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To the Editor:
Since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been
widespread concern about potential reduced academic pro-
ductivity and a negative impact on the careers of women in
academia. There are reports of a temporal reduction in pub-
lished papers and fewer first authorships for female aca-
demics, as compared to the previous year [1–4]. We describe
the qualitative impact of COVID-19 onmedical school faculty
members at a large, research-intensive university.

In the fall of 2020, the university revised its academic re-
view process to allow faculty members to add a narrative
statement on the impact of COVID-19. The instructions were
open-ended: faculty could choose to discuss negative impacts
of the pandemic on their academic accomplishments or report
additional accomplishments, including clinical or scholarly/
creative contributions. For faculty who chose to include a
statement, the information was available to all reviewers,
thereby enabling them to evaluate the faculty member’s ac-
complishments in light of the unique challenges associated
with the COVID-19 pandemic. To assess the impact of the
pandemic from the perspective of the faculty, we reviewed all
COVID-19 statements and categorized the impact as personal
or professional and negative or positive. The IRB reviewed
our project and determined it did not require further IRB
oversight.

During the 2021–2022 academic cycle, 54 faculty mem-
bers submitted COVID-19 statements. Nearly three-quarters
of faculty (N=39) who added a COVID statement were wom-
en (39/54), which is substantially higher than the overall pro-
portion of female faculty (49%). Half of faculty who submit-
ted a statement wereWhite (N = 27), 36%were Asian (N=19),

13% were Hispanic/Latinx (N = 7), and 2% were Black/
African American (N=1). The ethnic distribution of faculty
who submitted a COVID-19 statement was roughly similar
to all faculty, with the exception of Latino faculty, who rep-
resent 6% of all faculty and 13% of those who submitted a
COVID-19 statement. The narrative statements described
both personal and professional impacts of the pandemic. We
classified reported impacts as negative, positive, or both, so
the numbers of negative and positive impacts exceed 100%.

Overall, two-thirds of the COVID-19 statements reported
negative impacts which were personal, professional, or both.
There was no gender-based difference in the statements which
reported negative impacts (p = 0.75; Fisher exact test). The
negative personal impacts attributed to the pandemic included
the impact of home schooling, loss of childcare, personal or
family illness, and caring for elderly parents. Negative profes-
sional impact was also reported, such as lab closure, disrupted
communication with collaborators and research subjects, and
inability to travel for data collection. Faculty members de-
scribed a negative impact on scholarly productivity through
canceled scientific meetings, longer review time for journals,
and lack of time to prepare grants.

Two-thirds of the faculty members who chose to submit a
COVID-19 statement (29 women and 7 men) reported posi-
tive impacts related to the pandemic. These positive impacts
included new leadership roles, novel research opportunities,
achievements related to re-organization of clinical services or
teaching programs, and the opportunity to serve communities
that were highly impacted by COVID-19. While the propor-
tion of women who added a narrative statement and reported
positive impacts (74%) was higher than the proportion of men
(47%), the difference was not statistically significant (p =
0.10; Fisher exact test), given our limited sample.

In summary, in a medical school at a large, research-intense
university, female faculty were more likely to add a statement
describing the impact of COVID-19 to their academic dossier
than male faculty and were more likely to report positive pro-
fessional accomplishments. We are concerned about the po-
tential for inequities in academic advancement, given the
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long-term nature of the pandemic, but we were unable to test
for ethnic-based differences. The narrative statements provid-
ed contextual information that complimented the standard ac-
ademic dossier and all of the faculty members who included a
COVID-19 statement successfully underwent academic ad-
vancement. Despite widespread concern about negative im-
pacts of the pandemic on academic productivity and career
development for women, two-thirds of our faculty reported
new opportunities and positive accomplishments during the
early phase of the pandemic. Ongoing monitoring is needed
to assess the ongoing impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on
academic productivity and identify gender- or ethnic-based
differences in academic advancement.
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