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Chapter 1. Introduction and Research Methods

1.1 Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic has 
created global shifts across all 
aspects of society. Disruptions 
to global economies, which has 
led to income loss and high 
unemployment rates, are said to be 
unprecedented (Dang and Nguyen, 
2020). As of June 2021, the World 
Health Organisation data recorded 
around 164 million people had 
contracted the virus and there had 
been around 1.4 million deaths. 
These numbers were still rising 
exponentially at the time of writing. 

The impact of Covid-19 has been 
disproportionately experienced 
by different groups of people. 
Although men and women 
experience Covid-19 at similar rates 
internationally, men were more 
likely to be admitted to intensive 
care and more likely to die from 
it compared to women (Peckham 
et al., 2020). In England, men of 
working age were twice as likely to 
die as women of working age (PHE, 
2020). Death rates were higher 
amongst people from Black and 
Asian ethnic groups than White 
ethnic groups (PHE, 2020). People 

of Bangladeshi ethnicity were twice 
as likely to die from Covid-19 as 
people of White British ethnicity 
(PHE, 2020). Older people have 
experienced far more severe illness 
and death than younger people 
(PHE, 2020). In terms of recovery, 
women report ‘long covid’ at a 
higher rate than men – with women 
aged under 50 years old being five 
times less likely to report feeling 
recovered than men of the same 
age (Sigfrid et al., 2021).  

In this study, we were interested 
in looking at the experiences of 
mothers working across UK Higher 
Education Institutions (HEIs). The 
reasons for this are twofold. First, 
we are conducting the research 
as members of the Durham 
University Mothers-and-Mothers-
to-be Support Network (MAMS), a 
network for mothers and expectant 
mothers. Membership is open to all 
departments and divisions and to 
both staff and students. Second, 
we share longstanding concerns 
about gender-based inequalities 
within higher education and have 
concerns about how Covid-19 may 
entrench these further. 

The Women’s Higher Education 
Network (WHEN) had similar 
concerns, and also ran a survey 
on the experiences of cohabiting 
parent couples working in 
professional services within Higher 
Education. The WHEN research – 
titled ‘Sharing the Caring’ aimed to 
take a snapshot of gender equality 
in the home during lockdown. 
Of the 1,074 respondents to their 
survey, they found that mothers 
were more dissatisfied than fathers 
with the way childcare duties were 
shared during lockdown and were 
more dissatisfied with the split of 
chores. Our research builds upon 
this survey, extends it to a longer 
timeframe, includes all staff roles, 
and provides a specific focus on 
mothers (regardless of whether 
or not they are in a relationship or 
cohabiting). 
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Our study had two research 
objectives: 

1. To understand the impact 
and experiences of mothers 
of children aged 18 or under 
working in a UK HEI.

2. To look for examples of good 
practice to share more widely 
within the Higher Education 
sector.

We do not seek to make any 
comparisons within our work 
between mothers and fathers, 
or between people with children 
and those without. Fathers may 
also be single parents or primary 
caregivers and may have had 
detrimental effects to their lives 
and careers during Covid-19. 
Research for the Fatherhood 
Institute found that many fathers 
were able to contribute more time 
to childcare and build stronger 
relationships with their children 
during this period (Burgess and 
Goldman, 2021). We know that 
childless/childfree families and 
adults living alone have also had 
detrimental impacts. As Utoft 
(2020) argues, the idea that single, 
childfree women - ‘all the single 
ladies’ - were ‘unconcernedly 
enjoying a surge of productivity’ 
(p. 778) is a narrative that requires 
nuancing. 

We also know that being a mother 
is not a singular experience, and 
that some mothers have seen 
positive impacts linked to working 
from home for example. There are 
many factors that intersect with 
being a mother – disabilities, career 
stage, relationship status, number 
and age of children to name just a 
few. As the authors of this report, 
the four of us have very different 
home life and work life situations. 
We also recognise that mothering 
does not stop at age 18, the cut off 
age for our survey, especially for 
mothers of children with disabilities 

and/or additional support needs. 
We could not capture everything 
within our project, which was 
conducted during the January-
March 2021 UK-wide lockdown 
and associated school closures. 
However, we hope that it can be 
used as a starting point to looking 
back at this time and looking 
forward to a situation in which 
motherhood is able to be better 
combined with work and career 
progression within HEIs.

1.2 Research methods 

We used a mixed method approach 
to meet the two research questions 
listed previously – an online survey 
for mothers working in UK HEIs 
and a set of in-depth interviews 
with senior staff where some 
element of good practice had 
been identified. Ethical approval 
was granted by Durham University 
Department of Sociology.

1.3 Online survey of mothers

The online survey for mothers 
working in UK HEIs was 
anonymous and consisted of a set 
of statements to which participants 
were asked to state to what extent 
they agreed with (from strongly 
agree to strongly disagree) 
followed by two open ended 
questions and some demographic 
questions. Recruitment took place 
through snowball sampling, mainly 
via social media (predominantly 
Facebook and Twitter) and existing 
staff networks (parents/caregivers, 
women’s, and other equality 
networks) in UK HEIs. In total, 
2,888 mothers participated in the 
online survey. In the section that 
follows, and throughout this report, 
where % exceeds 100, this is due to 
number rounding.

Of the 2,888 participants, 17% 
(n=493) had a disability (defined 
as any illness, mental or physical, 
which has a substantial and 
long-term negative effect on 
your life, for example: a mobility 
impairment, a hearing impairment, 
depression, anxiety disorder, 
autism), regardless of whether or 
not you have declared this to your 
employer). Most - 90% (n=2,569) 
were married, in a civil partnership, 
or living with a partner – with 
others single (9%, n=269), widowed 
(>1%, n=10), or ‘other’ (>1%, n=19). 
One in ten participants (n=295) 
were a single parent. 

Graph 1 shows that the 
overwhelming majority of the 
participants were white. This is 
a limitation of our research and 
should be taken into consideration 
when looking at the results. 
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Graph 2. shows the age of 
participants – with the majority 
being aged between 25 and 54 
years old – this is likely to be due 
to the age at which women in HEIs 
have children who are in early years 
or primary/secondary school age. 

Between them, the 2,888 
participants had 4,719 children in 
early years, primary or secondary 
school (an average of 1.6 children 
per participant, with some having 
one child and some having five or 
more). This was broken down in 
broad age ranges as follows:

• 40% (n=1,145) had at least one 
early years aged child at home 
(approx. 0-4)

• 58% (n=1,686) had at least one 
primary school aged child at 
home (approx. 4-11) 

• 30% (n=860) had at least one 
secondary school aged child at 
home (approx. 11-16)

15% (n=430) of respondents had 
a child with a disability and 13% 
(n=378) had a child with a special 
educational need. 

Although the rules differed a little 
by nation, there was some access 
allowed in the first lockdown 
period for particular groups of 
children, for example those whose 
sole or both parents were working 
within frontline healthcare services, 
those with a special educational 

need and/or those deemed 
‘vulnerable’ (which covered a range 
of contexts). However, these were 
both subject to restrictions and 
availability. For the participants 
in this survey, only 1.3% (n=38) 
had been able to access a school 
or early years setting for the first 
lockdown period (the second was 
a more complicated picture and 
we asked only about the first). In 
a small number of instances there 
was a mixed situation, where one 
child in a family was able to attend 
school and the other/s were not. 

Participants were from HEIs across 
the UK. Most participants were 
from England (84%, n=2,392), 
followed by Scotland (9%, n=243), 
Northern Ireland (4%, n=99) and 

Graph 1. Participant ethnicity

Graph 2. Participant age
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Wales (4%, n=121). Nearly half 
were located within a Russell 
Group University, as shown in 
Graph 3 below. This is a limitation 
of our research, is likely due to 
our sampling method, and should 
be taken into account when 
considering the findings. 

We asked participants about 
their role within the HEI, and the 
results of this are shown in Graph 
4. We were keen to ensure that 

we captured the experiences of a 
range of mothers in HEIs and we 
have been successful in reaching 
different academic roles as well 
as professional support services. 
We have been less successful in 
reaching estates and facilities 
support services, with only 15 
participants from this category of 
job role. This is likely due to our 
sampling method, our reliance 
on online methods for both 
recruitment and data collection, 

and was identified as a concern 
throughout our planning and data 
collection periods. This should 
be taken into consideration when 
looking at the results, and further 
discussion is needed about how to 
ensure different groups of staff but 
particularly estates and facilities 
support services are able to have 
their voices heard within research 
and within HEIs more generally. 

Graph 3. Type of Higher Education Institution

Graph 4. Job role

Most participants were earning 
between £30-50k per annum (54%, 
n=1,552), with around one in five 
earning under £30k (21%, n=594) 
and one in four earning over £50k 
(25%, n=708).

