
ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 18 August 2021

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.645734

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 1 August 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 645734

Edited by:

Douglas F. Kauffman,

Medical University of the Americas –

Nevis, United States

Reviewed by:

Simona De Stasio,

Libera Università Maria SS.

Assunta, Italy

Michela Ponticorvo,

University of Naples Federico II, Italy

Jo Augustus,

University of Worcester,

United Kingdom

*Correspondence:

Eva O. L. Lantsoght

e.o.l.lantsoght@tudelft.nl

Specialty section:

This article was submitted to

Educational Psychology,

a section of the journal

Frontiers in Psychology

Received: 23 December 2020

Accepted: 15 July 2021

Published: 18 August 2021

Citation:

Lantsoght EOL, Tse Crepaldi Y,

Tavares SG, Leemans K and

Paig-Tran EWM (2021) Challenges

and Opportunities for Academic

Parents During COVID-19.

Front. Psychol. 12:645734.

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.645734

Challenges and Opportunities for
Academic Parents During COVID-19

Eva O. L. Lantsoght 1,2*, Yvonne Tse Crepaldi 3, Silvia G. Tavares 4, Kathleen Leemans 5 and

E. W. Misty Paig-Tran 6

1 Politecnico, Universidad San Francisco de Quito, Quito, Ecuador, 2 Engineering Structures, Faculty of Civil Engineering and

Geosciences, Delft University of Technology, Delft, Netherlands, 3 School of Social Sciences, Nanyang Technological

University, Singapore, Singapore, 4 School of Law and Society, University of the Sunshine Coast, Sippy Downs, QLD,

Australia, 5 Translational Radiation Oncology, Physics and Supportive Care, Faculty of Medicine, Vrije Universiteit Brussel,

Brussels, Belgium, 6Department of Biological Sciences, California State University Fullerton, Fullerton, CA, United States

Parents in academic careers face notable challenges that may go unrecognized by

university management and/or policy makers. The COVID-19 pandemic has shed light

on some of these challenges, as academic parents shifted to working from home while

simultaneously caring for children. On the other hand, many parents found that the

shift to working from home offered new opportunities such as working more flexible

hours, development of digital skillsets, and increased involvement in the education of

their children. In this article we explore the work-related challenges and opportunities

experienced by academic parents as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and offer

potential long-term solutions for academic parents and their universities. We use

the following methods: (1) a literature review focused on identifying the work-related

challenges academic parents faced prior to the pandemic, as well as the impact of the

pandemic on scientists and working parents and (2) administer a world-wide survey with

the goal of identifying the challenges and opportunities associated with parenting and

academic work through the COVID-19 lockdown (304 total responses; 113 complete).

Moving forward these findings have enabled conclusions to be drawn in order to shape a

new normal. Our aim is to offer university administrators, policy makers, and community

service providers with ways to provide additional support for academic parents as well as

provide tools for academic parents to learn successful strategies directly from their peers.

Keywords: academia, academic leadership, childcare, COVID-19 relief, qualitative analysis, quantitative analysis,

survey

INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic required academics to work from home and switch to blended and
hybrid teaching, requiring a quick shift in teaching materials and style. Simultaneously, school
closures and the loss of other forms of childcare required a greater contribution of parents
toward both the education and care of their children. The COVID-19 pandemic and related
lockdown(s) created increased challenges for academic parents. In particular, academic parents
experienced intensified workloads associated with shifting work from in-person to virtual platforms
in conjunction with expanded childcare and/or homeschooling. Short-term solutions transitioned
to long-term obstacles as parents began planning for extended periods with reduced or no childcare.
A US survey conducted in May 2020 (National Coalition for Public School Options, 2020) found
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FIGURE 5 | Average time (in hours per week) spent on various activities by academic parents: (A) before the pandemic; (B) during the pandemic, for completed

surveys, n = 113. (C) before the pandemic, men; (D) during the pandemic, men (n = 41); (E) before the pandemic, women; (F) during the pandemic, women (n = 70).
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TABLE 6 | Average outcome on Likert-scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 5 = Strongly agree) for work-life balance questions, broken down for academic rank.

