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ABSTRACT This article explores the differential impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the
productivity of male and female academics and whether the ongoing health crisis will
exacerbate further the existing gender gap in academia in both the short and long terms.
We present early evidence of the pandemic’s disproportionate effect on women’s research
productivity using online survey data supplemented by interview data with regional and
international female political scientists. The interviews and survey findings reveal gender
disparities in perceived research productivity and service workloads during the pandemic.
The results also shed initial light on the pandemic’s impact on the research productivity of
academics who are parents, especially among women.

The COVID-19 pandemic transformed our expect-
ations, personal lives, and professional careers in
unprecedented ways. As the virus spread, it exposed
existing structural and gender inequalities and fur-
ther deepened others; academia is no exception.

Whereas ample evidence exists on the pre-pandemic gender gap
in academia (Barnes and Beaulieu 2017; Chávez andMitchell 2020;
Dion, Sumner, and Mitchell 2018; Dolan and Lawless 2020; Hesli,
Lee, and Mitchell 2012; Mitchell and Hesli 2013; Teele and Thelen
2017), we continue to learn more on post-pandemic gender dis-
parities from journal submissions data (Wiegard et al. 2020),
funded grant proposals, and published research (Flaherty 2020;
Kim and Patterson 2020; Kramer 2020). The abrupt shift in
instruction modes, advising and mentoring, collaborative work,
fieldwork plans, and research dissemination following the man-
dated lockdowns substantively impacted scholars’ productivity,
especially womenwith young children (Breuning et al. 2021).Most
recent work has shown that although both men and women with

children experienced an increase in time dedicated to childcare,
women reported disproportionately larger increases in childcare
and decreases in time dedicated to research (Deryugina, Shurch-
kov, and Stearns 2021).

This article presents early evidence of the pandemic’s gendered
effect on scholars in the discipline using online survey data and
data from semi-structured interviews with female political scien-
tists. Unlike recent work explicating the gender differential effect
of the pandemic by focusing on women in academia more gener-
ally (Deryugina, Shurchkov, and Stearns 2021) or on a narrow
focus of scholars’ individual productivity (Breuning et al. 2021),
our study uses a mixed-method approach to data collection and
analysis. It also provides a more comprehensive view of the effects
of the pandemic on scholars’ productivity, teaching, and non-
research-related activities.

Our interviews and survey findings reveal gender disparities in
service and perceived research productivity during the pandemic.
The results also shed initial light on the pandemic’s impact on the
research productivity of academics who are parents, especially for
women. The data underscore the short-term effects of the pan-
demic on women’s productivity as well as longer-term impacts on
their career. Furthermore, data from semi-structured interviews
and open-ended survey questions unpack the adverse effects of the
pandemic and the gendered processes that enable them. More-
over, the data offer invaluable insights for designing gender-
sensitive solutions and policies to mitigate the short- and long-
term effects of the pandemic on women in the discipline.
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ACADEMIA AS GENDERED INSTITUTIONS

Academic institutions are predominantly gendered, with women
largely marginalized from the academic realm until relatively
recently (Ward and Wolf-Wendel 2012). The long-standing and
unquestioned presence of male academics has led to gendered
norms and expectations that continue to shape the academic
milieu. Research in recent decades has shed light on the myriad
manifestations of these disparities. Extant work finds that women
encounter bias in their teaching evaluations (Chávez andMitchell
2020) and uneven loads of service and “institutional
housekeeping” (Bird, Litt, and Wang 2004; Mitchell and Hesli
2013). Furthermore, studies reveal that female scholars tend to

have lower research productivity (Teele and Thelen 2017) as well
as fewer journal submissions (Dolan and Lawless 2020), citations
(Dion, Sumner, andMitchell 2018), and networking opportunities
(Barnes and Beaulieu 2017) compared to their male counterparts.
As a result, women are more likely to leave their position and face
additional challenges in obtaining tenure-track positions and
promotions (Hesli, Lee, and Mitchell 2012).

These issues are compounded further for faculty mothers
who often work a “second shift” to keep up with their respon-
sibilities at home (Sallee, Ward, and Wolf-Wendel 2016).
Research on motherhood and academia demonstrates that
women do more housework and childcare than men (Nakhaie
2009), resulting in a double negative effect on research product-
ivity (Lutter and Schröder 2019), networking opportunities, and
promotion.