We also asked about whether 
participants were full time or part 
time, and whether they were on 
permanent/open ended contracts 
or if they were fixed term/hourly 
paid. As is shown in Graph 5, most 
were in either permanent/open 

ended contracts either working full 
time or part time, with only around 
one in six on fixed term/hourly 
paid contract types (16%, n=457). 
As this is not representative of 
staff in HEIs, this may be linked 
to our sampling methods or may 
be linked to a smaller proportion 
of women on fixed term or hourly 
paid contracts having children – 
potentially linked with concerns 
around financial security. 
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Finally for this section, we asked 
about which discipline they were 
linked to, if this was relevant for 
their job role (recognising this 
linked more to academic than 
other roles, meaning some did not 
answer this question). 

Graph 5. Contract type

1.4 Interviews with senior 
staff  

In total there were seven in-depth 
interviews conducted with eight 
senior staff in UK HEIs where some 
element of good practice had been 
identified. All eight participants 
were white, and all except one were 
female. Some of these participants 
can be identified, while others 
preferred to stay anonymous - 
this was participant choice. All 
interviews were done online and all 
except two were recorded and fully 
transcribed (lengthy notes were 
taken of the two that were not 
recorded). 

Graph 6. Academic discipline (if relevant to job role)
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2.1 Introduction 

We asked the 2,888 survey 
participants to rate using a Likert 
scale to what extent they agreed or 
disagreed with a set of statements. 
While most of the statements were 
written in the ‘negative’ sense, 
participants were of course able 
to disagree or strongly disagree, 
if the aspect being asked about 
had not been a problem for them. 
Indeed, some mothers did contact 
us outside of the survey to say that 
they had experienced a number 
of benefits to lockdown – though 
often also recognising that they 
had a particular unique personal 
situation, for example that their 
partner was primarily responsible 
for childcare.

2.2 Responsibility for 
childcare

In most cases however, participants 
said that they were responsible for 
most childcare at home. This was 
the case for both developmental 
(60% agreed or strongly agreed) 
and non-developmental childcare 
(61% agreed or strongly agreed), as 
shown in Graphs 7 and 8.

2.3 Impacts on physical and 
mental health 

Looking next at physical health 
and mental health, Graphs 9 and 10 
show that there were strong levels 
of agreement that combining paid 
work and childcare responsibilities 
had had a negative impact. Overall, 
the impact was slightly greater 
on mental health and wellbeing 
(85% agreed or strongly agreed) 
compared to physical health (67% 
agreed or strongly agreed) - 
however the impact was high for 
each. 

Chapter 2. The impact of Covid-19

Graph 7. I was responsible for the majority or all of the developmental childcare 
at home (home schooling, playing with children, reading to children etc.)

Graph 8. I was responsible for the majority or all of the non-developmental 
childcare at home (feeding, washing, dressing children etc.)
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2.4. Impacts on personal life 
and well-being 

Many participants told us they had 
less time for leisure or self-care 
(91% agreed or strongly agreed), 
and had to work early mornings, 
evenings, and/or weekends to get 
everything done (84%). Nine out 
of ten participants told us they felt 
exhausted a lot of the time (90% 
agreed or strongly agreed). These 
are shown in Graphs 11, 12 and 13. 

Graph 9. Combining paid work and childcare responsibilities during 
Covid-19 restrictions has had a negative impact on my physical health

Graph 10. Combining paid work and childcare responsibilities during Covid-19 
restrictions has had a negative impact on my mental health or wellbeing.

Graph 11. I have had less time for my own leisure or self-care during the 
Covid-19 restrictions
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Graph 12. During the Covid-19 restrictions I had to work early mornings 
and/or evenings and/or weekends to get everything done

2.5 Impacts on work and 
workload

Next, we turn to look at how work 
was impacted during the Covid-19 
pandemic. Three quarters of 
respondents agreed or strongly 
agreed that their workload had 
increased during the pandemic 
(74%), while only 18% agreed or 

strongly agreed that their workload 
had been adequately adjusted 
to take into account childcare 
responsibilities. This is shown in 
Graphs 14 and 15. 

The majority of participants felt 
that both the quality and the 
amount of work they had been able 
to complete had been negatively 

affected. As show in Tables 16 and 
17, six in ten participants agreed 
or strongly agreed in terms of the 
quality of their work (60%) and 
three quarters agreed or strongly 
agreed in terms of the amount of 
work (74%). 

Graph 13. I have felt exhausted a lot of the time during the Covid-19 restrictions

Graph 14. My overall workload has increased during the pandemic

Graph 15. My workload was adequately adjusted to take into account my 
childcare responsibilities



11

Around eight in ten participants 
(81%) reported that it was 
impossible to work without 
interruptions when their child/
children were home. For 
participants with children under 12, 
this rose to 86%. 

Graph 16. Combining paid work and childcare responsibilities during 
Covid-19 has negatively affected the quality of my work

Graph 17. Combining paid work and childcare responsibilities 
during Covid-19 has negatively affected the amount of work 
I have been able to complete

Graph 18. It was impossible for me to work uninterrupted when my child/
ren were home during the Covid-19 restrictions

Combining paid work and childcare responsibilities 
during Covid-19 has negatively affected the amount of work 
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2.6 Implication for careers

We also asked about their concerns 
regarding the impact on their 
careers, both short and long term. 
Graph 19 shows that just over half 
said that they had already missed 
opportunities or milestones in 
their career development during 
the Covid-19 restrictions (54% 

agreed or strongly agreed with 
this statement). A smaller number, 
around one in three, felt that 
combining paid work and childcare 
during the pandemic would have a 
long-term negative impact career-
wise (36% agreed or strongly 
agreed) - as shown in Graph 20.

Graph 19. Combining paid work and childcare responsibilities during the 
Covid-19 restrictions has already had a negative impact on my career

Graph 20. Combining paid work and childcare responsibilities during the 
Covid-19 restrictions will have a long-term negative impact on my career

2.7 Level of support 
experienced

In the last of the Likert style 
questions, we investigated to 
what extent participants felt they 
had been supported in their need 

to combine work and childcare 
responsibilities. We explored this 
on three levels, in terms of a) close 
colleagues, b) line manager and 
c) senior managers. As Graphs 
21, 22 and 23 show, participants 
felt most support from close 

colleagues (67% agreed or strongly 
agreed close colleagues had 
been supportive), followed by line 
managers (69% agreed or strongly 
agreed). Participants felt least 
supported by senior managers 
(40% agreed or strongly agreed). 

Graph 21. My close colleagues have been supportive of my need 
to combine work and childcare responsibilities
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2.8 Managing work and 
childcare responsibilities

We asked participants if they had 
taken any specific actions (e.g. 
special leave or furlough) to help 
them managed their childcare 
responsibilities alongside their 
paid work. The results are shown 
in Graph 24. The most frequently 
used actions were taking annual 
leave as part of normal allowance, 
reducing the number of hours 
worked on a temporary basis, and 
taking special (paid) leave. The 
least frequently used were part time 
furlough, special (unpaid) leave, and 
purchasing additional annual leave.   

The ‘other category’ was quite 
high, with 253 providing additional 
information here. Many mentioned 
adjusting work schedules, for 
example working part time hours 
over a greater number of days or 
moving to a shift work pattern, 
which often included early 
mornings or later nights. Some 
took voluntary redundancy or 
mandatory redundancy during 
this time. Others took temporary 
or permanent reductions to their 
working hours, feeling they had no 

other options available to them:

I am reducing my FTE to 0.6 
FTE because I cannot do it 
anymore, it has taken a huge toll 
on my physical health, with no 
recognition or support from my 
employer. I love my job but the 
demands increased 4-fold during 
the pandemic and I have two 
children under 12 to home-school. 
Asking for help was difficult and I 
was often made to feel I was the 
only one asking for this. I ended 
up working 18-hour days which 
had a detrimental effect on my 
health. (Participant 887, working in 
a teaching and research role in a 
post-92 University).

For others, requests for some 
adjustments were requested 
but not granted, for example 
one participant who ‘... asked 
repeatedly for reduced hours but 
was refused.’ (Participant 1166, 
working in a research role in a 
Russell Group University). One 
participant said they considered 
reducing hours but couldn’t afford 
to as they were on one wage, and 
another asked their husband to 
reduce their hours. 