Question Total Ph.D.

candidate

Researcher Lecturer Post-

doctoral

researcher

Assistant

professor

Associate

professor

Full

professor

Other

N 112 12 4 11 8 24 28 12 13

Being an academic parent has

reduced my time availability for work

duties during the pandemic

4.2 4.7 4.8 3.5 4.4 4.3 4.1 4.3 3.7

Being an academic parent has

reduced my time availability for

volunteering duties such as peer

review during the pandemic

4.3 4.5 4.3 4.2 4.1 4.4 4.3 4.3 4.4

Being an academic parent has

reduced my publication output during

the pandemic

4.0 4.3 4.0 4.1 4.4 3.8 4.1 4.0 3.7

I have found a better work-life

balance as an academic parent

during the pandemic

2.8 2.4 1.8 2.9 2.9 3.0 2.6 2.8 3.2

My work hours are more flexible

during the pandemic than before

3.7 3.8 4.3 4.0 4.1 3.3 3.6 3.3 4.1

Other combines “other” and “other academic appointment”.

market concerns were mentioned by more than half of them;
slightly less than half of the respondents indicated they are
already experiencing financial issues and one-tenth mentioned
they fear for the future impacts of the current situation in
their work life and ability to secure work. Moreover, some
respondents indicated they were in fixed-term contracts, and that
they feared for the lack or limitation of opening positions in the
future. Instability and uncertainty in regard to the respondents’
academic positions were the key and most mentioned theme,
and a third (33%) of respondents shared this concern, including
professors with tenure such as R056 (Associate professor) who
stated: “they will [be told to] come in 4 days a week, for 8 hours a
day, like [they] used to, and if [their] children are not yet in school
full-time, [they] won’t be able to do that.” In addition, contracts
may not be extended and pay cuts due to the pandemic are a
real concern. Reduced income was mentioned by one-sixth of
the respondents and a minority said their spouses lost their job
or other sources of income were reduced, as reflected by R052:
“family business has suffered a significant loss [and they] also
highly suspect [their] academic position will be made redundant
sometime soon.” Being a single income family adds extra pressure
and some were already facing financial issues, while immigrants
mentioned the added concern about losing their jobs and having
to leave the country where they currently live.

Due to reduced institutional funding, some respondents
raised concern about the need to self-fund their research and
travel so they can have a competitive CV to apply for future
academic positions. However, due to the need to perform extra
work to compensate for reduced income or spouse’s loss of
work, respondents indicated they have embraced extra roles and
therefore have reduced time to work and look after their children.

Fixed-term contracts and an increasingly difficult job market
added financial stress, as R043 (Ph.D. candidate) explained:
[There are] even fewer job perspectives than before because

budgets and positions have been eliminated. Not having enough
time to write and publish will affect my career and thus my
financial situation.Other financial pressures mentioned included
being “100% grant funded, so the inability to secure additional
grants/stay productive means [they] are out the door” (R185), and
also the “worry about [the current situation having an] impact long
term if grant review panels punish those who are parents because
of the lost productivity” (R244).

One-third of the respondents reported they were unaffected,
most likely as they were in a tenured position and did not feel
threatened by the job market instability.

Opportunities for Academic Parents During COVID-19
The negative impact of the COVID-19 lockdown on work
distribution and work-life balance was significant; however,
there were opportunities identified by the respondents of our
survey. Mentions of “opportunities” in the thematic analysis were
significantly less frequent than the “challenges,” and almost half
of the respondents did not see any advantage in the lockdown
situation. However, some new opportunities were highlighted.
For instance, respondents repeatedly mentioned increases
in productivity, access to resources and new opportunities,
and improvements in personal life and well-being. Survey
respondents identified the time saving of working from home
as an opportunity. New research opportunities (and funding
opportunities for this type of research), ideas and collaborations
– particularly in COVID-related research were enabled by the
lack of geographical boundaries in the context of largely working
online. More reading and writing time were identified, albeit
at times limited by noise and lack of quiet time. Publications
were produced as the reduction of meetings and commute time
enabled researchers to re-focus. Additional mentions included
more time for students, extra time for unusual tasks and,
interestingly, the opportunity of capitalizing working time on
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childless students and collaborators who have more time (see also
section Work Distribution Due to Teaching From Home).

Increased Work Productivity Due to Less Traveling
In total, 108 survey respondents commented on the question
regarding the impact of COVID-19 on traveling. The time
saved in commuting was frequently mentioned in our thematic
analysis as by not commuting, respondents highlighted they had
more time to dedicate to family, they saved money, and they
experienced improved well-being and less stress as they managed
to add more exercise into their routines. Additional time spent at
home meant parents could be more present and involved in the
education and daily lives of their child(ren), as R199 explained:
“Time usually spent commuting is now put into cooking healthy
dinners and doing chores. My child knows I am at home all
the time, so it is good to be ’present’ for him.” This closeness
to family helped in finding an overall sense of purpose and
direction, despite the hardship of the pandemic and lockdown
circumstances. The opportunity to “do the best out of it and enjoy
the time together (. . . ) growing closer as a family (. . . ) [allowed for]
personal growth in taking life choices and responsibility” (R220).