Early evidence from journal submissions data, social media
discussions (Kim and Patterson 2020), and accounts of women’s
lived experiences (Fazackerley 2020; Lyttelton, Zang, and Musick
2020) suggests both short- and long-term ramifications of the
ongoing health crisis. Undoubtedly, the effects of the pandemic
will be dissimilar across subfields, research methods, and discip-
lines. For example, researchers conducting fieldwork and/or
“bench-based research” may confront more substantial research
delays (Myers et al. 2020). Moreover, the consequences likely will
last well beyond the pandemic, further deepening existing gender
disparities in academia—especially for female faculty with young
children (Windsor and Crawford 2020). Given the likely amplifi-
cation of present inequalities in academia, the effects on women’s
productivity and career advancement should be analyzed system-
atically and adequately addressed with gender-sensitive policies.

The following discussion introduces the data and presents our
findings on the impact of the pandemic on political scientists’
teaching, research- and non-research-related activities, and the
gendered nature of COVID-19’s short- and long-term effects. The
conclusion describes possible implications of these findings for
women’s productivity and career trajectories post-pandemic as
well as gender-sensitive solutions and policies to mitigate these
effects.

DATA AND MEASUREMENT

We fielded an online survey from June 25 to July 28, 2020 (Shalaby,
Allam, and Buttorff 2021)1 and conducted 15 semi-structured

interviews with female political scientists based at US and inter-
national institutions. The online survey2 was shared with scholars
and researchers through academic listservs, personal networks,
and social media platforms.3 A total of 170 academics in political
science, international relations/affairs, and area studies responded
to the survey, 54.7% of whom identified as female and 50% of
whom were parents or guardians of children under the age of 18.
Almost 70% of respondents hold tenured or tenure-track positions
(i.e., assistant, associate, or full professor or the equivalent).4

To measure research productivity, we examined (1) the
change in the number of hours devoted to research, and
(2) the ability to submit work for publication compared to

before the COVID-19 outbreak. We also included questions to
capture the different factors that may impact productivity, such
as time spent on service, online instruction, and childcare.

EFFECT OF THE PANDEMIC ON RESEARCH PRODUCTIVITY: A
GENDERED PERSPECTIVE

First, we present results on the effect of the pandemic on the
number of hours devoted to research. Respondents were asked
whether these hours increased, decreased, or stayed the same
following the COVID-19 outbreak. As demonstrated in
figure 1A, the productivity of both women and men decreased
during the pandemic; however, a larger percentage of women
(i.e., 72.8% versus 61%) reported fewer hours devoted to research.

Second, we looked at research productivity in terms of respond-
ents’ ability to submit and/or complete work for publication;
figure 1B shows that both male and female respondents reported
a decreased ability. There were less stark gender differences
compared to research hours among those reporting a decrease:
76.1% and 70.1% of men and women, respectively. It is important,
however, to interpret this finding with caution because many
factors, including restrictions on travel, data access, and field
research, also may have contributed to both men’s and women’s
decreased ability to complete ongoing projects and/or submit
work for publication.

Third, increasedservice andotheruniversity,non-research-related
responsibilities negatively affect women’s productivity because they
often incur more service and institutional housekeeping (Bird, Litt,
andWang 2004). Figure 1C shows the perceived change in respond-
ents’workloads early in the pandemic. As expected, male and female
respondents reported an increase in their non-research-related work-
load; however, more women (67.4%) reported an increase in their
responsibilities compared to men (56.6%).

Fourth, respondents were asked how the transition to online
classes impacted their time devoted to teaching. The majority of
respondents reported spending more time on online instruction
during the first few months of the pandemic (figure 1D): 76% of
women versus 71.2% of men. In open-ended questions, many
respondents called attention to the burden of the abrupt transi-
tion to online teaching. One respondent stated that “Online
teaching has taken over my life”; another remarked that “Teach-
ing takes twice as much time online, including reassuring
students.”

The long-standing and unquestioned presence of male academics has led to gendered
norms and expectations that continue to shape the academic milieu.
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Despite the clear gender differences observed in our data and
responses to our open-ended questions,5 these patterns are stat-
istically insignificant. This points to the fact that gender may not
be the sole explanation for these disparities and that other
factors—particularly parenthood—are leading to the observed
trends. The following section examines the combined effects of
gender, parenthood, and care responsibilities on research prod-
uctivity and service.

THE BURDEN OF CARE RESPONSIBILITIES

The COVID-19 outbreak and the closure of schools and childcare
providers exacerbated the dual burden of academic and family life
for those with young children. Although working from home is
associated with more time spent on childcare by both parents,
women reported doing more housework (Lyttelton, Zang, and

Musick 2020). In our survey and interview data, academics with
children described the challenge of trying to balance academic
responsibilities and increased family demands, withmany express-
ing that any semblance of work–life balance no longer existed.