Many struggled through, trying 
to ‘make do’, often feeling that 
something or someone lost out. 
The quotes below are just some of 
the examples of this:

‘Rearranged my usual work pattern; 
took emergency leave when I felt 
overwhelmed.’ (Participant 1,449, 
working in a Professional services 
role at a Russell Group University)

‘Said no to anything that wasn’t 
life or death essential (e.g. I 
cancelled plenary talks/lectures 
at conferences, stopped doing 
reviewing etc.)’ (Participant 29, 
working in a teaching and research 
role at a Russell Group University)

‘Struggled.’ (Participant 49, 
working in a teaching role, type of 
University missing) 

‘I simply decided that research was 
not possible as no mental space for 
it, so focussed on teaching, admin 
& supporting students (and my 
family)’ (Participant 2,058, working 
in a teaching and research role at a 
Russell Group University).

Graph 22. My line manager has been supportive of my need to combine 
work and childcare responsibilities

Graph 23. Senior managers at the university have been supportive of my 
need to combine work and childcare responsibilities
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Graph 24. Since the pandemic started in March 2020, have you done any 
of the following to help manage childcare responsibilities?

‘I just worked insane hours and 
weekends and got myself sick.’
(Participant 2,480, working in a 
teaching role in a Russell Group 
University)

‘Just did less work - there weren’t 
enough hours in the day to do it 
all.’ (Participant 2,668, working in 
a teaching and research role in a 
Post-92 University)

‘I worked my paid hours but didn’t 
complete all the tasks assigned 
that normally would have overtime 
and I paused a research project.’ 
(Participant 1,417, with a disability, 
working in a teaching and research 
role in a Post-92 University)

The issue of furlough for childcare 
reasons was one that was 
confusing to many working in HEIs, 
with a lack of clarity regarding who 
and under what circumstances 

furlough would be allowed. As part 
of the ‘other’ category, one told of 
the confusing situation she found 
herself in when she was furloughed 
and then retrospectively 
‘unfurloughed’ with no childcare 
and a keyworker partner (although 
did feel supported by her 
Department and University). 

There was one example given 
where changes made to the way 
family and work were organised 
had resulted in a benefit to her 
career. In this case, she had 
increased her work hours and 
felt her career had accelerated 
because her partner was unable 
to work during the pandemic and 
hence took on the role of primary 
caregiver to their child. This 
additional focus on her career with 
less time spent on childcare had 
resulted in a permanent, full time 

job offer which she felt would have 
been otherwise unattainable in the 
same time period. 

2.9 Summary 

While not the case for everyone, 
the overall pattern for respondents 
to the survey was that coping with 
childcare and work was detrimental 
to their work lives, personal lives, 
and own health, mental health and 
well-being. Some had requested and 
been given permission to access 
particular schemes such as furlough 
or special leave, the overwhelming 
response were attempts to work 
differently, either different hours or 
on different activities, struggling 
and ‘making do’. Given this, it is not 
surprising that nearly all described 
feeling exhausted. 
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3.1 Introduction 

This chapter refers to answers 
that were given to the free text 
question in our survey: ‘What 
were the least helpful things that 
your institution did for you during 
Covid-19?’ A total of 2,305 of our 
participants identified something 
that did not help and responded to 
this question. The responses have 
been thematically analysed, and 
supplemented where relevant with 
quotes from the interviews with 
senior managers. 

Ten common themes emerged 
which are summarised below, 
ranked according to the frequency 
in which they were mentioned. 

1. Expectations of ‘business as 
usual’

2. Poor communication and 
messaging

3. Too many changes leading to 
‘change fatigue’

4. Uneven and unequal 
application of furlough

5. Use of leave

6. Expectations of in person 
teaching and meetings while 
Covid-19 levels were high

7. Lack of suitable equipment for 
home working

8. Too many badly timed, long 
meetings

9. Hiring/pay freeze and 
redundancies

10. Contact with line manager

3.2 Expectations of ‘business 
as usual’ (Workload and 
Flexible Working) 

By far the greatest number of 
comments related to workload and 
expectations around the amount 
of work that could be completed 
whilst children were at home. The 
phrase ‘business-as-usual’ was 
used by multiple participants to 
describe their university’s approach 
to operating during Covid-19. This 
was in contrast to the reality that 
workloads were noted to have 
remained the same or increased 
during the pandemic, whilst the 
hours available to effectively work 
from home did not allow mothers 
to meet these expectations. 

‘Expected a business-as-usual 
attitude without properly taking 
into account the reality of some 
staff’s lives and the implications for 
those with caring responsibilities.’ 
(Participant 291, with a disability, 
working in a teaching and research 
role in a post-92 University)

‘Tell me to block my diary out for 
one hour each day to focus on the 
children’s school work however 
my workload wasn’t reduced (in 
fact increased) therefore I felt 
even more stressed and I found it 
impossible to take dedicated time 
out to spend on the children’s 
school work. I therefore felt like I 
was failing at my job, failing as a 
teacher to the children and failing 
as a mother. It was an extremely 
difficult time.’ (Participant 2552, 
working in a teaching role, type of 
HEI missing)

‘At no point did the institution 
acknowledge that in a global 
pandemic it was simply 
unreasonable to expect 
parents to add in childcare and 
homeschooling to their normal 
full-time working schedule and stay 
sane.’ (Participant 1623, working 
in a professional services role in a 
Russell group University)

‘There was no leeway in workload 
or expectation. It just increased 
tenfold. My eldest child is 
autistic with delayed social and 
communication. It was incredibly 
difficult and, aside from lending a 
sympathetic ear, nothing was done 
to support me.’ (Participant 2761, 
working in a professional services 
role in a post-92 University) 

Many participants reported a 
dissatisfaction with flexible working 
with no adjustments being made 
to their workload. Although it 
did allow work to be conducted 
outside of core hours, it did not 
result in enough time or energy to 
complete the work required.

‘Being told that I could complete 
my hours outside of the usual 
working hours was supposed to be 
helpful but it just made me feel as 
though there was an expectation 
that I should still be able to do 
it all on top of homeschooling.’ 
(Participant 2768, a single parent, 
working in a professional services 
role in a pre-92 University)

Chapter 3. HEI responses – what didn’t help



16

The assumption that flexible work 
was a reasonable solution for 
mothers could have a negative 
emotional impact, which is 
expressed by this respondent who 
also highlighted the impossibility of 
flexible working as a viable option 
for a single parent:

‘Told us we should be working our 
‘contracted hours’ but hey! we can 
work them ‘flexibly’ so that’s great 
and we should try doing this after 
the children have gone to bed. This 
was literally written by someone 
who has never been the main carer 
of children. So a single parent 
might get up with young children 
at 6, try to entertain them all day 
during a stay-at-home order, have 
to complete additional tidying, 
cleaning and cooking requirements 
because the children are not at 
childcare. Can maybe do an hour’s 
work whilst children are napping 
or watching tv. Children go to 
bed at 7.30 and exhausted mum 
can then have some tea, tidy and 
clean, catch up with life admin 
and start a 6 hour working day 
around 8.30pm and be in bed for 
3am! Sure. If that’s not possible, 
you can take some unpaid leave 
but we aren’t sure how you would 
feed your children. Sorry for the 
sarcasm, I’m not sure how else to 
express my emotions about all of 
this.’ (Participant 246, working in 
a professional services role in a 
Russell Group University)

It was frequently noted that the 
option of working flexibly led to 
a pattern of working in evenings 
and over weekends, with an impact 
on one’s health and wellbeing. 
One of the interview participants 
referred to an in-house survey 
carried out where it was found that 
working mothers were spending 
55% of their working day ‘at work’ 
before and after the pandemic but, 
because of the increase in caring 
responsibilities, academic mothers 
were in effect doing a ‘double shift’ 
(Interview Two). 