Online conferences were viewed favorably by survey
respondents due to accessibility and the money saved both in
travel and commute. Not traveling was also viewed as a positive
as it helped to manage family life, and it was reported to help
reduce and help manage stress. The aspect of helping to manage
family life is reflected by R062:

Pre-pandemic, my parental responsibilities limited my ability to

travel to conferences, to serve on panels, etc. My partner is an on-

call physician, which makes it very difficult for me to be gone - even

for day trips. I have been able to attend many virtual conferences

[during the pandemic].

Online meetings were seen as an inclusive opportunity to allow
people from regional and remote areas to participate in meetings
and conferences. Finally, respondents valued the sustainability
aspect of traveling less and the flexibility of working from home
and attending conferences at the same time. The ability to
attend and deliver seminars and conferences remotely was also
identified as an opportunity for Early Career Researchers who did
not have sufficient funds to attend international conferences. As
such, online platforms enabled their participation and extended
their academic network. Overall, the ability to attend conferences
virtually was an opportunity due to the sustainability advantages
and lower costs, as explained by R215 (located in India):

(. . . ) Being able to attendmultiple international conferences, while I

could barely afford 1 in a normal year. Being able to be on multiple

panels and give many webinar talks that were well attended. My

child has also been able to access many online reading and cultural

fests, which was a good experience.

It is also worth noting, however, that not traveling was also
mentioned as a challenge by over half of the respondents.
These responses highlight that, even though online meetings
and conferences save commute and travel time, they were also
viewed as impersonal and therefore not ideal. An additional

challenge was presented when allocating work and planning
for multiple schedules in multiple time zones, as these can
be incompatible with dedicated family time. Some respondents
said they missed their extended family, the quiet and personal
moments of traveling for work, and travel in general. In addition,
respondents reported missing the stimulation, networking, and
new ideas that emerge both from face-to-face conferences and
daily encounters with colleagues. In this regard, not attending
conferences was highlighted as a disadvantage, for example, as
they “no longer travel which is advantageous in maintaining
home responsibilities but detrimental for developing collaboration”
(R043). In addition, as R030 explains: “Not having to travel is
great. Not getting to travel is awful. I miss the peace & freedom
of a hotel room to myself. It was important time where I felt I
could recharge.”

Use of Digital Tools
In total 98 respondents commented on the question about the use
of digital tools and cloud environments, and themes related to
opportunities in regard to the use of digital tools were mentioned
by three quarters of them. These opportunities relate both to
work and to the relationship between parents and children.

In regard to work, the main advantages identified were
accessibility – online meetings and access to resources and
colleagues, learning new tools and reaching a significant level
of technology proficiency, flexibility in work hours and location,
and the possibility of working from home. Some respondents felt
they could more easily and quickly communicate with students
through onlinemeans rather thanwaiting formeetings, and some
mentioned they felt more productive as they can multitask in
zoommeetings. Asynchronous teaching was seen as an advantage
under the lockdown situation, as academics could choose the
best time to record their lectures, and then could do so when
the children were sleeping. Indeed, the flexibility of online and,
in particular, asynchronous teaching was essential for working
around parenting responsibilities and “has allowed [academic
parents] to continue teaching since [they are] able to do most of
it at night when the kids are in bed” (R018).

Other advantages mentioned were shorter meetings, as the
meetings contained only what was required rather than extra
conversations before and after, sustainability due to reduced
travel, improvement in teaching quality due to more time for
preparation and more time to students, as well as work quality
in general for similar reasons. Further opportunities identified
during the COVID lockdown period related to learning new
digital tools and skills, moving toward paperless workflows (It
forces the institution to go for paperless earlier and this is what I
have advocated for long – R265), and having time to undertake
unusual tasks, as R189 highlights: “I findmyself doing lots of things
like this survey or being on panels.”

