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BACKDROP      
 
The FPIR Workgroup was formed in the Spring of 2021. The 13-member workgroup included faculty 
members representing every school on the Evanston and Chicago campuses. Tenured, tenure-track 
(i.e., pre-tenure) and non-tenure-track faculty were represented in the group including Amit 
Prachand, Associate Vice President, Institutional Research, who was instrumental in leading all data-
related efforts of the workgroup. The workgroup was ably supported by Lorraine Cassis, Joan 
Johnson, Alex Rot, and Celina Flowers from the Provost’s Office.  
 
The workgroup conducted its work against a backdrop of two significant employment and benefits-
related events at Northwestern. The University had reduced its workforce and instituted furloughs in 
2020 in anticipation of revenue losses and a general financial downturn. The University also 
suspended retirement contributions for all staff and faculty between May and December of 2020. 
However, the University ended up realizing a surplus at the end of the 2019-2020 fiscal year. Faculty 
expressed frustration about these events and clearly articulated a loss of trust in the Board of 
Trustees as well as University leadership. Faculty responses to all queries from this workgroup were 
heavily colored by this backdrop. 
 
The other significant backdrop, external to the University, was the move to online learning for preK-
12 education in communities surrounding the University and the closure of many childcare facilities. 
As noted in our analysis, these factors have, in fact, been larger than the two university-related 
factors mentioned above in terms of the impact on working conditions for faculty.        
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Focus Groups 

•
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FINDINGS      

 
Framework 
 

We begin by presenting a framework for understanding and appreciating the immediate, ongoing, 

and long-term impact of the pandemic. The framework emerged as the workgroup contextualized the 

quantitative data from the faculty survey against the broad and recurrent themes that surfaced in the 

focus groups. The focus groups drew the workgroup’s attention to pre-pandemic conditions that were 

amplified by the disruptions during the pandemic. Upon deliberation, it was clear that the systems in 

place at our, and perhaps other, universities influenced who was impacted by the pandemic as well 

as how much they were impacted. Thus, the workgroup devised the “During-After-Before" framework 

to use the knowledge gained by our work to inform not only what could be done to mitigate the 

immediate effects of the pandemic, but also to initiate systBT
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TABLE: Broad framework for understanding immediate and predictable long-term disruptions in faculty productivity with their 
connection to pre-existing conditions and systems. 

During After Before 

¶ Increased time burdens for 
caregivers 

¶ Amplified disparities in productivity 

¶ Uncertainties related to caregiving 

¶ Lack of on-campus childcare  

¶ Female/caregiving faculty 
disadvantaged against comparison 
cohorts 

¶ Decreased research/performance/ 
creative work 

¶ Continued expenses (staff and 
student support; animal housing) 

¶ Prolonged time in rank (delayed raises in 
pay)  

¶ Slow ramp up due to student uncertainty, 
supply problems, venue openings 

¶ Lack of funds for no-cost extensions 

¶ Global gender gaps in time in rank, 
pay, and representation of women 
faculty amongst the top earners at 
universities.1 
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While response rates differed across schools and tenure status, a greater proportion of female-identified faculty responded to the faculty 

survey in almost every category. The Bienen School of Music (Bienen in Figure 1, BSoM) was the only exception in which a greater 

proportion of male-identified faculty responded to the survey. Response rates were approximately equal from Library faculty (F – 42%; M – 

41%). At the other extreme, the proportion of female-identified faculty who responded to the survey was double that of male-identified faculty 

from SESP, NU-Q, and Medill. The gender distribution was even more imbalanced among the participants of the focus groups. The NU-Q 

focus group was the exception with approximately equal numbers of male- and female-identified faculty participating. We highlight these 

statistics related to participation as likely indicators of who may have disproportionately experienced disruptions related to the pandemic. We 

connect the observations about respondents and participants to the types of responsibilities and activities that may have consumed, and 

may continue to consume, greater amounts of time and effort. 