‘Unintended consequences of 
flexible working, has meant 
boundaries around the working day 
no longer exist and a long hours 
culture has prevailed. If you can’t 
do it in the working day, do it in 
the evening or on the weekend.’ 
(Participant 2463, with a disability, 
working in a professional services 
role in a Russell Group University)

‘Managers were told to support 
flexible working which is fine 
in principle. In reality it meant I 
still had to fit in all my work (by 
working evenings and weekends) 
and home school. I’m so exhausted.’ 
(Participant 2560, working in a 
professional services role in a 
Russell Group University)

‘Recommending that staff with 
children worked flexibly (i.e. worked 
evenings and weekends). with no 
recognition of the impact that has 
on wellbeing. Caring for children 
all day and then beginning a day’s 
work at night had huge impact on 
mental and physical wellbeing.’ 
(Participant 2291, working in a 
research role in a Russell Group 
University)

One senior manager interviewed 
expanded on this finding further 
by identifying a culture of 
presenteeism that had moved from 
the physical to the digital. There 
was concern expressed that there 
were no longer boundaries around 
a working day, and furthermore 
that the move to flexible, digitised 
working had led to a decreased 
recognition that contracted hours 
represent a certain amount of 
time. It was felt that this situation 
disproportionately impacted 
mothers and carers:  

‘I think this (flexibility) is leading 
to a fatigue and there’s a greater 
impact on those with caring 
responsibilities because we 
are trying to manage those 
expectations of being a mother 
alongside all of the other kind of 
asks which have exacerbated, I 
feel, with the digital infrastructure, 
because you’re going from meeting 
to meeting to meeting’. (Interview 
Three)
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A participant in a line management 
role commented on the lack of 
guidance on how to manage this 
amongst their staff team:

‘Not enough guidance to staff, 
particularly line managers, to 
ensure that working hours were 
not continually exceeded. Working 
at home has meant people are 
thought to be available and 
working all the time. Time saved 
commuting is now spent working, 
plus additional time working in the 
evenings as you are still technically 
in your office space. Top-down 
guidance to restrict this would have 
been appreciated.’ (Participant 
1904, working in a professional 
services role in a Russell Group 
University)

Some participants who were 
managers felt that they were 
expected to support parents in 
their teams, yet were unable to find 
the same level support when they 
needed it:

‘I think it was harder for staff with 
line management responsibilities 
as we were rightly expected to 
provide flexibility for our staff 
who were parents, but we were 
not necessarily given the same 
support and flexibility ourselves. 
Work expectations increased 
rather than decreased over this 
time and managers were expected 
to make sure these increased 
pressures were met regardless of 
whether or not we had childcare 
responsibilities of our own. This 
meant that we ended up picking 
up extra work from the team 
members we were supporting 
whilst also meeting our own 
increased workloads and managing 
our own childcare responsibilities’.  
(Participant 2546, working in a 
professional services role in a post-
92 University) 

‘I’m in management, and we were 
looking out for others, but who 
was looking out for us?’   
(Participant 1, a single parent, 
working in a teaching and research 
role in a Russell Group University)

Along with unchanged or 
increased workloads comes a set 
of expectations around the work 
that is required to fulfill a given 
job role. Academic participants 
commented on a loss of research 
time, but unchanged expectations 
with respect to the REF or the 
generation of grant income. One of 
the senior leaders we interviewed 
acknowledged the problem faced 
by promotion panels - that while 
research had ‘taken a hit’, at the 
same time it was not possible to 
‘ignore’ an unsubmitted paper. 

Related to this, and relevant to 
all staff roles, was a concern 
around unchanged expectations 
for promotion, being held back 
from meeting these expectations 
due to unmanageable workloads, 
and a lack of time to engage with 
meaningful career development 
opportunities:

‘Lack of communication about how 
the impact of the pandemic on 
(mothers’) career development/
promotion.’ (Participant 445, 
working in a teaching and research 
role in a Russell Group University)

The complexity of addressing these 
issues and their long-term impact 
was observed by one respondent: 

‘Giving flexibility to those with 
caring responsibilities but 
simultaneously giving the best 
opportunities/rewards to those 
with more free time to progress 
them. I feel like a real two-tier 
system developed where those 
with caring responsibilities were 
almost written off, but at the 
same time those without caring 
responsibilities were expected 
to pick up the slack and work 
round the clock because it was 
interpreted that they ‘had nothing 
else to do’. Long term, I think this 
will lead to real disparity in career 
opportunities.’ (Participant 1557, 
working in a professional services 
role in a Russell Group University)

‘I’m in management, 
and we were 
looking out for 
others, but who 
was looking out 
for us?’ 

(Participant 1, a single parent, 
working in a teaching and 
research role in a Russell 
Group University)
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3.3 Poor communication and 
messaging 

The second most often 
mentioned issue was that of 
general messaging and formal 
communication, and the contents 
of such communications: 

‘There was a lack of clear 
communication around the 
expectations of parents working 
from home.’ (Participant 2129, 
working in a teaching role, type of 
HEI missing)

Four specific areas were frequently 
noted, the first of which was that 
communications to staff offered 
no solutions or indicated a lack 
of understanding of the reality of 
working at home with children. It 
was not always made clear who 
was responsible for the message, 
however:

‘Lots of understanding words 
without any concrete follow-
through...’ (Participant 319, working 
in a teaching and research role in a 
Russell Group University)

‘Talked the right words but 
did nothing to help people.’ 
(Participant 659, working in a 
teaching and research role in a pre-
92 University)

‘...They did not understand the 
significant impact of being 
constantly interrupted. Their words 
suggested they did but in reality 
this was not the case.’ (Participant 
2679, working in a professional 
services role in a Russell Group 
University)

‘There was no acknowledgement 
of the problem beyond ‘we know 
it’s hard!’ (It’s not *hard* to do your 
job and home-school your children 
at the same time -- it’s impossible 
and soul-destroying).’ (Participant 
1004, with a disability, working in a 
teaching and research role in a pre-
92 University) 

Secondly, messages about health 
and wellbeing were cited as a 
negative, particularly in relation 
to high workloads that prevented 
mothers from attending to their 
wellbeing in the first place:

‘Sent messages saying that we 
should prioritise our mental health 
but then continued to expect 
more work to be done than usual.’ 
(Participant 2632, working in a 
professional services role in a 
Russell Group University)

‘Lots of emails with advice about 
how to be ‘resilient’. My mental 
health (and my relationship) are 
collapsing - the problem isn’t my 
lack of resilience; it is the presence 
of too much stress.’ (Participant 
2334, with a disability, working in a 
professional services role, in a pre-
92 University) 

‘Send me irritating ‘wellbeing 
messages’ about how to look after 
my mental health, particularly 
patronising messages about 
managing my work life balance 
while simultaneously asking me 
to do more work, extra unplanned 
work, to take lessons online and 
providing no extra money for this 
work.’ (Participant 1791, working 
in a teaching role in a pre-92 
University)

‘At a time that workloads have 
massively increased and resources 
cut, it is not helpful to also tell your 
employees to make sure they look 
after themselves. There is no time 
to do all the work and take time 
off.’ (Participant 1262, working in 
a professional services role in a 
Russell Group University)

A third concern raised in relation 
to messaging was the prioritisation 
of the student experience and 
student concerns over those of 
staff. The specific mode by which 
this was communicated was rarely 
articulated, but the issue was often 
presented as a general belief held 
by the institution:

‘... focus on student experience 
at expense of staff wellbeing.’ 
(Participant 130, working in a 
teaching and research role in a 
Russell Group University)

‘Thinking about student 
wellbeing exclusively and not 
staff.’ (Participant 275, working 
in a teaching role in a post-92 
University) 

‘...make staff carry out an active 
student outreach and support 
programme that took huge told 
in terms of time and emotional 
energy, while only offering staff 
support in the form of links to 
free mental health support service 
hotlines and financial advice 
websites.’ (Participant 327, working 
in a teaching and research role in a 
post-92 University) 

The final theme related specifically 
to the third lockdown which 
started in January 2021, when 
HE employees were classified as 
critical workers and thus able to 
request a school place for their 
children. Communications around 
this were sometimes felt to be 
confusing:

‘No clarity whether lecturers were 
considered key workers until too 
late to apply for a school place.’ 
(Participant 1925, working in a 
teaching and research role in a 
Russell Group University)

They were considered particularly 
unhelpful messages when they 
suggested that all staff should 
place their children in school 
regardless of whether or not one 
felt it was safe or right to do so:

‘I refused the ‘Higher Education = 
essential worker’ status’ as a way 
to get my children in school, it 
was not necessary to expose them 
because of a loophole.’ (Participant 
2730, working in a professional 
services role in a Russell Group 
University)
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These messages, many felt, failed 
to recognise the difficulties that 
schools and teachers faced at the 
time or that many schools were 
unable to take all of the children 
who requested a place. Some 
participants felt that there was 
an assumption that their children 
could and should be at school, so a 
full workload was feasible: 

‘Telling us all we qualified as key 
workers at the start of 2021 so 
we could put our kids into school, 
but then finding the schools were 
begging us not to do that as they 
just couldn’t cope with numbers.’ 
(Participant 1942, working in a 
professional services role in a pre-
92 University)

‘Recommending that staff 
requested an essential worker place 
when schools did not allow one 
parent working for a university as a 
reason to take a place. This meant 
that we were expected to avail 
ourselves of the opportunity with 
consequent work expectations, 
without actual access to a school 
place.’ (Participant 2291, working in 
a research role in a Russell Group 
University)

3.4 Too many changes 
leading to ‘change fatigue’

There is no doubt that the 
pandemic forced change at a rapid 
pace. The new requirements for 
teaching and meeting in online 
spaces, new technologies to 
support working from home, and 
the sudden loss of social contact 
with colleagues were all mentioned 
by participants. These types of 
changes were out of the control 
of HEIs themselves, but naturally 
caused considerable stress. This 
meant that when additional 
changes were intentionally 
implemented, they led to what was 
described as ‘change fatigue’. 