Children walking into videoconferences was framed positively
by some academic parents “My kids entering the room happy
during zoom meeting is certainly a happy memory” (R009),
and was seen by some as an opportunity to get to know
their colleagues better as it favors “a more personal relation to
work colleagues - being able to bond with other academics and
collaborators over our parenting-work-struggles” (R158).
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The use of screen time to be able to work was framed positively
by some academic parents as an ability to assist homeschooling
and the child’s language development, as expressed by R283
(located in Colombia):

Turn on the TV in English to let your kid be bilingual. His English

has improved a lot. Now, he can communicate with full sentences in

English thanks to the amount of exposure to the language. Do not

feel guilty for letting them watch TV. There is a pandemic and all of

us are trying to survive.

More Flexibility and Work Life Balance
Opportunities for flexibility and work-life balance identified
in thematic analysis regard re-focusing priorities and better
connecting with their families, finding time for self-development
and personal growth, bonding and empathizing with colleagues,
particularly with other colleagues who are also parents. Some
respondents also mentioned they found an increase in their
self-confidence due to the challenges of navigating the current
situation while being a parent and that they found rewards from
sharing their skills with others who benefit from them – e.g.,
online work.

The pandemic provided academic parents additional
opportunities to be directly involved in the education of their
children (Figure 6). On a 1-5 Likert scale, an average value
to the statement “I feel more involved in the education of my
children as a result of the pandemic” was 3.7, for the partially
completed responses, and a small difference in gender, with
over a quarter (27%) of those self-identifying as women strongly
agreeing with the statement as compared to 16% of men. There
was also an effect of ethnicity, with less than two thirds (61%)
of white academic parents agreeing or strongly agreeing to this
statement, as compared to three quarters of Asian parents (79%)
and of Latinx/Hispanic parents (73%). Respondents also saw
opportunities for teaching and learning from their own children
(3). Participants mentioned the benefits for children better seeing
and understanding what their parents do for work, and even
participate in it, as R182 explained: “[My] daughter got involved
in one of my pre-recorded virtual conference presentations.”
In addition, they “can share all the learned skills with [their]
children, [and] sometimes [be] helped by them” (R077). An
added advantage was that school meetings and discussions with
children’s teachers were better facilitated now that it was easier
to fit it into the online work schedule.

The ability to see the successes of their children was
considered an advantage as well “It made me happy that I got
compliments from the teacher responsible for his development
that he advanced so much during this period” (R081). Academic
parents had the chance to better understand the learning
difficulties their child(ren) experience and get “better insight
in the[ir] educational needs” (R019). Other academic parents
mentioned that they appreciated the ability to teach and “give
children some responsibility” (R216), and to bemore independent.

Academics whose partners had flexible work schedules and
were working from home enjoyed the flexibility offered by the
situation, as expressed by R053:

The distance learning was flexible, they got a schedule for a whole

week but they were not obliged to follow it day by day. So, we

often crammed all tasks in just a few days. I usually worked in the

morning, then we did school work in the afternoon and I worked a

sort of evening shift while my partner did household stuff (. . . ). On

days when we didn’t do school work I did somewhat more normal

hours. Or we didn’t and went on a hiking trip in the afternoon if we

felt like it. Both of our jobs are flexible like that.

This new flexibility allowed academic parents to find solutions
to face the challenges discussed in sections Work Distribution
Due to Teaching From Home and Academic Performance
Due to Work-Life Conflict. The categories for solutions
academic parents have used are: (1) psychological adjustment,
(2) developing schedules, and (3) setting up a functional
work space. In the category of psychological adjustment, we
identified solutions related to accepting the situation, not being
to hard on oneself, lowered expectations for parenting, lowered
expectations for academic work (R003: “Limit expectations and
strive to achieve basic minimum standards. Acknowledging the
difficulties in the situation.”), and practicing patience. In terms
of developing schedules, participants mentioned organization,
planning in advance, taking turns with co-parenting, developing
routines, dividing work into smaller, more manageable chunks of
time, and setting boundaries with the children. Some academic
parents reported that rigid scheduling did not work for them,
while others acknowledged the unpredictable nature of the
situation: “Making and sticking to routine and prepared to make
spontaneous compromises” (R007). Finally, the need for a private
space while having children at home shifted from a challenge
(“I have taken meetings from the back seat in my car, parked on
the street, sometimes.” – R030) to an opportunity to improve
the home office, including mentions of being able to switch to
a standing desk.

