, so definitely, he 
has to cry small so that I can finish writing. Then my husband too, if I have an assignment to finish, I have 
to finish before any other thing can follow” (P 16).

Some participants narrated that their children refuse to eat because of their absence at home and will resort to 
crying.

“I am mostly away from my family, which affects my daughter whenever I’m in school. She wouldn’t eat 
and she will be crying, ‘Mummy, why are you not with us? ‘, ‘When are you coming’? I miss you! Those 
were some of the few moments that I miss my family”. (P11).

For some graduate students, their children now do things they would not have done if their mothers were to 
be with them in the house. Younger children learn to prepare their food, wash their things, and help with other 
household chores that their mothers mostly do.

“…I think my children are learning to adapt to my absence. I am their teacher when they come home from 
school. I assist them to do their homework. I learn with them such that even in my absence, when there is 
the need for them to learn or have a class test, they open the textbook, tell me the book, tell me the page, 
and I can help them, and I can question them because I have read it. Now they have learnt to prepare their 
breakfast and fry their eggs. They can now cook noodles (indomie) with sausage. They are learning things 
that if mommy were around, they wouldn’t do. While washing their clothing, they must wash panties, 
soaks, and handkerchiefs. And I taught them how to wash the bathroom. Sometimes, I get home and am 
exhausted, so we do the bathroom and the gutters behind the house. So, I remember one time when I 
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couldn’t work with them; they washed the bathroom all by themselves. And then they assisted their father 
to wash the gutter behind the house….” (P2).

Engagement in recreational activities  Some graduate students said they release stress by watching movies, 
listening to music, and using social media. Others resort to outings with family and friends and spending time 
with children in schools and playgrounds to relax their minds from the stresses associated with academic work. 
Some also relax by engaging in other programmes that take them out of their immediate surroundings where 
they can relax, walk around, and eat what they like.

“… I volunteer for Operation Smile, so now when I go for those workshops, I just use that period to relax. 
When I go, I sleep in a hotel, so it is not stressful over there; I also eat what I want there, and if I want to 
walk around, I do that. Operation Smile takes about a week and a half, which is about ten days, and even 
though the work is tedious, you get to meet many people; it is also a new environment. You have fun, so 
those are the ones I use as relaxation, until recently when I organised my friends and said no, we cannot 
go on like this, so once a while we go out and have some fun” (P17).
… sometimes if my husband is around, … during the weekend, we can travel together with the kids 
and then maybe go to have fun and come back, …and then personally, too, I take them to a playground; 
they go and play, and then me too I can sit around and then have fun. Because I also handle a school 
(Montessori) … so sometimes I go around the kids, you know it’s interestingly when you have little kids 
around” (P3).

While some moved out of their houses to relax elsewhere, others stayed indoors to watch movies, and the movies 
some participants watched were mostly funny local movies.

“… I watch movies for maybe an hour or two. … I would rather stay indoors, watch movies one or two, 
and then return to work. So, sometimes, I chat and take some time to talk with friends or my husband. 
Then I watched movies as well (P8).
“The movie, I like watching the local movie, be it Nigeria or Ghanian, the funny, funny one, I don’t usually 
watch the Ghallywood, Nollywood is the other local one, not the elite, elite ones. Those are funny, and 
they act naturally. In Nigeria, they are very good actors, so it makes you feel at home, the comedy, for the 
music, when it comes to the music, all the … be it hiplife, reggae, gospel, I like the gospel the worship type 
it is kind of, I mean it is cool. It brings your spirit to another level so you can relax and sleep off ”. (P1).

A participant said she watches television and relaxes but can only do that when her baby sleeps.

“But I will mostly relax by watching television and taking time off to release stress. Mostly when my baby 
is asleep, that’s when I get much of the time, but once he’s awake, all other things cease” (P 14).

Rest, sleep, and relaxation  Both physical and emotional exhaustion associated with academic work usually 
leads participants to react through various approaches, with rest and sleep being one intervention. Participants 
indicated that they relax when and wherever they get the chance. While some participants relax at the salon, 
others pack their cars along the road and nap when driving. Again, participants forced themselves to sleep by 
turning off their radios and ensuring they were in a quiet room. Some also listen to music and watch funny 
videos to relieve tension.

“Saturdays, I take time off to go to the salon. I feel more relaxed at the salon because I normally go to meet 
a queue and take time to relax there. I then come back home to prepare for Sunday. There are times the 
kids are already asleep before I get home so quickly, I do what I am supposed to do, i.e., pack their bags, 
their lunch, whatever is needed for the next day, take a nap for an hour, if there are any assignment, I do 
them”. (P15).
“… hmmm, switching from one to the other hasn’t been easy. There is no exact time that you can relax. 
I usually try to find strength from within, and sometimes, after being close to work, I listen to music 
or watch funny videos on my way home. So, this is my way of relaxation because as soon as I get to the 
housework, there is no devoted time for relaxation”. (P18); “I try to sleep small, and get up and continue” 
(P 12).