Examples of this were when 
participants felt that their 
employers embarked on large-
scale change projects that were 
unnecessary at that point in time:

‘Plough on with major non-
urgent change projects leading to 
unnecessary increase in workload.’ 
(Participant 58, working in a 
teaching and research role in a pre-
92 University) 

‘There is restructuring and change 
to professional services that are 
creating undue stress at this time.’ 
(Participant 2795, a single parent, 
working in a teaching and research 
role in a pre-92 University) 

Changes were also felt to be too 
frequent by some:

‘Last minute change/indecision - 
constant.’ (Participant 495, working 
in a teaching and research role in a 
post-92 University)

‘Repeatedly changing policies and 
guidelines. This caused incredible 
stress, wasted very valuable time, 
and was difficult to manage and 
stay on top of what were the 
correct policies and processes...’ 
(Participant 625, working in a 
teaching and research role in a 
Russell Group University)

Or as too last-minute to manage 
appropriately:

‘Insufficient time allowed to 
manage change’. (Participant 1197, 
working in a teaching and research 
role in a post-92 University)

‘Change their mind about teaching 
delivery all the time at short notice.’ 
(Participant 2870, with a disability, 
working in a teaching and research 
role in a Russell Group University)

In one of the senior leader 
interviews, reference was made to 
a major restructuring and a system 
already in a process of change 
which created extra strain for 
people trying to manage changes 
associated with the pandemic. This 
example highlights the issue with 
reference to parents:

‘... not only may they be home 
schooling, their job has actually 
changed so they mighit be involved 
in a lot more administration, for 
instance, whereas before they 
weren’t.’ (Interview Five)

There was further comment made 
in relation to teaching in which it 
was explained that the switch to 
hybrid teaching and learning has 
created an extra burden in terms 
of planning. It was noted this was a 
potentially bigger hit on women as 
they tend to carry a greater share 
of the teaching responsibilities.  
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3.5 Uneven and unequal 
application of furlough

The government’s furlough system 
was a welcome relief for many 
workers during the pandemic, 
but the majority of HE employees 
were not thought to be considered 
eligible by their institutions. With 
universities required to remain 
open, the majority of workers were 
required for operational reasons. 
Participants criticised universities 
for not communicating the rules 
clearly, particularly in relation to 
being able to request furlough due 
to childcare responsibilities: 

‘No info on whether I could have 
been furloughed due to caring 
responsibilities.’ (Participant 374, 
working in a teaching and research 
role in a Russell Group University)

‘Information about furlough 
options was poorly communicated.’ 
(Participant 1546, with a disability, 
working in a research role, type of 
HEI unknown)

The refusal to furlough staff in in 
different parts of the university was 
a negative experience for some 
participants:

‘Refused to consider furlough or 
part time furlough for academic 
staff with caring responsibilities.’ 
(Participant 589, with a disability, 
working in professional services 
role, type of HEI unknown)

Additionally, decisions around 
furlough were experienced as 
unfair and inconsistent: 

‘Giving some members of staff 
furlough leave and not others, was 
completely unfair.’ (Participant 753, 
working in a professional services 
role in a Russell Group University)

The unfairness of the decision-
making process for one participant 
was clearly detailed: 

‘Last year the lower grade 
members of the team I work in 
were to be furloughed but on a 
rota basis when our workload 
wasn’t too heavy. Out of the people 
selected to be furloughed from our 
team I am the only one currently 
with childcare responsibilities and 
at the time my youngest child 
had just turned 1 so he needed 
constant care and attention. Since 
every other member of my team 
were selected to be furloughed 
before me when it came to my 
turn they said the scheme was no 
longer being used and so I wasn’t 
furloughed. This really impacted 
how low I was feeling as I couldn’t 
understand why I hasn’t been 
selected to be furloughed as the 
only working mum at my grade 
in my team.’ (Participant 1024, 
working in a professional services 
role in a Russell group University)

3.6 Use of Leave - ‘we have 
not had a break’

Many different types of leave were 
made available to staff during the 
pandemic, both paid and unpaid. 
However, it was not always clear or 
consistent in terms of who could 
avail themselves of the different 
options, or how they could or 
should be used in relation to 
childcare:

‘Inconsistent application of 
emergency leave criteria across 
the University.’ (Participant 280, 
working in a professional services 
role in a Russell Group University)

‘Introduced ‘emergency leave’ days, 
but without clear indications of the 
circumstances under which these 
can be taken (or encouragement to 
take).’ (Participant 1803, working in 
a research role in a Russell Group 
University)

‘Special leave’ designed specifically 
for covering emergency Covid-19 
related circumstances was not 
always adequate for situations of 
illness or where isolation of the 
parent or child was required:

‘Offering five days special Covid 
leave. To me it was an utter insult 
in October or November. After all 
the juggling that we could apply 
for five days when isolating for 
close contact was ten days and 
covid could be weeks!’  (Participant 
853, with a disability, working in a 
teaching and research role, type of 
HEI unknown)  

Some felt that taking leave would 
negatively impact on their career 
prospects or reputation, with one 
participant having been told so 
outright:

‘Suggested taking carers leave 
would ‘look bad’. Suggested I work 
evenings and weekends instead 
of take carers leave that had been 
offered.’ (Participant 384, working 
in research role in a Russell Group 
University)

‘They also offered the opportunity 
of long-term unpaid leave and a 
temporary career break. I imagine 
that would be useful for people 
with permanent positions. For ECRs 
like me, it would just make things 
worse.’ (Participant 1229, working 
in a teaching and research role in a 
Russell Group University)

Work commitments also prevented 
some from considering leave, 
with participants who were in 
heavy management roles finding 
it particularly difficult to take up 
these opportunities:

‘Only offer 10 days parental leave 
when lockdown lasted for over 3 
months not that I took any leave 
due to my position in the university 
being relatively senior and thus 
being responsible for a large 
division.’ (Participant 1171, working 
in a professional services role in a 
Russell Group University)
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This finding was also referenced in 
interviews with senior leaders. One 
leader observed that both leave 
and flexible working were much 
harder to access in more senior 
roles as the workload simply did 
not reduce. Another stated that 
where emergency leave had been 
taken, often the workloads were 
difficult to get on top of.  

Time off work is acknowledged 
as necessary for the maintenance 
of mental and physical health, as 
well as promoting efficiency and 
satisfaction with one’s job (Borins, 
2000). Many parents were told 
to use their annual allocation of 
annual leave to cover days of 
childcare, both when schools were 
fully closed and when children 
were homeschooling. This failed 
to recognise that many families 
already use annual leave to care 
for their children for extended 
periods of time due to half term 
or summer holidays. Taking annual 
leave for childcare purposes during 
the pandemic simply shifted the 
problem to later in the year.

‘Suggestion to use annual leave to 
support home learning/childcare. 
With young children in particular 
it is not possible to divide the 
day neatly (e.g. take mornings off 
as annual leave) as they require 
frequent and regular attention 
and help throughout the day. Also 
every day was exhausting and I 
wanted to have some leave left for 
fun and relaxation, not use it all for 
my child’s home learning tasks.’ 
(Participant 454, working in a 
professional services role in a post-
92 University)

‘I’m particularly annoyed that most 
of my childfree colleagues are 
carrying forward tonnes of leave 
to this year, while I’ve already 
used more of mine than usual to 
cope with two tranches of home 
schooling and nursery isolation 
periods following exposure to a 
Covid case. I haven’t had a day 
off, on my own, for over a year 
now - and I need to save my 
leave for future school closures, 
school holidays etc. That has been 
extraordinarily hard; I feel like I 
need holiday more than many 
people but I have had much less.’ 
(Participant 1210, working in a 
professional services role in a 
Russell Group University)

There is also a financial impact 
of buying additional annual leave 
or taking unpaid leave to care for 
children:

‘Offered extra annual leave in 2020. 
Then asked us to buy extra annual 
leave a few months later and 
accused those who didn’t buy it at 
a massive cost of being uncollegial.’ 
(Participant 167, working in a 
teaching and research role in a pre-
92 University)

‘The university has a range of 
schemes that it has introduced 
or enhanced as a result of the 
pandemic - such as unpaid leave, 
reduced hours etc. However, due 
to the financial impact this would 
have these are not viable options 
for me.’ (Participant 2739, working 
in a professional services role in a 
Russell Group University)

By far, the greatest number of 
comments relating to leave (of 
any type, including extra days of 
annual leave given to staff by the 
institution), indicated that taking 
leave without a concomitant 
reduction in workload did not solve 
the greater problem and, in fact, 
could compound it by increasing 
the necessity of working evenings 
and weekends:

‘Extra emergency leave was offered 
and I did take some but this was 
ineffective without any actual 
workload reduction.’ (Participant 
328, with a disability, working in 
a teaching and research role in a 
Russell Group University)

‘Introduced measures such as 
paid dependents leave but often 
not possible to take because 
workload not reduced, so end up 
working evenings and weekends.’ 
(Participant 705, working in a 
teaching and research role in a 
post-92 University)

‘Offered ‘extra’ days leave at 
Christmas ‘in recognition of our 
efforts during the pandemic. A 
meaningless and infuriating gesture 
without any reduction in workload, 
and after limiting the amount of 
leave we could carry over from one 
year to the next.’ (Participant 233, 
working in a teaching role in a pre-
92 University)  
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3.7 Expectations of in 
person teaching and 
meetings while Covid-19 
levels were high 

Participants raised concerns about 
the prospect of having to teach or 
meet with students and colleagues 
in person when the 2020-21 
academic year began. Some 
universities moved to an entirely 
online mode of working before the 
government had announced the 
first lockdown in March 2020, so 
the discussion of how, when and 
who should return to campus the 
following year was heated. 

