
INSIGHTS FROM THE COVID-19 ACADEMIC RESEARCH STUDY



BACKGROUND

¡ We examined the impact of the pandemic-
enforced lockdown on women academics

¡ Large-scale survey of all female academic 
staff across South Africa’s 26 public 
universities

¡ Completed over the period of the various 
stages of the lockdown, from the initial hard 
lockdown (“stage 5”) in March through 
August (under “stage 2” since 18 August 
2020). 

¡ 2,029 full responses were received



KEY FINDINGS

¡ The shifting concept of “home”

¡ Childcare and academic work

¡ Academic guilt

¡ Self-esteem and self-worth

¡ Well-being



THE SHIFTING CONCEPT OF HOME

¡ From a place of refuge from the outside world to an 
unsettled notion of home as a congested, competitive, and 
constrained place for women’s academic work

¡ Became a space that is/was claimed, conceded, and 
constantly negotiated between women academics and their 
partners as well as children and other occupants under the 
same roof

¡ A deeply unequal place for women’s work, with dire 
consequences for academic careers

¡ “Going to the office helped me put barriers between work 
and private life. Now these barriers are gone.” 

¡ “It brought tension in the household and in time led to a 
deterioration of my relation[ship] with my husband (soon to 
be ex-husband).” 

¡ “I’ve been a bit sad, actually, to see how quickly my family 
casually renders me a servant, when I am constantly 
around and not able to avail myself of the professional 
workspace.” 



Share of women who found academic work “extremely 
difficult” by ages of children in the home 

CHILDCARE AND ACADEMIC WORK

Women academics were caught up in the demands of competing 
roles – online teaching, nurturing students, comforting children 
and finding time to do research and writing.



ACADEMIC GUILT

“Academic guilt” - a negative emotion that results 
from the perceived failure to meet an academic 
obligation. 
¡ Academic women made difficult choices among competing 

demands, with some reporting that often work was chosen 
over attending to children, and teaching displaced research

¡ Forms of guilt: coping, WLB, productivity, relational 

¡ “At the moment, two courses are waiting for me, and I don’t 
know if I have the mental strength to even start again. I feel 
defeated and yet I feel guilty about it, like I should be able to 
cope”

¡ “I am also feeling very guilty that my own research has 
suffered because online teaching is intensive; it takes time 
in designing meaningful interaction and providing it on a 
variety of platforms so that students could access it, 
depending on what they had available”



SELF-ESTEEM AND SELF-WORTH

¡ We found negative emotional experiences related to self-worth, 
social comparisons and fear of judgement, and peer pressure

¡ “Every course has had to be radically redeveloped (and dumbed 
down), and I constantly grapple with technology-fails. This has 
diminished and undermined my sense of who I am as an 
academic/professor, and the quality of knowledge I am able to 
convey to students. I now appear foolish and incompetent, and 
nothing seems to work effectively.”

¡ “One of the biggest issues with lockdown has been my need to 
keep everything going and not to show that I am struggling to 
juggle everything. I know, come time for promotion, none of the 
men, and also not the women without young children or older 
children that require special attention, are going to give me an 
inch of slack. It will be ‘well you know, such and such did it, why 
are you not able to?’” 



WELL-BEING

¡ Many women in the academy expressed a sense of 
frustration, weariness, and being overwhelmed

¡ We refer to this as ‘emotional taxation’ from three 
sources: home life, social milieu, and work environment

¡ “You have to be the emotional rock for everyone and 
meet the demands of work and in the end your tank is 
running on empty. But you must smile. You cannot 
debrief yourself from work on your way home so that 
you can nurture your family. Work and home life are 
blended, and neither is getting the attention it needs. 
Your family asks you why you are grumpy all the time. 
Because the new normal is not normal at all. The 
uncertainty is psychologically taxing, and this affects 
home life and work life.”



CONCLUSIONS – THE GOOD NEWS

¡ Our findings empirically surfaced critical issues: 
¡ gender inequality in academia; 

¡ gendered nature of work;

¡ institutional practices that entrench the patriarchal nature 
of our society

¡ the ‘burden’ of parenthood and care that falls to women; 

¡ the importance of support structures;

¡ limited conception within the greater academic community 
about what digital engagement actually is, and what its 
implications are for academics who perform it 



CONCLUSIONS – ADDRESSING THE 
CHALLENGES
¡ Changes in institutional policies to take account of, and make 

provision for, the emotional health needs of academics, including 
counselling resources; 

¡ Changes in institutional planning and, in particular, performance 
management plans, must be made to moderate them so that the 
pressure to perform takes account of the realities of women’s work 
under lockdown conditions;

¡ Recognition and appropriate priority should be given to how work and 
family evolve throughout the academic career. The university has a 
responsibility to evaluate and delegitimise the organisational
processes that produce gendered inequalities;

¡ Deeper understanding of digital engagement and its effects;

¡ Finding lasting and additional ways to support the student body.



QUESTIONS?