DISCUSSION

Gender Differences
Gender influenced just three categories within this study (impacts
to work-life balance, feeling involved in the education of the
children, and considering withdrawing from the program or
going part-time), as well as the reported time spent on work
in the time logs. Beyond these categories, we did not observe
differences between the experiences of academic mothers and
fathers. Our findings shed new light on the focus on academic
mothers found in the literature and call into question the
validity of solely focusing on the experience of academicmothers,
although it is important to note that direct comparisons cannot
be made. Previous research (Comer and Stites-Doe, 2006; Isgro
and Castañeda, 2015; Moreau and Kerner, 2015; Trussell, 2015;
Bomert and Leinfellner, 2017; Hertlein et al., 2018; Huppatz
et al., 2019) focused on how motherhood influences academic
careers, as well as how women have published less and submitted
fewer proposals during the pandemic (Squazzoni et al., 2020;
Viglione, 2020). On the other hand, van Engen et al. (2019) found
that both academic mothers and fathers adopt similar strategies
to negotiate their professional identity within the discourse of
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FIGURE 6 | Agreement to statement “I feel more involved in the education of my children as a result of the pandemic,” by gender, partially completed responses, n =

176. n = 3 respondents self-identifying as “other” gender not visualized.

hegemonic masculinity, which affects both academic mothers
and fathers, provided that they are actively involved in caregiving.

Our research focused on all academic parents and we found
that the challenges faced by combining academic work and
childcare during the COVID-19 pandemic are similar for all
academic parents regardless of their gender. In fact, some
academic fathers with full-time working partners have indicated
that colleagues with stay-at-home partners do not understand
their current struggles, as reflected by R062:

My department has paid lip-service to my situation by saying things

like “enjoy this time with your kids” while simultaneously providing

criticism on my tenure package and production. I have not been

penalized or reviewed poorly by anyone in the administration, but

my experience is a near constant complete lack of empathy or

understanding for my situation, particularly as a male acting as the

primary caregiver. The men in my department do not understand

at all, I suppose, because their lived experience was so different. My

department is predominately men.

The findings of our time logs are in line with those by Deryugina
et al. (2021): all academic parents report a loss of time spent
working, and academic mothers have less available time for
working during the pandemic than academic fathers: 3 h per
week of difference between academic mothers and fathers during
the pandemic in our time survey, vs. 30min per day of difference
in research time between academic mother and fathers in the
time survey by Deryugina et al. (2021). Our survey studied time
on a weekly basis, whereas (Deryugina et al., 2021) studied time
on a daily basis, and our study looked at “work” as one time
category, whereas (Deryugina et al., 2021) looked at research
time. Regardless of these differences in methods, the outcome
is comparable.

The finding that gender did not play a critical role is perhaps
surprising and future research could explore how care-taking

roles of academic parents currently influence their careers, how
these care-taking roles may have shifted over the past decades,
and study a larger number of academics to see if our findings were
a product of self-selection of the study participants.

Influence of Academic Rank
A number of the studies analyzed in the literature review focused
on specific academic ranks: students (Moreau and Kerner, 2015),
doctoral students (Springer et al., 2009; Mirick and Wladkowski,
2018; Wladkowski and Mirick, 2019), the tenure-track years
(Comer and Stites-Doe, 2006; Poronsky et al., 2012; Trussell,
2015), or mid-career academics (senior lecturers and associate
professors as studied by Harris et al., 2019). Other studies
(Rafnsdóttir and Heijstra, 2013; McCutcheon and Morrison,
2018; Huppatz et al., 2019; Moreau and Robertson, 2019; van
Engen et al., 2019) included academics from different ranks, but
did not consider this variable in the data analysis.

The findings from our study differed from other studies
regarding academic rank and the impact of COVID-19 (e.g.,
Squazzoni et al., 2020, a bibliometric analysis of authorship and
author order by gender of articles submitted during the first
months of the pandemic) in a few key ways, which may be
explained by the differences in study approach, specifically: (1)
the last author is not always the more senior member, as in
some cases authors decide to use alphabetical order, or the last
author may be from the funding body, (2) the study by Squazzoni
et al. (2020) only looked at gender, not at the influence of being
a parent, and (3) our study looked at research, teaching, and
work-life balance, and did not focus on publication output.

Our study did not find that the impact of COVID-19 on the
work of academic parents changed as a function of seniority
(note that there was not a direct relation between academic rank
and the age of the respondents’ children). We observed that
assistant and associate professors experienced the largest negative
impact on their teaching. Associate professors also experienced
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the largest negative impact on their research. The groups who
found it most difficult to fulfil their work duties during the
pandemic were the Ph.D. candidates, post-doctoral researchers,
and associate professors. We can only speculate why these
groups were most impacted, but possible reasons are: (1) Ph.D.
candidates and post-doctoral researchers experienced delays in
their research as a result of the pandemic, especially related to lab
or field work, and (2) associate professors may be struggling with
the broader portfolio of responsibilities and larger administrative
and service loads than assistant professors. This observation is in
line with the finding by Gewin (2021), who reported that mid-
career academics experienced the highest level of stress during
the pandemic.