At the time, universities had to 
consider not just the global and 
national situation, but regional 
infection rates. Participants told 
us they were worried about 
contracting the virus generally, 
particularly when transmission 
rates were high, but also about the 
impact that this would have on 
their children:

‘Sending me in to do face to 
face teaching while hundreds of 
students in the city were ill with 
Covid. In fact increasing contact 
hours during the outbreak at 
start of term for fear of student 
complains of too few hours of face 
to face time. I had a baby at home.’ 
(Participant 443, with a disability, 
working in a teaching and research 
role in a post-92 University) 

Although government guidance 
suggested that women less than 28 
weeks pregnant were at no great 
risk of the virus and subsequent 
complications, there was generally 
unease felt around this. Many 
participants who were pregnant 
felt they should not have been 
required to teach face to face: 

‘I had to fight tooth and nail to 
be allowed to deliver my modules 
remotely (when blended learning 
was allowed last year) despite 
being pregnant and listed as 
‘vulnerable’ by the NHS. This was 

stressful and meant I had to have 
lots of awkward conversations 
with my line manager (HoD) 
and Occupational Health that 
went round and round in circles.’ 
(Participant 1774, working in a 
teaching and research role in a 
Russell Group University)

In addition to concerns around 
the health and safety of their 
children, the requirement to work 
on campus posed a problem 
with childcare, making it more 
difficult to manage or oversee the 
homeschooling of children:

‘It’s been particularly challenging 
for staff that need to be physically 
on campus (for lab-based 
experiments) as well as also have 
children at home to home school.’ 
(Participant 1910, working in a 
research role in a Russell Group 
University)

‘There were no considerations that 
saying we might go back to face 
to face was extremely stressful for 
parents, childcare is scarce and 
they are off so often isolating.’ 
(Participant 33, a single parent, 
working in a teaching and research 
role in a Russell Group University)

3.8 Lack of suitable 
equipment for home 
working 

The need to transition rapidly 
to home working brought with 
it growing pains that related 
particularly to the technological 
solutions offered. Employees were 
forced to get to grips with Zoom, 
Teams and other platforms at 
pace, but these are only useful if 
there is adequate IT infrastructure 
to support their use. Many 
commented on poor IT support 
and the extended period of time 
it took to sort out problems and 
obtain equipment (although some 
did articulate an understanding 
that IT staff were overburdened):

‘Total lack of IT support with 
learning or providing apps for 
teaching etc. We were having to 
learn ourselves or teaching each 
other - very wasteful in terms of 
time.’ (Participant 33, a single 
parent, working in a teaching and 
research role in a Russell Group 
University)

‘I was not given enough support 
to achieve a good ‘set-up’ so 
I was working on my personal 
laptop, which did not have all the 
functionality and was crashing a 
lot due to being old. I also did not 
have a screen/keyboard/etc. The 
university should have provided 
me with a new laptop and other 
hardware straight away, it took 10 
months for this to be sorted out.’ 
(Participant 1933, with a disability, 
working in a teaching and research 
role in a Russell Group University)

The difficulties posed by a lack of 
support or equipment and poor 
internet specifically in relation to 
working with children at home 
were frequently observed:

‘Refused to supply IT equipment so 
my children had to use the laptop 
I need for work (my personal 
laptop).’ (Participant 145, working 
in a teaching and research role in a 
Russell Group University)

‘The reliance on home IT and WiFi 
was left to many to sort out - I was 
lucky as I already had a laptop 
but those who normally work on 
desktops were not adequately and 
quickly equipped. This was a bigger 
problem for those with children 
also needing bandwidth and IT kit 
to access schooling.’ (Participant 
2637, working in a professional 
services role in a Russell Group 
University)

In addition to IT support and 
unreliable internet, difficulties 
in sourcing additional pieces of 
equipment (chairs, webcams, 
microphones) necessary for setting 
up a home working space were 
also commented on frequently, 
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particularly in terms of the cost to 
staff:

‘No providing us with laptops. My 
laptop wasn’t up to spec so I had to 
buy one to be able to teach. I also 
had to buy one for my daughter 
who I was having to share the 
laptop with. It caused an enormous 
amount of stress and cost us £900. 
The University’s attitude seemed 
to suggest that the cost was 
offset by the reduction of travel 
costs.’ (Participant 897, working 
in a teaching role in a pre-92 
University)

‘By the time the university made 
small gestures (no financial support 
- just limited loans of equipment) 
I had (as had most staff) already 
spent money adapting a spare 

room into an office (purchasing a 
desk, chair, webcam, headphones) 
because I had had to teach the 
end of semester from home.’  
(Participant 192, working in a 
teaching and research role in a pre-
92 University)

The lack of an adequate working 
space was also noted, as was the 
likelihood that non-academic staff 
had less access to a suitable space 
at home: 

‘Sent me home with a laptop and 
told me to just work it out. I use the 
kitchen table and chair. Support 
staff don’t generally have a home 
office.’ (Participant 1448, working 
in a professional services role in a 
post-92 University)

Finally, one participant found that 
she was unable to work effectively 
online because the systems in 
place did not adequately take her 
disability into account:

‘It was disempowering that 
accessibility was a TOTAL 
afterthought when it came to 
online working. It really made me 
ashamed of my employers and of 
my role in HEI. Here I was teaching 
and presenting at events, but I 
was not able to answer questions 
properly because captions 
would not always be available.’ 
(Participant 2226, working in a 
teaching and research role in a 
post-92 University)
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3.9 Too many badly timed, 
long meetings 

The proliferation of online 
meetings and the length of time 
they took during the workday 
was a frequently cited concern, 
particularly in relation to the 
impact they had on a mother’s 
availability for childcare or 
homeschooling:

‘I think the culture of meetings has 
worsened. The easy availability of 
people on Zoom has meant days 
of back-to-back meetings with no 
breaks for lunch etc.’ (Participant 
2488, working in a teaching and 
research role in a Russell Group 
University)

‘Long Teams meetings in the 
middle of the day made things very 
stressful at times, as I was aware 
that my children were not having 
their needs met properly and I also 
wasn’t able to fully concentrate 
during the meetings.’ (Participant 
1893, working in a professional 
services role in a Russell Group 
University)

In addition to the number and 
length of online meetings, their 
timing was a particular problem for 
mothers:

‘Holding meetings 9-10 and 3-5 
when it’s clear that mothers will be 
on the school run despite Athena 
Swan (lip service).’ (Participant 
2590, working in a teaching role in 
a Russell Group University)

‘9am meetings!! Putting those in 
when trying to get kids logged 
onto schoolwork that also started 
at 9am.’ (Participant 2201, working 
in a professional services role in a 
Russell Group University)

‘Scheduled meetings when I told 
them I would have children present 
- being pregnant (feeling ill) and 
managing tired irritable children 
whilst being expected to lead a 
teleconference because that was 
the only time suitable for male 

colleagues (with no childcare 
responsibilities) was a traumatising 
experience.’ (Participant 1883, 
working in a research role in a post-
92 University)

This extended to teaching times, as 
well as meetings:

‘Told me I could deliver 
asynchronously and later required 
me to teach at times that 
negatively affected my children 
(e.g. 5-8pm when I need to feed, 
bathe and settle them). And 
somehow I feel I come off looking 
unprofessional compared to male 
colleagues whose kids are tucked 
away with their partner or other 
adult help.’ (Participant 1447, with 
a disability, working in a teaching 
role in a Russell Group University)

Not being able to attend important 
meetings because of childcare 
responsibilities was also felt to have 
had a negative effect, resulting in 
some participants feeling that they 
were ‘out of the loop’. 