Changes in Activities/Responsibilities 

The changes in teaching modalities as well as closures of schools and daycares had a significant impact on how faculty distributed their time 
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The increased demands on faculty time and effort related to teaching, service, and advising were directly 
linked to the abrupt and dramatic changes in the modality of all activities at the U
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“I am NTE. I am deeply concerned about job 
security as a result of the pandemic. … I am 
concerned that much of the pandemic recovery 
conversation has been focused on lost research 
and scholarship, issues more relevant to tenure-
line faculty, with little acknowledgement of the 
psychological toll of teaching since spring of last 
year and that there needs to be some sort of 
thought given to how to best support NTE faculty 
in recovery.” 

A remarkably larger proportion of respondents (78% - F, 67.2% - M, Figure 3) 

who were yet to attain tenure indicated spending “somewhat less” or “much less” 

time on research and creative activities. These differences were also observable 

in the responses to the open-ended questions of the survey. A broader funding 

portfolio including discretionary accounts provided more flexibility to senior 

faculty compared with those in their pre-tenure period. Senior faculty were also 

able to leverage their more extensive networks to continue meaningful research 

and scholarship.  

Non-tenure-track faculty experienced the pandemic differently in many cases. 
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Long-Term Considerations 
 

The faculty survey did not directly ask any questions about the psychosocial impact of the pandemic on faculty. However, respondents 

offered a lot of information about the psychosocial impact of the pandemic in the survey as well as the focus groups. Faculty expressed 

concerns about raised levels of anxiety in students, staff, and faculty colleagues. Switching to a new mode for teaching and supporting 

students as they navigated the dramatic changes brought about by the pandemic took a heavy toll on the mental health of faculty. Non-

tenure-track faculty were resigned to a continuation of these high levels of stress and exhaustion with no possibilities of teaching load 

reductions. The feeling of burnout was so severe in some that several comments in the survey and the focus groups indicated that faculty 

had given serious consideration to leaving academia. 

 

“As teaching-track faculty I worry about burnout for myself and my colleagues. We had no option to teach less, and the 
work of teaching online (even apart from the work associated with the shift) is exhausting. This combined with the fact that 
female faculty like myself (and teaching-track faculty more generally) are often called upon to mentor and support 
struggling students.”  

“I am absolutely exhausted.  I am so sad that I have had no time to write grants or even really think hard about my fun 
research.   I am just treading water, trying to be sure all my students get through their PhD okay.  I am so, so, tired.” 

“To be honest, I am so burned out by teaching, mentoring, and service responsibilities that I am probably going to 
leave the profession as soon as I am logistically able to do so.” 

 
In response to the open-ended questions on the survey, in the focus groups, as well as in more informal communications with members of 

the workgroup, faculty expressed profound disappointment in the manner in which University leadership had tackled the financial 

uncertainties during the winter and spring of 2020. Faculty reported feeling underappreciated and even sacrificed to keep the financial 

bottom line of the U
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Career Recovery 

Research:  

¶ The University should provide research funds to allow faculty to recover their research programs from the slowdown due to 
the pandemic.  

¶ Form task group to propose novel ideas to support faculty scholarship/activity in the creative fields. 

¶ Expand funding to support research grants in the Humanities and Social Sciences. 

¶ Provide funds for junior faculty to bring established scholars to campus for talks, seminars, etc. 

Teaching: 

¶ Provide modest discretionary accounts to cover teaching-related expenses for all faculty who do not already have access to 
such funds. Allow funds to cover all forms of instructional supports, including home IT needs. 

¶ Reduce teaching load and provide teaching resources for junior and NTE faculty to aide in recovering lost research 
productivity and recovering from extreme stress experienced by many. Resources could include assistance in building 
courses and supporting course-related activities. 

Evaluation & Promotion: 

¶ Consider standardizing self-evaluation questions related to COVID impacts for all promotions across the University.  

¶ Monitor how each school is considering COVID impact. 

¶ Where customization is necessary, assist schools in developing promotion guidelines that reflect the disparate impact of 
COVID accurately. 