Future research is necessary to further explore the particular
difficulties the different groups face, and how these have impacted
their academic work, as well as to explore the particular
challenges associate professors face.

Recommendations Moving Forward in The
New Normal
The lessons learned from this research, and from this difficult
period, offer a unique opportunity to rethink current practices
in the university setting as we move toward a new normal, as
expressed by R158:

Relax into it and radically, consciously, let go of or challenge

impossible expectations – my own, those of my field, my

workplace/employer, and society as a whole. I found that rising

very early – not something I did regularly before the pandemic –

helped me immensely in preserving my sanity, having some alone

time even during strict lockdown, learning new things, nourishing

a hobby and at times get work done – but the latter should not

be the main focus of those early morning hours, I’ve learned. My

experience of the pandemic has also shifted as time has passed –

at first it was an adventure for the kids, then it was a chance to

spend more time near relatives we rarely see, then it grew tiresome,

then frustrating, and right now I feel that we have found peace

with our current situation. Another thing that’s really helped me

is the recognition (and, dare I say it, relief!) that we are in a

time of transition away from an unhealthy, untenable system of

work and family life, toward something as yet undefined. This is

the time to make the first steps toward the changes that are so

urgently needed so that parents can find ways of not just wrangling

work and childcare and family life, but be supported by their

employers, communities and society. As such, I am taking this

time to consciously think about the arrangements, support systems,

and educational model I want for my children and family, and

I hope many other parents are taking this time to dare to think

outside the box as well – because the future is here for us to

shape it, not to stumble into it with a COVID hangover, prone

to being rushed and pushed into a convenience mold thought up

by politicians or others who are removed from the realities of

(academic) working parents/families.

The pandemic impacted academics of different ranks in a variety
of ways and as such, we recommend employing strategies for
academic parents tailored to the stage of their careers. For
example, early career researchers are still on the learning curve
for balancing work and life, conducting research, writing for

publication, developing their courses, and at the same time, have
less financial security and often no permanent contracts. Full
professors may be more experienced in managing their time, and
possibly can delegate tasks to their team, have more teaching
material developed over the past years, as well as have more job
security, but may be dealing with more complex administrative
and service questions. As such, a single policy for support
might indeed benefit one stage (e.g., an early career scientist)
while providing little to no support (or even causing additional
hardships) for faculty in other career stages.

A certain level of flexibility is required (O’Brien Katharine
et al., 2015) instead of implementing a “one size fits all” approach
(Windsor and Crawford, 2020). This need for “tailor-made”
solutions aligns with our finding that the needs of academic
parents widely differ and that academic parents of different ranks,
from different fields, and with different ages of children benefit
from varied types of support. Indeed, tailor-made solutions can
mean adding time to the tenure clock for some academics, as well
as offering young faculty the opportunity to go up for promotion
early if the opportunity arises (Gibson et al., 2020).

It’s time for universities to turn the advice from their emails
into implemented policies. It is important to give academic
parents a voice in the administrative process of developing
policies regarding impacts of COVID-19 on academic parents,
possibly through a “. . . /. . . working parent task force . . . /. . . ”
(R011). The new normal presents an opportunity to create more
individualized profiles for academics with individualized tenure
and promotion requirements. The shift to remote teaching has
demanded a large time investment for academic parents who
teach and the subsequent change toward combined on-campus
and online teaching poses additional challenges; therefore, the
help of extra teaching assistants and/or additional support for
teaching becomes necessary (Andersen et al., 2020) with a
priority to support those who have the highest caretaking loads
(Kramer, 2020). A temporary future release of administrative
and teaching loads to refocus on research could help those
academic parents whose research has stalled completely during
the pandemic.

