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Abstract 

The COVID-19 pandemic poses unforeseen risks to women’s academic career advancement. 

Women faculty are more likely to be grappling with new challenges related to caregiving and 

work-life balance, compared to their male colleagues, and may be facing more research obstacles 

due to the disruption of human-subjects data collection. In the following essay, we, two tenure-

stream social scientists, describe four strategies that we have relied on to maintain career 

momentum: staying passionate, engaging in active mentorship, making virtual connections, and 

launching research in COVID. We conclude with recommendations for institutions of higher 

education to formalize specific policies to support gender and intersectional equity in career 

advancement. These include more formalized mentor programs, professional development for 

and access to technology resources for the purposes of research, institutional training and support 

in leading research teams, seed grants for racial and gender disparities research, and pro-family 

policies that provide financial supports and job security in the context of caregiving. 

Keywords: social science, human-subjects data collection, mentorship, technology, social 

justice 
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Maintaining Career Momentum: Women-Centered Strategies for Social Sciences Career 

Success in the Context of COVID-19 

COVID-19 has disrupted family routines, causing school and childcare closures, placing 

older adults in positions of greater vulnerability, and putting ever more caregiving demands on 

women adults in the household. Among women academics, COVID has exacerbated pre-existing 

work-life balance stressors (Guy & Arthur, 2020; Khan et al., 2019; Minello, 2020) and gender 

disparities in career advancement (Gruber et al., 2020; Lopez et al., 2018; Schisterman et al., 

2017), leading to notable declines in women’s publication outputs (Andersen et al., 2020; 

Flaherty, 2020). Academics who are women and Black, Indigenous, and Persons of Color 

(BIPOC), as well as single-parents or sexual/gender minorities, face intersectional challenges 

related to racism, institutional bias, and economic constraints, such that COVID presents unique 

and disproportionate impediments to academic career advancement (Fulweiler et al., 2021), in 

addition to potential for experiencing greater personal loss (Gross et al., 2020) and collective 

trauma compared to their white colleagues.   

Recent empirical work has explored the intensified tensions that COVID has created for 

academic mothers (Guy & Arthur, 2020). In the following essay, we build on that work and 

identify four strategies that we, two mothers and academic social scientists, developed for 

maintaining career momentum. Our strategies are predicated on our methodological training with 

human subjects, and commitment to studying social issues that disproportionately place women 

in highly vulnerable situations, specifically homelessness and intimate partner violence. In this 

essay, we intentionally focus on critical feminist and intersectional research involving human-

subjects; women scientists may be more likely to work in fields involving human-subjects’ data-

collection (West et al., 2013). COVID-19 and social distancing uniquely disrupted these 
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methodologies, creating additional structural barriers to women scholars’ research and careers 

during and post-pandemic. We acknowledge, however, that our experiences are advantaged by 

our positions as white, cisgender, and married. For women occupying intersectional spaces, e.g., 

BIPOC, sexual minority, or single parenting, the stakes are higher and the potential to access 

career critical resources more difficult.   

Our COVID Survival Strategies 

Strategy 1: Staying Passionate  

For both of us, the pandemic initially led to panic, exhaustion, and frustration as we 

struggled to juggle working remotely with pre-school-age children home all day with us. It was 

difficult to concentrate on research and writing and easier to focus on the tangible aspects of 

teaching. One strategy that we used to overcome the research anomie was by reminding 

ourselves about the contemporary importance of our research. The pandemic revealed and 

exacerbated the intersectional race-, gender- and income-based disparities that we already know 

from our research; anecdotal accounts from front-line workers with our community providers 

described women’s struggles, such as accessing remote learning for their children in emergency 

shelters, experiencing trauma flashbacks, and economic setbacks. We saw the importance of 

documenting these struggles in empirical research. Thus, as we moved through the pandemic, we 

found renewed energy and passion to produce critical scholarship that advances the rights and 

opportunities of women, particularly those facing disadvantage due to intersectional positions 

such as lower income or minority race.  

Strategy 2: Engaging in Active Mentorship 

The second strategy, active mentorship, served as the center point for our subsequent 

strategies. CC as a tenured associate professor, serves as the mentor, while KR is tenure-earning 
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and occupies the mentee role. Formal mentorship programs, supported by academic leadership, 

benefits women academics in terms of productivity, job satisfaction, and professional 

development (Cross et al., 2019; Gaughan et al., 2017; Morrow, 2019). However, we received no 

formal instructions or orientation to the mentorship process other than being pointed to the 

written policy in the college’s policies and procedures. Lacking formal processes, we built a 

model of reciprocal mentorship (Jones & Brown, 2011), and utilized a reframing approach 

(McDougall & Connolly, 2020). During regular monthly meetings, we strategized about KR’s 5-

year plan. Using reframing, we adapted our research plans to COVID challenges and discussed 

new ways for KR to build out her pre-tenure professional networks. In the collaborative strategy, 

we applied and were awarded university funding to support a seed research study. The active 

nature of the mentorship – regular meetings, reframing challenges, and identifying collaborative 

projects – makes us both accountable to the mentorship relationship. The model we propose here 

may be particularly beneficial for women academics in intersectional positions. Senior BIPOC 

women academics are disproportionately asked to take on mentorship and support roles leading 

to invisible and burdensome service loads (Social Sciences Feminist Network Research Interest 

Group, 2017). An active mentorship model that confers mutual benefits could offset service and 

help mentors achieve career milestones while supporting their mentees.  