Some graduate students said they intentionally use the scarf to cover their faces and force themselves to sleep, 
nap, refresh, and return to work.

“Sometimes during exams, you realise that you have not learned so much and that there is no space 
for what you want to read to go; if you get about one hour of sleep, you will be refreshed and return to 
continue the studies. If I want to sleep and the sleep is not coming, I must force myself to sleep. I have 
this scarf. I use it as a face shield because I don’t have a face shield, tie my eyes, tie the knot at the back of 
my head, and cover myself with a cloth. If it is evening, I turn off the light to get that darkness, and then I 
sleep. If it is in the hall, I am not alone there, so I can’t just go and put off the light. So, putting on the shield 
also gives me that darkness to nap or sleep for a while. And once I am up, I get refreshed to continue with 
whatever I was doing or wanted to do”. (P1).

Some intentionally take public transport to sleep while on board from school to the house.  Some resort to 
watching television, and others force themselves to sleep by using a cloth to cover their eyes.
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“…I pick public transport, at least I can relax a little when on board, sometimes I do off in the car, which 
is very helpful, by the time I get home, I will have had some rest even though it will not be like sleeping 
on a bed”. (P 7).
“I relax by watching my television, taking time off to release some of the stress. Mostly when my baby is 
asleep, I get much of the time, but once he’s awake, all other things cease” (P3).
Sometimes, I don’t turn on the radio when I feel tense or have a headache. I make sure the place is quiet 
enough. I wear my clothes to cover myself, or sometimes I wear a small scarf to tie my eyes. I use it as a face 
shield, so when the place is already dark, I force myself to sleep by the time I realise I am already asleep. 
So, if I find it challenging to sleep, these are some of the things I do, so that is my remedy (laughing) (P19).

Prayer and Inspiration  Participants were empowered to go through the programme through prayers and in-
spiration from their churches and other sources. Listening to inspirational messages from pastors and church 
members and using social media (YouTube) were some ways participants got inspired.

“Like I said, you can’t do it all by yourself, so I have people at church who help me out with prayers both at 
home sometimes and at church as well” (P4). “I pray about everything that I do, even here I pray to keep 
me go through the programme” (P 11).

Partners of religious leaders’ encouragement and inspirational messages on YouTube helped some participants 
cope.

“I remember my pastor’s wife occasionally will call and ask me how I am doing and tell me we are praying 
with you, and sometimes before we end the conversation, she will offer a word of prayer”. (P7).
“Just the inspirational messages that I always listen to. They keep me moving. That is what keeps me 
moving. I am always there. Whenever I am sad, I go to YouTube. I am always there to listen to inspirational 
speeches. Something to motivate me. When I listen, when I hear those things, it keeps me moving” (P13).

Discussion
This study explored working graduate female students’ experiences of juggling work, family, and school roles 
because of their enrolment into graduate (Master’s and PhD) degree programmes. The results provided a valuable 
perspective on how working student mothers in different career stages balance their highly demanding roles as 
students, mothers, and professionals. Graduate students were exposed to challenging and stressful situations 
that necessitated coping skills to avoid weariness. The main finding of this study looked at the numerous 
mechanisms used by female graduate students to cope with the challenges of a stressful academic environment. 
The participants’ spouses, family members, friends, church elders and members, professional colleagues, and 
significant others were their sources of support. Cooking for them and caring for their children, paying their 
school fees, supporting them with their assignments, explaining difficult subjects, assisting them with finding 
resources, encouraging them, and praying for them were all examples of the support received. This finding aligns 
with the findings from previous studies1,43,58,59, which discovered that support systems or coping skills hugely 
facilitate balancing work, school, and family life. The support aims to lighten the burden of the weight of events 
that one has to deal with; as such, the graduate students in this study got their burdens in all three areas lightened 
with the support systems they got60.

Another important set of findings is related to the massive social support participants received. This finding 
corroborates with29. The participants achieved enormous success in their academic pursuits because of the 
help they received from various sources, as found in earlier research28. Social support was paid for or unpaid 
for, depending on the source of help; help for participants in this study generally came from family, friends, 
significant others, or both, thus unpaid. Participants’ mothers and siblings resided with them to help with house 
chores and childcare. Support mainly came from their family members61.

Physical, mental, and financial help were all free (unpaid). Close family members such as moms, husbands, 
and siblings rendered most of the help62. The extended family system still works very well in Africa, which might 
explain why the participants got help for free from their family members. Husbands recognised the need for 
their wives to participate in the school programme and thus willingly offered to help them go through school. 
Husbands also helped children with their assignments and contracted people to shop for the house63. Help from 
husbands additionally came in the form of payment of fees and caring for children while wives were away in 
school studying, cooking, and feeding children, as well as helping children with activities of daily living64–66. 
Help from husbands in this study was seen as a phenomenal observance and an exciting finding, as power is 
usually not equally shared between husbands and wives in many homes within the African context. Again, 
husbands within the African culture often find it challenging to perform roles perceived to be the preserve of 
wives, so finding husbands perform such roles on behalf of their wives is quite interesting67.