Changes in support systems as provided by our universities
could mean that universities embrace a “culture of care,” as
identified in the literature review (Springer et al., 2009; Moreau
and Kerner, 2015; Mirick and Wladkowski, 2018; Wladkowski
and Mirick, 2019). Examples of measures within a culture
of care are (Comer and Stites-Doe, 2006; Ward and Wolf-
Wendel, 2012; O’Brien Katharine et al., 2015): having an open
conversation with faculty about their preferred hours of teaching,
providing work-from-home accommodations when applicable,
letting faculty teach topics they are passionate about and hold
service appointments that align with their skills and purpose,
offering extended leave and release time options, more flexible
tenure clocks and adjusted requirements for making tenure, on-
site childcare, an appointed staff person to oversee work-life
balance issues for the campus community, and having clear
and transparent communication about policies and procedures.
Where university administrators implement family-friendly
policies, compassionate-related policies (Deliens and Van Den
Bossche, 2019), or focus on the individual rather than publication
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metrics (Redden, 2019), the work and personal lives of academic
parents (Kossek and Ruderman, 2012) and all individuals (Isgro
and Castañeda, 2015) on campus are improved, and these
universities become attractive employers for recruiting top talent
(Schiebinger et al., 2008; Harris et al., 2019; Huppatz et al., 2019).

This shift requires administrators to let go of ultra-
competitive, neoliberal practices that lead to the loss of talent
(Gibson et al., 2020), and turn universities into a place where
we prepare young people to solve the challenges of the 21st
century and to invest in human capital in an inclusive way
(van Engen et al., 2019). Additional training may be necessary
to teach administrators how to think in a more inclusive way,
as was recommended for student-parents in the past (Springer
et al., 2009). Awareness is key here and administrators need
to understand the difficulties academic parents face to be able
to enact changes (van Engen et al., 2019). It’s also important
for administrators (Perlmutter, 2020) to show care in tone and
manner, which is even more important in stressful times such
as a pandemic, and to learn to look for an alternative path
to grant the requests of staff. Being open and vulnerable to
their staff is important for administrators as well, as showing
vulnerability about the challenges administrators have faced as
academic parents themselves changes the culture (Reisz, 2020).

The COVID-19 pandemic has taught us that remote work and
remote meetings are possible and we anticipate that a certain
number of meetings/conferences will remain virtual, as more
academics question the carbon footprint of travel (Spinellis and
Louridas, 2013). As this shift increases the amount of time
academic parents spend behind their computers, a way to rethink
conferences can be to include wellness components (such as
online Zumba or yoga classes to encourage attendees to get up
from the computer and get active) and deliberate fun social
components (a shared game to replace a networking event).

In addition to these recommendations for policy and broader
reflections on the new normal, we found that academic parents
need time and space to meet their individual needs: besides being
an academic and a parent, they need to be able to develop a
sense of individual self – a need that was sometimes met in the
past by traveling alone to a conference. This need is even more
pressing now, as the boundaries between work and home have
blurred, and academic parents are sometimes juggling both roles
concomitantly. The COVID-19 pandemic is expected to have a
lasting impact on conference and work-related travel, and we
need to rethink how academic parents foster their identity of self
in the midst of their work and parenting demands.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

We used literature review and survey data with quantitative
and qualitative analyses to answer “How has the COVID-
19 pandemic affected the research and teaching of academic
parents?” and “Which opportunities and challenges has the
pandemic presented to academic parents?” From the literature
review, we learned that academic mothers face a motherhood
penalty in their career, which is not experienced by academic
fathers. We also learned that women academics’ publication

output dropped during the initial lockdown stage of the
pandemic and that higher educated women in the labor
force spent the largest number of hours on homeschooling
their children.

We designed a survey around the themes that emerged from
the literature review to study the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on academic parents including: childcare before and
during the pandemic, work as an academic parent during the
pandemic, overall time availability and work-life balance, and
university support for academic parents. The survey contained
41 questions in a combination of multiple-choice questions,
Likert-scale questions, and open-ended questions. The analysis
methods we used were quantitative analysis (statistical analysis,
cross-tabulation, and statistical tests) and qualitative analysis
(inductive thematic analysis), which allowed us to identify the
main challenges and opportunities for academic parents during
the COVID-19 pandemic, and identify which socio-demographic
aspects most influenced the outcomes.