Strategy 3: Making Virtual Connections 

Professional networks, in the form of other academics, are linked to career success 

(Gaughan et al., 2017), and they be particularly important for BIPOC women academics (Settles, 

2019). However, COVID-19 initially slowed down networking opportunities as universities 

adjusted to new virtual realities. The shift to remote engagement created different opportunities, 

though. We re/connected with faculty members within our college and across the university and 
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other institutions through virtual meet-and-greets and happy hours. Virtual events lower barriers 

to attendance, particularly for faculty with children at home (Remmel, 2021; Viglione, 2020) and 

may create more equitable spaces where BIPOC and women faculty feel more at ease to 

participate fully (Ferguson, 2020). We also connected with other academic mothers through 

social media groups, which offers both academic-related and motherhood–related support 

(Pontes et al., 2019).  

In addition to building our academic networks, we refined the ways that we foster 

community partnerships. Institutions of higher education value community-engaged scholarship 

(Boyer, 1990; Holland, 2005), but doing this scholarship requires strong community-academic 

partnerships. During COVID-19, KR participated in a university-sponsored online community 

engagement academy for faculty that disseminated the principles and best practices of building 

community partnerships. Moreover, while building these partnerships virtually has been 

challenging without the feeling of synergy in the room typically generated in an in-person 

meeting, Zoom seems to have increased the likelihood of community partners’ accepting and 

attending meetings, perhaps because it lowers logistical barriers to attendance (Cronley et al., 

2021).   

Strategy 4: Launching Research During COVID-19 

At the start of the pandemic, a university-suspension of in-person research presented 

itself as an opportunity to pause and re-assess our research agenda. The time to find funding and 

build teams is critical given the increasing expectations that academic scientists, across 

disciplines, participate in externally-funded, multi-disciplinary team science (Hall et al., 2018; 

Zerhouni, 2003). Pre-COVID, though, we often found that our packed schedules precluded time 

for quiet reflection and brainstorming. Early in COVID, we had time to search for grant 



WOMEN-CENTERED STRATEGIES FOR SOCIAL SCIENCE CAREER SUCCESS 
DURING COVID-19 
 

7 

opportunities, and utilized a snowball method to build our team through virtual introductions. 

Ever mindful of Zoom fatigue (Wiederhold, 2020), we built the team through multiple 

modalities, including offline communications and cloud spaces like Onedrive, preferring to meet 

synchronously only when necessary. 

In conducting research, we faced new barriers to engaging participants from populations 

that are lower-income and have inconsistent access to Broadband and digital technologies. 

Building on Strategy 3, we relied on community relationships to help us recruit participants, who 

were engaged in services with local agencies. We reframed methodological challenges as 

opportunities for innovation and designed research protocol to protect human subjects within the 

context of social distancing. When conducting focus groups online, we emailed informed consent 

documents to participants ahead of time and sent Zoom meetings links only after receiving the 

electronic signatures in order to limit attendance to those with documented consent. In another 

protocol, we proposed to utilize the white board function of Zoom to allow focus group 

participants to draw their responses. While the methods that we utilized to engage research 

participants may be more specific to social scientists, the issue of flexible methodologies and 

resilient research agendas is applicable across the sciences, including those working with 

restricted data and bench scientists who were unable to physically access data and labs during 

COVID.  

Conclusion 

COVID presented unique impediments to career momentum for women academics 

engaged in human subjects’ research, and in conjunction with the racial pandemic, BIPOC 

women academics have encountered intersectional challenges. The strategies we highlighted 

above offer practical actions that women faculty, across a variety of intersectional identities, can 
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take to survive and thrive. It is important to note, though, that we benefited from racial and 

sexual orientation positions of privilege, as well as from the assistance of our families who 

stepped in at critical times with childcare and logistical support. Women faculty in intersectional 

positions of marginalization face exponential at times existential hurdles. Universities cannot 

expect women faculty to succeed by relying on their personal resources, because doing so only 

exacerbates disparities based on level of social support, economic resources, race, and/or sexual 

and gender orientation.   

In this light, we conclude by calling on institutions of higher education to institutionalize 

supports for women faculty, across all intersectional positions. Move beyond simply encouraging 

mentorship or matching pairs, and create structured mentorship expectations and training for 

mentors (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2019). Support faculty 

development of community-engaged scholarship with vulnerable populations, and recognize this 

work in tenure and promotion guidelines. In addition, offer professional development for 

academic scientists on building resilient research agendas through training in multiple methods, 

including in-person and virtual data collection strategies. Furthermore, consider technical 

supports. Many institutions still require faculty to purchase resources like Zoom accounts and 

cameras with discretionary funds, and making these resources standard could improve work 

equity and productivity. In addition, universities can facilitate critical and intersectional team 

science by creating internal seed grants for racial and gender equity research teams. Moreover, 

universities can recognize research teams that reflect gender and racial diversity, and provide 

professional development opportunities for women and BIPOC faculty to develop research 

leadership skills necessary to lead research teams. Others have recommended eliminating the 

expiration date on start-up funds (Fulweiler et al., 2021), knowing that academic mothers and 
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BIPOC women faculty may progress at a differential pacing compared to traditional white male 

academic pathways.  

Finally, and we believe, most importantly, institutions of higher education must take 

more progressive positions on family caregiving policies. Such positions would include offering: 

1) paid family leave for caregiving needs across the lifespan, 2) onsite childcare, 3) tenure 

extensions, and 4) sincerity in application, meaning that family leave and clock extensions are 

not granted with implicit expectations to show comparable productivity during the clock 

extension or to make up the time with extra productivity in other years (Fulweiler et al., 2021; 

McCucheon & Morrison, 2016). COVID-19 presents both challenges and opportunities for 

gender and intersectional inequities in higher education. In revealing the extent of disparities in 

career opportunities and progression, the pandemic makes it starkly clear that the time for higher 

education to dismantle these structural gender and race disparities is now.  
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