To discern the negative effect of the pandemic on academic
parents, we asked respondents about childcare responsibilities

since the COVID-19 outbreak. Consistent with extant work
(Deryugina, Shurchkov, and Stearns 2021), the data demonstrate
that women were spending 43 hours on childcare, on average, per
week compared to 34 hours for men (figure 2). Moreover, 48.9% of
female respondents reported spending more than 40 hours
per week, more than double the percentage of male respondents
(χ2= 7.14; p=0.068).

Additionally, figure 3 reveals that significantly more female
scholars reported working outside normal business hours to
provide childcare (χ2=4.17; p=0.041). Female respondents were
more likely to take paid or unpaid leave to provide childcare (χ2=
3.00; p= 0.083). Yet, despite the increased burden, institutional
expectations remained unchanged. Some interviewees described
the continued prevalence of a “chilly climate” in their department,
in that they felt that they could not be as “candid” or “direct” about

how their professional and personal lives intersect. “It is seen as
oversharing,” one interviewee explained, “which leads to an atti-
tude in academia, which is unreal, that I can do it all. No biggy.
That’s not true, but we’re just not allowed to say that.”6

As a result, parents of young children (i.e., under the age of 18)
reported spending fewer hours on research (χ2= 11.13; p= 0.004),

Figure 1

COVID-19 Impact on Research Productivity, Service, and Teaching by Gender
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In our survey and interview data, academics with children described the challenge of trying
to balance academic responsibilities and increased family demands, with many expressing
that any semblance of work–life balance no longer existed.

.............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

PS • October 2021 663https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096521000615 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096521000615


with a higher percentage of mothers reporting a decrease
(figure 4A). Of those respondents with young children, 72% of
men and 85.4% of women reported decreased time devoted to
research compared to 51.2% and 59.1% of male and female respond-
ents, respectively, without young children. There was a reverse
ordering regarding those who reported no change in hours
devoted to research: men without young children were the largest

percentage reporting no change (31.7%), and women with young
children were the least likely to report no change (8.3%).

Although the majority of respondents—both those with and
without young children—reported a diminished ability to submit
work for publication (figure 4B), those with young children,
especially women, appear to be particularly disadvantaged. Of
the womenwith young children, 83% experienced a reduced ability

Figure 3
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to complete work compared to 75% for men with young children
and 67% for faculty without young children.7

Female faculty, especially female faculty of color, also are
often in high demand regarding service, resulting in them
assuming a “disproportionate share” of service and mentoring
(Mitchell and Hesli 2013; Shalaby, Allam, and Buttorff 2020).
Figure 4C demonstrates stark differences: female faculty without
children were significantly more likely to report increased service

—that is, 77.3% compared to 58.3% for respondents with young
children and 55% of male faculty without young children. These
results are statistically significant.8 Female academics, whether
or not they have children, face being “mommy-tracked”
(Cummins 2005), and this “mother work”—at departmental
and university levels—limits their research time for which they
subsequently are penalized in tenure and promotion. Results from
our survey provide further evidence of how female academics were
burdened with domestic-care responsibilities and service demands
within their institutions early in the pandemic. As noted by
Windsor and Crawford (2020, 276), these results further underscore

the impracticality of decoupling “gender dynamics from those
surrounding parenthood.”

LONGER-TERM CONSEQUENCES OF THE PANDEMIC

Although we are still amid the pandemic and it is premature to
fully capture its long-term effects, our survey and interview data
expose the likely implications of the ongoing health crisis for
women’s productivity and career path as well as highlight ways to

mitigate them.When asked about the impact of the pandemic, 53%
of respondents agreed that menwill havemore publications in top
journals in the next few years compared to women. Whereas 85%
of respondents either agreed or strongly agreed that womenwill be
worse off than men in academia post-COVID, there was a stark
gender gap: 73.3% of men compared to 94.5% of women agreed or
strongly agreed.9

Interviewswith female scholarswhohaveyoung childrenechoed
similar concerns thatCOVID-19will have a persistent effect on their
research and career. Participants described canceling plans to attend
even online conferences and to conduct fieldwork as well as their

Figure 4

COVID-19 Impact on Research Productivity and Service by Gender and Parenthood
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If universities continue to apply “male” measures of success in evaluating female
academics’ promotion and tenure post-COVID, the existing gender gap in academia will
only widen.
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inability to commit to new projects because the future remains
uncertain.One intervieweeexplainedwhy,noting “becausewedon’t
know how it’s going to be, come September. I can’t commit to
anything online or in-person.”10 Although working from home
might seem like a better arrangement for parents, this is not always
the case. Interviewees cited the need to constantly multitask
between work and childcare, and some described the challenges of
working in crowded living arrangements.