¶ Determine and communicate how CTECs should or should not be used for evaluations during COVID. 

¶ Continue the work on finding an alternate to CTECs that is free of bias to the extent possible. 

¶ Formally define and recognize service and student support in NTE promotion criteria. 

¶ Strengthen mentoring programs and activities to support tenure and promotion. 

 
 

Caregiving 

¶ Continue caregiving grant and consider increasing amount. Re-examine income eligibility criteria. 
¶ Expand Dependent Care Travel Grant as travel resumes. 
¶ Increase and enhance caregiving consultation services through HR. 

 
 

Health & Wellbeing 

¶ Increase communication to faculty about how to support students through CAPS, AccessibleNU, etc. 

¶ Improve Employee Assistance Program and Faculty Wellness resources. 

¶ Consider other models of delivering CAPS as the current model is unable to keep up with demand. Consider a more 
decentralized approach perhaps allowing schools to develop independent CAPS-like services. 

¶ Develop program of reduced or free services for faculty such as yoga or meditation sessions, SPAC membership fees, 
lunchtime concerts, outdoor programs in the fall and spring, meetups for faculty with young children, etc. 
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Post Pandemic Faculty Planning 
 

 
Start of Block: Introduction 
 
Q1.1  
This survey is designed to assist the Post-Pandemic Faculty Planning (PPFP) group, led by co-
chairs Sumit Dhar, Associate Provost for Faculty and Professor, SoC, and Karen Smilowitz, 
Professor, McCormick and Kellogg. The PPFP aims to understand the impact of COVID-19 on 
faculty, including differential impacts, and to make recommendations for the long-term mitigation 
of the impact of COVID-19 with special consideration of career advancement, tenure, and 
promotion.   
    
The information collected will be kept strictly confidential. Institutional Research staff will report 
data to the PPFP and the Northwestern community in aggregate form to protect confidentiality. 
All data, including individual comments to open-ended questions, will be de-identified by staff 
b

mailto:faculty-survey@northwestern.edu
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Q2.3 Family Responsibilities, Personal Circumstances, and Work 
 
 
 
Q2.4 How much, if at all, did the time you spent on the following domains change as a results of 
challenges with childcare, assistance with remote schooling, or eldercare during the last 
12 months? (ClarificationDid you spend more time, less time, or the same amount of time on 
the following domains as a result of challenges with childcare, assistance with remote schooling, 
or eldercare during the last 12 months as compared to the pre-pandemic period?) 

 Much more 
(1) 

Somewhat 
more (2) 

About the 
same (3) 

Somewhat 
less (4) 

Much less 
(5) 
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mental health, or other personal circumstances during the last 12 months as compared to the 
pre-pandemic period?) 

 Much more 
(1) 

Somewhat 
more (2) 

About the 
same (3) 

Somewhat 
less (4) 

Much less 
(5) 

Research (1)  o
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Display This Question: 

If How much, if at all, did you experience a change in research/creative work outcomes (such as 
exhi... = Small decrease 

Or How much, if at all, did you experience a change in research/creative work outcomes (such as 
exhi... = Large decrease 
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Q3.3 If you experienced a decrease in research/creative outcomes during the last 12 months, to 
what extent, if at all, did the following contribute to the decrease? 
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 Not at all (1) Very little (2) Somewhat (3) To a great 
extent (4) 

Restrictions, 
such as limited 
access to labs, 

studios, animals, 
clinical settings, 

field settings, 
libraries, 

archives, or 
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Additional time 
spent on service 
responsibilities  

(7)  
o  o  o  o  

Additional time 
spent on 

mentoring 
responsibilities 

(8)  
o  o  o  o  

Lack of access 
to or reduction in 

productivity in 
trainees, 
graduate 
students, 

assistants, 
and/or staff (9)  

o  o  o  o  

Changes in 
caregiving 

responsibilities 
(10)  

o  o  o  o  
Changes in 

personal 
circumstances 

(11)  
o  o  o  o  

Other (please 
specify) (12)  o  o  o  o  

 
 
 
Display This Question: 

If How much, if at all, did you experience a change in research/creative work outcomes (such as 
exhi... = Large increase 

Or How much, if at all, did you experience a change in research/creative work outcomes (such as 
exhi... = Small increase 
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Q3.4 If you experienced an increase in research/creative outcomes during the last 12 months, 
to what extent, if at all, did the follow contribute to the increase? 