3.10 Hiring/Pay Freezes and 
Redundancy - ‘more work 
but less resource’

Many participants talked about 
the negative impact that hiring 
and pay freezes had, as well as 
voluntary severance programs and 
involuntary redundancies in their 
teams. These were implemented as 
cost-saving measures by multiple 
universities who anticipated a 
significant loss of student income 
during the pandemic when remote 
learning was the norm. However, 
they led to further increases in staff 
workloads, which were already 
stretched:

‘Recruitment freezes that mean 
necessary roles can’t be filled, 
creating higher workload overall.’ 
(Participant 208, with a disability, 
working in professional services 
role in a pre-92 University)

‘The most unhelpful thing has 
been an impact of the wider 
pandemic response policies, such 
as a recruitment freeze, which 
meant we weren’t able to recruit 
to some key positions, which led 
to overwork.’ (Participant 1160, 
working in a professional services 
role in a Russell Group University)

These cost-savings programs 
were felt by some to have 
been unnecessary, given some 
universities did not take the 
financial hit they predicted they 
would.

It is easy to understand the 
relationship between not hiring 
additional staff or replacing leavers 
and the increased workloads 
experienced by remaining 
staff. However, their impact 
goes beyond straightforward 
workloads. One participant 
identified a contradiction in the 
implementation of these programs 
and the messages of appreciation 
sent to staff:

‘Sending out emails thanking us 
for our dedication, hard work etc. 
whilst wanting to implement a pay 
freeze and doing nothing to relieve 
increased workload combined with 
caring responsibilities.’ (Participant 
854, with a disability, working in a 
teaching and research role in a pre-
92 University)

Another participant explained the 
emotional impact very clearly:

‘Constantly threaten redundancies, 
promotion freezes. Make me feel 
completely undervalued. Make 
me feel dispensable. Makes me 
feel worthless’. (Participant 1995, 
working in a research role in a 
Russell Group University)
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3.11 Contact with Line 
Manager - ‘check-ins’

From the responses to this survey 
question, it is clear that a person’s 
line manager was responsible for a 
significant amount of the meaningful 
support that could be offered and, 
by extension, how understood and 
valued they felt in the workplace 
during the pandemic. However, as 
some participants pointed out, this 
was only a good thing if you were 
‘lucky’ enough to have a sympathetic 
line manager. This speaks to the 
considerable variation in how staff 
experienced support from line 
management. One participant 
commented that her own line 
manager was not offering her direct 
support, yet she was doing so for the 
team she managed: 

‘My line manager has not had 
a direct meeting with me since 
before the pandemic but I am to 
check in with the staff I manage 
regularly.’ (Participant 1189, working 
in a teaching and research role in a 
Russell Group University)

It was frequently noted that some 
line managers didn’t speak with their 
staff at all. 

‘No regular check ins with line 
manager.’ (Participant 1394, working 
in a teaching and research role in a 
post-92 University)

‘My actual line manager has never 
spoken to me about how I’m 
coping.’ (Participant 278, working 
in a research role in a Russell Group 
University)

In the absence of a campaign to 
reach out to staff, in some places 
it was instead the staff members’ 
responsibility to contact line 
managers if they needed support: 

‘Gave no additional support 
through additional mentor / line 
manager meetings - problem was 
individualised by putting onus on 
employees to raise with senior staff’ 
(Participant 129, working in a research 
role in a Russell Group University)

‘If individuals were struggling with 
their family set up they were advised 
to contact their line manager.’ 
(Participant 937, working in a 
teaching and research role in a post-
92 University)

A matter of concern here is that 
speaking to their line manager is a 
clear barrier for some mothers who 
need to seek meaningful support, 
particularly if the relationship is 
strained. After reporting a difficult 
relationship with her line manger 
during the pandemic and a lack of 
understanding regarding her home 
situation, one participant recalled:

‘She also told me that our new 
candidate shouldn’t be someone with 
kids in case we had another lockdown 
and my team should therefore not 
advertise the post to our friends who 
had kids. I reported this to our HR 
department but they apparently did 
nothing.’ (Participant 101, working 
in a research role in a Russell Group 
University)

Another participant indicated a clear 
lack of understanding: 

‘My line manager told me I let my 
team down when my childcare 
fell through due to Covid positive 
cases and that I shouldn’t expect 
special treatment just because I have 
children.’ (Participant 2781, with a 
disability, working in a professional 
services role in a pre-92 University)

Since line mangers are so important 
to a person’s working life, particularly 
during times of difficulty, many 
participants felt they would have 
benefitted from more proactive offers 
of assistance.

‘My actual line 
manager has never 
spoken to me about 
how I’m coping.’

(Participant 278, working  
in a research role in a  
Russell Group University)
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3.12 Summary

From the approximately 2300 
answers to the question ‘What 
were the least helpful things that 
your institution did for you during 
Covid-19?’ ten themes emerged. 
Workloads and flexible working 
came top of the list. Approximately 
60% of survey respondents said 
that they were responsible for 
the majority of developmental 
and non-developmental care for 
their children (see Graphs 7 and 
8), so it may be no surprise that 
workloads which remained the 
same or increased during Covid-19 
were presented a difficulty – over 
70% of respondents said that their 
workloads had actually increased 
(Graph 13). Numerous mothers 
commented that flexible working 
policies did not allow them enough 
time to tackle their full workloads, 
often forcing them to work 
evenings and/or weekends with 
over 80% of respondents resorting 
to this (Graph 12). These policies 
were ostensibly brought in to help 
staff with caring responsibilities 
adapt their work around caring, but 
they did not provide the necessary 
amount of time for many. 

Likely related to the issue of 
workload and time in light of 
childcare were four additional 
issues that came out strongly: 
furlough, the use of leave, 
meetings, and hiring/pay freezes 
and redundancies. These were all 
perceived as negatively impacting 
the time one had to accomplish 
work or look after children, or both. 
Mothers were often confused about 
their right to request furlough 
on the grounds of childcare, or 
the rules were felt to be unfairly 
applied, forcing many to continue 
working despite responsibilities 
in the home. Lengthy or too 
many meetings also detracted 
from productive work and 
childcare time, and cost-saving 
measures such as hiring freezes or 
redundancies meant that additional 
workload had to be picked up by 

staff who were already squeezed. 
Additionally, different types of 
leave were suggested as a way to 
manage childcare, including annual 
leave or special types of leave 
put in place specifically during 
Covid-19. Over 65% of respondents 
took annual leave or bought 
additional leave, 19% took special 
leave that was paid or unpaid, 
but only 8% had been furloughed 
either full or part-time (Graph 24). 
Much like flexible working, leave 
was offered as a positive solution 
to managing childcare and working 
from home, but it was not always 
felt to have addressed the wider 
problem of heavy workloads or the 
availability of work hours. 

Difficult relationships with 
line managers and a lack of 
understanding from senior 
management were also negative 
experiences. Both email and 
verbal communications that were 
vague or perceived as evidencing 
a lack of true understanding were 
considered unhelpful, particularly 
where senior management 
is concerned. Note that only 
40% of mothers felt that senior 
management had in fact been 
supportive, but more than two-
thirds felt supported by their 
close colleagues (69%) and line 
managers (67%) (Graph 21). 
Interestingly, many women noted 
in their responses to this question 
that their line managers had not 
checked in on them and wished for 
contact to have been instigated 
and greater support offered.

Three other things emerged 
that were seen as unhelpful to 
respondents:  too many or rapid/
last-minute changes, particularly 
large-scale changes at institutional 
or programme-level, the threat 
or uncertainly around face-to-
face contact with students or 
colleagues and the danger this may 
have been to one’s family, and the 
lack of appropriate equipment and 
facilities for working at home. This 
final point is particularly pertinent 

to mothers, many of whom 
reported the lack of a quiet space 
to work, which inevitably meant 
that they were in constant contact 
with their children and unable to 
make good use of their already 
limited time to conduct work-
related tasks. 