Friends are a great asset as they can complement us in many ways39. Participants harness assistance from 
colleagues and friends who took up some of their roles at work and home when they left for school. Colleagues 
and friends assisted participants’ children with personal maintenance and homework. Participants were 
supported in completing their program with the help of their peers through group discussions and internet 
searches.

Participants received emotional support from certain friends68 and looked to others for encouragement in 
their difficulties. Friendship support also included finding papers online, assisting them with assignments, and 
seeking a model to use in their research69. Participants received emotional support from select friends and 
sought encouragement from others. Finding papers for them, supporting them with homework, and looking for 
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a model to utilise in their research were all examples of friendship assistance. Participants described the faculty 
as understanding, moderate, and friendly63. Some friends advised students to focus on the rewards they would 
receive at the end of their programmes despite the stress they faced.

Furthermore, dealing with academic work was made possible with the help of classmates. Some students 
were inspired to continue their studies after receiving encouragement and advice from their peers70. Graduate 
students also sought clarification from their peers on past classes or lectures, particularly those in which they 
were absent. Other forms of aid included filling in for other students during group assignments. Participants’ 
church leaders who doubled as friends aided them in various ways, including giving internet access and assisting 
them with their project work71,72.

Another exciting discovery of this study is the compromises participants made to enable them to go through 
school73. Graduate students neglect their responsibilities toward their families to meet their other obligations 
from work and school74. During their schooling, several people relinquished their physical, emotional, and 
even conjugal roles toward their families, particularly their husbands. When they left for school, though, they 
used video and voice calls to communicate with their families. Some participants believe that the statements 
individuals make when they realise they are leaving their children in the hands of strangers can occasionally tear 
them down. However, some parents neglect their children to focus on academics, depriving them of attention 
and love. Some graduate students’ children performed activities (such as doing their laundry, mowing grass and 
cleaning around the home) that they would usually not have done if their mothers were around with them at 
home.

Recreational activities were beneficial to participants in this study75. Participants got involved in various 
recreational activities, such as watching movies, listening to music, and using social media as coping mechanisms. 
Others relaxed their minds by going out with family and friends and spending time with children in schools and 
playgrounds to escape the demands of academic work76. Others unwind by participating in various activities that 
take them away from their immediate surroundings, allowing them to relax, wander around, and eat whatever 
they like47. While some people left their homes to relax in other places, others stayed inside to watch movies, 
many of which were comedic local films.

Rest, sleep, and relaxation were also great coping strategies for participants in this study77. Due to the stressful 
nature of academic work, participants mainly used rest and sleep to rejuvenate themselves78. Participants unwind 
whenever they had the opportunity to do so. Some participants unwound at the salon, while others loaded 
their cars and drove long distances while napping79. Participants forced themselves to sleep by turning off their 
radios and ensuring they were calm. Some graduate students notably used a scarf to cover their faces and push 
themselves to sleep so they could return to work revitalised. Again, some people de-stress by listening to music 
or watching funny videos80. We had those who purposefully used public transportation to nap while on board 
the bus from school to the house or home81.

Prayer and inspiration were the bedrock for coping in this study82. Participants felt encouraged and 
supported by the prayers and inspiration they received from their churches and other sources; they were inspired 
to keep going by listening to encouraging remarks from pastors, church members, and social media (YouTube). 
Participants would properly have terminated or stopped their schooling without prayers and inspiration due to 
the overwhelming stress school work gave them80.

Conclusion
The present study explored the views of graduate female students to understand how they balance their work, 
studies, and family life, as well as the available support systems they use. The results provided a valuable 
perspective on how working student mothers in different career stages balance their highly demanding roles 
as students, mothers, and professionals. The participants’ spouses, family members, friends, church elders and 
members, professional colleagues, and significant others were their sources of support.

Recommendation
The authors recommend that the Ghana Health Service and Ministry of Health establish and implement 
family-friendly human resource policies that target working women who want to empower themselves through 
university education. This will help female nurses and midwives have a stress-free experience in navigating the 
tightrope of family life, work, and education.

Limitations
The study was restricted to only three public universities in the country without involving other public 
universities. This is because these universities were the only ones offering graduate nursing education at the time 
of the study. However, future studies should examine how nurses and midwives who travel out of the country for 
higher nursing and midwifery education cope with family, work, and schooling.

Data availability
Transcripts from which this manuscript was crafted are available on request from the corresponding authors.
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