 Not at all (1) Very little (2) Somewhat (3) To a great 
extent (4) 
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Q4.2 To what extent, if at all, did the following impact the time you spent on aspects of 
teaching during the last 12 months as compared to before the pandemic? 

 Not at all (1) Very little (2) Somewhat (3) To a great 
extent (4) 

Obtaining 
professional 

development to 
adapt to remote 
instruction (1)  

o  o  o  o  
Reconfiguration 

of courses, 
syllabi, etc. for 

remote 
instruction (2)  

o  o  o  o  
Additional 
mentoring, 

advising, and 
interacting with 

students (3)  
o  o  o  o  

A change in time 
spent on 
research 

responsibilities 
(4)  

o  o  o  o  
A change in time 
spent on service 
responsibilities 

(5)  
o  o  o  o  

Change in 
caregiving 

responsibilities 
(6)  

o  o  o  o  
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Q5.1 Service and Mentoring 
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Q5.2 To what extent, if at all, did the following impact the time you spent on aspects of 
service during the last 12 months as compared to before the pandemic? 
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 Not at all (1) Very little (2) Somewhat (3) To a great 
extent (4) 
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End of Block: Service  
Start of Block: Career 
 
Q6.1 Career 
 
 
 
Q6.2 What challenges and/or opportunities do you anticipate in the next three years related to 
mitigating the impact of the pandemic on your career or professional future?  

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

End of Block: Career  
Start of Block: Resources 
 
Q7.1 Resources 
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Q7.2 Please indicate your awareness and utilization of the following resources or policies 
provided by Northwestern University, your school, your department in response to the 
pandemic? 

 Unaware (1) 
Aware of and 
no plans to 

use (2) 

Using or 
have used 

(3) 

Anticipate 
using in the 
future (4) 

Not 
applicable (5) 

Caregiving 
Grant  (7)  o  o  o  o  o  

Tenure clock 
extension  (8)  o  o  o  o  o  
Federal work 
study Zoom 
assistant or 

research 
assistant  (9)  
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Display This Question: 

If Please indicate your awareness and utilization of the following resources or policies provided by... [ 
Using or have used] (Count) > 0 

 
Q7.3 Resources 
 
 
Display This Question: 

If Please indicate your awareness and utilization of the following resources or policies provided by... [ 
Using or have used] (Count) > 0 

Carry Forward Selected Choices from "Please indicate your awareness and utilization of the following 
resources or policies provided by Northwestern University, your school, your department in response to 
the pandemic?" 
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Q7.4 Please indicate your level of satisfaction with the following resources or policies provided 
by Northwestern University, your school, your department: 

 
Extremely 
dissatisfied 

(1) 

Somewhat 
dissatisfied 

(2) 

Neither 
satisfied nor 
dissatisfied 

(3) 

Somewhat 
satisfied (4) 

Extremely 
satisfied (5) 

Caregiving 
Grant  (x7)  o  o  o  o  o  

Tenure clock 
extension  

(x8)  o  o  o  o  o  
Federal work 
study Zoom 
assistant or 

research 
assistant  

(x9)  

o  o  o  o  o  
School or 

department 
support for 

remote 
teaching 

such as TA, 
grader, zoom 

assistant 
(x10)  

o  o  o  o  o  
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Q7.5 Resources 
 
 
 
Q7.6 If you did not use or were not satisfied with any of these resources or policies, please 
provide any suggestions you have for changing or ending them. 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Page Break  
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Q7.7 Resources 
 
 

 
 
Q7.8 Is your field changing due to the pandemic? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  
 
 
Display This Question: 
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