At the time of the interviews, childcare centers were gradually
reopening; however, almost all of the interviewees were not
prepared to send their children to daycare and/or school, citing
health concerns about infection and transmission. Their con-
cerns highlight an enduring impact of COVID-19: the effects will
not be limited to the peak period when childcare and schools
were closed; rather, they will continue to shape women’s prod-
uctivity as children remain home until it is sufficiently safe to
return.

CONCLUSION

Our study provides preliminary evidence on the gender differen-
tial effects of the pandemic on political scientists’ research, teach-
ing, and service. Although much work still is needed to better
understand the longer-term impact of the pandemic on product-
ivity and its gendered effects, our study highlights some of the
early effects. One limitation of our survey is that it does not
quantify the magnitude of the decrease in productivity (i.e., the
exact decrease in the number of hours devoted to research and/or
the number of submitted publications before and after the pan-
demic). Future work should discern the magnitude of these effects
and assess the difference between the perceived and actual decline
in productivity. Although both men and women with young
children experienced reduced research productivity early in the
pandemic, our findings on reported time spent on childcare and
service reveal that women have borne the brunt of the effects.

These findings provide a rather dim perspective on the long-
term effects of the pandemic on female academics’ careers. If
universities continue to apply “male” measures of success in
evaluating female academics’ promotion and tenure post-COVID,
the existing gender gap in academia will only widen. Indicators
including publication records, funding, impact factors, and teach-
ing evaluations may carry further bias against women, especially
in the post-pandemic landscape (Gouws and Moodley 2020; Htun
2020; Kramer 2020). Funding agencies as well as tenure and
promotion committees should consider including more diverse
and “holistic” assessments (Gouws and Moodley 2020). For
example, evaluation committees should require a COVID-19
impact statement and allow faculty to choose the best productive
years in their record (Htun 2020).

Although useful, “one-size-fits-all” policies—such as offering
faculty the option of a tenure-clock extension and excluding
course evaluations from spring 2020 courses—in fact may present
an unequal advantage for men. Whereas the majority of assistant
professors in our sample (70.3%) reported that their institution had
offered tenure-review extension, slightly more women were plan-
ning to opt out compared to their male counterparts (i.e., 28.6% of
men versus 31.25% of women). Most of our female interviewees
expressed concern that applying for an extension will only infer-
iorize them further relative to their male colleagues. Some
described how their mentors discouraged them from using the
extension.11

Finally, given the impact of parenthood—on both men and
women—it seems crucial nowmore than ever to bringmen into the
conversation and to raise awareness among those in decision-
making and gatekeeping positions in academia about the gen-
dered and differential impact of the pandemic to ensure that
gender-sensitive solutions are enacted.12 The pandemic will likely
exacerbate existing disparities and bring to light new ones, which
further underscores the need to address these inequalities in our
profession. As one participant eloquently stated, “[i]f the pan-
demic, if the human loss and the human suffering that we’ve
experienced doesn’t make us think about doing this work…I don’t
know what would.”13 To achieve this goal, we must continue to
engage in meaningful conversations to “level” the playing field by
addressing and challenging the gendered institutional climate and
expectations.
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NOTES

1. For details on the recruitment process for both the online survey and interviews,
see online appendix A.

2. See online appendix B for the survey instrument.

3. We acknowledge that those who most felt the effect of the pandemic were more
likely to share their experiences.

4. See online appendix C for more summary statistics on survey respondents for
political science and related fields (table C1) and the full sample (table C2).

5. See online appendix D for responses.

6. Online interview with adjunct professor, May 29, 2020.

7. These results, however, are statistically insignificant after controlling for factors
such as academic status and age (see table C3, model 2, in online appendix C),
which suggests that the pandemic took a toll on everyone’s productivity, at least
on this dimension.

8. See table C3, model 3, in online appendix C.

9. See figure C5 in online appendix C.

10. Online interview with adjunct professor, June 16, 2020.

11. Online interview with assistant professor, May 27, 2020.

12. We thank one of the reviewers for highlighting this point.

13. Online interview with instructor, January 15, 2021.
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