The main challenges we identified for academic parents
during the COVID-19 pandemic were balancing the combination
of academic work and childcare when regular childcare options
were largely reduced. Additional parental challenges included
managing the burden of providing or supporting children’s
education while also catering to the physical and social well-
being of children in lockdown. Key work challenges included
reduced availability for doing research as preparing for remote
or hybrid teaching takes more time, managing online meetings
and teaching with children around at home, lack of focused
time for writing, uncertainty with regard to fixed-term contracts
and funding availability, negative impact on personal well-
being, and challenges related to the lack of infrastructure
access and inadequate workspaces in the home environment
(Figure 7). Identified opportunities included: new research
on the topics related to the pandemic, opportunities for
international collaboration, the ability to attend conferences
virtually, becoming more involved in the education of the
child(ren), increased time for reflection and finding an overall
sense of purpose and direction as a result of these tumultuous
times, and saving time that is normally spent commuting. The
conclusion of the survey is that the pandemic has had an
overall negative effect on the research of academic parents,
and to a lesser extent on their teaching and overall work-
life balance. University policy changes in support of academic
parents have lagged behind promises and advice presented
in emails.

In analyzing the open-ended questions, we learned that the
same “challenge” may be interpreted differently by individual
respondents. The childcare “challenge,” for example, was
seen by many academic parents as a source of stress, but
framed by others as an opportunity to bond with their
children. These varying interpretations demonstrate that lived
experiences and personal perspectives matter, underlining
that a “one size fits all” solution for academic parents is
not recommended. We speculate that the different reactions
may be a combination of personal aspects such as mindset,
the individual’s response to change, and workplace and
national culture.
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FIGURE 7 | Graphical summary of main findings.

We focused on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic
on all academic parents and found, on average, similar
results when breaking down the survey responses by gender,
although we also found that academic mothers reported
working fewer hours during the pandemic than academic
fathers. We found, however, differences in outcomes by
academic rank, with associate professors experiencing the
largest negative impact on their academic work. Academic
parents of secondary school-aged children struggled less with
childcare and academic work during the pandemic than those
of younger children, but were still negatively affected. We
recommend that university support should consist of tailor-
made or elective measures catering for each individual’s needs.
Our recommendation is to provide space for compassion on
different societal roles (academic, parent, informal caregiver,
bereaved. . . ), reflected by university policy changes. As we
move toward a new normal following the COVID-19 pandemic,
adaptability is essential: academics and universities can take
the lead in developing systems (for childcare, work or home
environment) and applying new policies that cater to personal
needs, and that create a more compassionate workplace and

society. This approach will improve not only well-being
and productivity in the recovery months after the initial
lockdown, but will also prepare for any future national or
global emergency.

While this study received considerable international
participation, we did not receive any completed responses
from academic parents identifying as Black or Indigenous/First
Nations, and from academic parents from the African continent
nor from Southern or Eastern Europe. We noticed a difference
in participation of Asian and Latinx parents between partially
completed and fully completed surveys. Similarly, the responses
from single parents and parents who have more fluid gender
identities were very low. We acknowledge that the length
of the survey may have selected for parents with fewer time
constraints. Similarly, we found a higher percentage of survey
discontinuation from academic parents who were dissatisfied
with their childcare arrangements during lockdown and partial
reopening. We did not receive enough responses to study the
effect of the different national policies during the pandemic,
and the adaptation of universities to these measures. We did
observe that concern levels about sending children back to school
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differed by region, which could be related to different measures
as well as access to and local quality of healthcare. We recruited
participants through our own social networks and by email, and
there may have been a self-selecting bias among the participants.
Future research should take care to increase participation of the
underrepresented groups.
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ANNEX A: EXAMPLE OF CODING TABLE

Annex 1 | The table below shows the codes and themes derived from the question “Which challenges have you encountered in your research during the COVID-19

pandemic? How did being a parent relate to these challenges?”

Theme Sub-theme Mentions

Academic work and performance Managing work time and family responsibilities 29

Neglect/no time for research 23

No quiet/reading and writing time 23

Data collection 22

Interruptions/distraction 15

Parenting time consuming/exacerbates challenges 8

Prioritize teaching/supervision 7

Increase in workload 5

Low productivity/progress 3

Shift to online 3

Noise 2

Motivation 1

Feeling organized 1

Online supervisions 1

Total 143

Personal/parent well-being Exhaustion/fatigue 5

Stress 5

Finances 5

Depression/mental health 3

Uncertainty re childcare 2

Seeing students challenges as a parent 2

Prioritize children 2

Bullying by superior/supervisor 1

Children around make situation less stressful 1

Risk group 1

Total 27

Campus life and infrastructure Access to infrastructure 5

Access to colleagues/research team/networking 6

Daily routine/structure 3

Parent guilt 1

Total 15

Other Challenge not related to parenting 5

Nothing 2

Child with behavioral/education issues 1

No answer 1

Total 9
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