There are three areas of interest 
to highlight which did not readily 
align with the ten themes outlined 
above. Firstly, mental health and 
wellbeing were often brought into 
respondents’ answers. It was not 
clearly tied to a specific action that 
the university took, except in the 
area of communication (see 3.3 
Communication and Messaging), 
but often mothers noted that their 
mental health had been impacted 
by something the university had (or 
had not) done, there were concerns 
raised around the mental health 
of students and fellow colleagues, 
and also an observation that 
female members of staff are more 
likely to be placed in support roles 
dealing with students reporting 
mental health problems during the 
pandemic. 
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Secondly, many participants 
indicated the age or school year 
of their child(ren). It is notable 
that those who did comment on 
their children’s age usually had 
children in the younger age groups. 
This may highlight the particular 
challenge of managing younger 
children alongside working from 
home given their need for constant 
supervision, particularly on the 
homeschooling front. This was 
observed by one participant 
who also highlighted the added 
difficulty of single parenting:

‘I am lucky as my children are a 
bit older (teenagers) and don’t 
need constant supervision and 
I have a supportive partner but 
I am still extremely overworked. 
This will have been an utter 
nightmare for people with very 
small children, people with other 
caring responsibilities or for single 
parents.’ (Participant 1789, working 
in a teaching and research role in a 
pre-92 University)

However, parents with older 
children faced difficulties, as well. 
One participant highlighted that 
the challenges faced by parents 
with older children may have been 
less acknowledged, leading to a 
disparity in requesting or receiving 
support: 

‘My children are older, teenagers, so 
do not make the full-on demands 
of small children. But, they have 
been needy for time and attention, 
various kinds of work support, and 
non-stop taxi-ing back and forth to 
school as they can only go in when 
they have classes. This is not in the 
league of care for younger children 
but is probably more emotionally 
draining and likely underestimated. 
And I suspect those in my situation 
share the feeling we don’t have the 
same ‘right’ to flag the impact as 
those with younger.’ (Participant 
2651, working in a teaching and 
research role in a Russell Group 
University)

It is worrisome that mothers with 
older children may have felt unable 
to ask for help when they needed 
it, and it is possible that due to this 
inhibition we did not receive many 
comments specifically regarding 
this. However, answers to our Likert 
scale statement “It was impossible 
for me to work uninterrupted 
when my child/ren were home 
during the Covid-19 restrictions” 
indicate that whilst 86% of mothers 
with children under the age of 12 
agreed or strongly agreed to this 
question, when mums with kids 
of all age groups are considered, 
the percentage is only marginally 
lower, at 81% (Graph 18). 

A third area that was referred 
to in many cases, but without 
respect to one particular difficulty 
faced during Covid-19 was that 
of maternity leave. This was 
often brought into the free text 
answer, sometimes with respect 
to the difficulty of returning 
from maternity leave under 
such changed conditions, but 
sometimes in relation to a lack of 
support or concern showed, either 
directly or indirectly, by one’s line 
manager. Participants wrote about 
being required to work while on 
maternity leave (and outside of 
their ‘Keeping in Touch’ (KIT) days). 
This speaks to the pressure placed 
on mothers working in HE – even 
during maternity leave.
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4.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides the analysis 
of the answers that were given 
to the free text question ‘What 
were the most helpful things that 
your institution did for you during 
Covid-19?’ There were 2,498 
responses to this question. We also 
include data from our interviews 
with HEI leaders where good 
practice examples were able to be 
explored in more depth. 

Sadly, although this was the 
question about what did help, 
one of the most common 
responses was still ‘nothing’ or 
‘almost nothing’. One participant 
responded to the question about 
the most helpful thing their 
institution did simply with ‘hahaha’ 
– mocking our question given 
the lack of support they felt they 
received from their institution. 
Another response had a hint 
of sarcasm about it when the 

respondent entered three question 
marks, followed by ‘got a book 
voucher’. Others were not able to 
identify anything specific but were 
still grateful overall for being able 
to maintain their employment and 
salary, which they knew was not 
the case for some other sectors.

A general thread that ran 
throughout the themes presented 
below was the unevenness of some 
of the things on offer – that is, 
that some were supportive at the 
start in the first lockdown and then 
moved back into a ‘business as 
usual’ model as time went on. For 
others, the opposite was the case - 
it took a while for various initiatives 
to get off the ground, but once 
they did, they were beneficial for 
subsequent lockdowns. Although 
some staff in some parts of the 
UK received an email or letter 
informing them they were now 
classed as ‘critical’ or ‘key’ workers 

for the January-March 2021 school 
closures, there was variability 
between staff in terms of who was 
willing or able to take up these 
school places. Some schools only 
offered part time hours and many 
were not able to offer any at all for 
HEI staff. For dual parent families, 
many schools required both to 
hold keyworker status. Some staff 
felt embarrassed at the thought 
of claiming a ‘keyworker’ place 
when they were working from 
home and not physically going into 
work. Some staff were themselves 
shielding (or had children who 
were shielding) and were not 
able to take the additional risks 
associated with someone leaving 
the household bubble. Some single 
parent families did not take up the 
‘support bubble’ or dual parent 
families the ‘childcare bubble’ 
permitted in some parts of the UK 
for the same reason.

Chapter 4. HEI responses – what did help?

28
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Nine common themes emerged 
which are summarised below, 
ranked according to the frequency 
that participants mentioned them 
in their answers: 

1. Specific, genuine support from 
managers and/or peers 

2. Increased flexible working 
opportunities

3. Additional leave options 

4. Different Fridays 

5. Equipment and skills needed to 
work from home 

6. Teaching, marking or other 
workload relief

7. Financial benefits

8. Furlough

9. Making children and home life 
visible at all levels

4.2 Specific, genuine support 
from managers and/or peers

The first theme is a broad one – 
that of support either by mangers 
or peers. This was both given and 
received in different ways, and 
participants had related views on to 
what extent it had been helpful. On 
the one hand, generic emails stating 
overall ‘support’ without anything 
specific attached was seen as only 
been very marginally useful – more 
aligned to the ‘nothing’ response 
than it was to anything useful:

‘Really very little. They kept 
acknowledging how difficult 
things were without actually doing 
anything about it.’ (Participant 11, 
working in a teaching and research 
role in a post-92 University)

‘My institution did nothing but 
offer sympathetic emails. No work 
was reassigned or distributed.’ 
(Participant 6, working in a teaching 
and research role in a Russell Group 
University)

‘Genuinely hard to think of anything 
concrete other than messages of 
we know it is tough, and do your 
best.’ (Participant 170, working in 
a teaching and research role in a 
Russell Group University)

At the other end of the spectrum 
was a more individualised support 
that was delivered at a more local, 
Departmental level either by line 
managers or peers. Support of this 
nature was received as being more 
genuine and more useful, even 
when it was not associated with a 
specific reduction in workload:  

‘My line manager kept telling 
me, without prompting, that 
I was doing a fantastic job, to 
remember my children come first, 
and that they were impressed 
with how I managed. It was all 
unprompted. She also made it so 
I could email ‘today the children 
need me more’ and she would 
just say ‘absolutely, we trust your 
judgement and just say where we 
can help’.’  (Participant 33, working 
in a teaching and research role in a 
Russell Group University)

An important point to highlight 
here, as mentioned above and 
which is reflected in some of the 
other themes within this chapter, 
is that support was not necessarily 
consistent across the whole 
of the Covid-19 period. There 
were differences here between 
participants. Some found the initial 
support was good but that that 
the support waned over time and 
subsequent lockdowns. Others 
found the initial support lacking 
but that this support grew stronger 
over time. This is exemplified in the 
following two quotes:

‘During the first lockdown, 
my institution adopted a very 
supportive approach, making it 
clear that staff were just expected 
to work as and when they could and 
that there would be no detriment 
… By the time of the January 2021 
lockdown the university had offered 
little/nothing in the way of support 

and the supportive narrative had 
completely disappeared. It was 
clear that we were ‘on our own’.’  
(Participant 236, working in a 
teaching and research role in a 
post-92 University)

‘To begin with, I didn’t feel 
supported as I felt incredibly 
conflicted between my children’s 
education and work, however 
my immediate line manager was 
incredibly supportive and flexible 
and we agreed ways to ‘make this 
work’.’ (Participant 616, working 
in a professional services role in a 
Russell Group University)

One senior leader interviewed 
felt that more policies were not 
necessarily the answer in relation to 
support for staff, citing kindness as 
a more useful starting point:

‘People have to get much more 
focused on how do you have 
‘kindness accountability’ at work. 
And, and how do you call out acts 
of, what we call ‘conscious’ and 
‘unconscious’ unkindness in the 
workplace.’ (Interview Six)

Similarly, another highlighted that 
was the way that the messages 
were communicated that were as 
important as the support that was 
being offered: 

I think that messaging and that 
compassion has been really 
important. Compassionate 
leadership we put front and centre 
at [name of HEI]. (Interview 1)

There were further indications that 
the approach of management had 
shifted in some HEIs as a result 
of the pandemic – a cross cutting 
theme that we return to at points 
within this chapter and in final 
chapter of this report.

Some of the existing networks 
that were already established pre-
Covid-19 and those established 
since – both formal and informal – 
also were also seen as positives. In 
fact, our own MAMS network was 
mentioned on a few occasions: 
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‘Informal meetings with other 
mothers - including MAMS 
network at Durham. Just knowing 
there were other mothers going 
through the same, even when I 
couldn’t make the meetings, was 
so important.’ (Participant 2105, 
working in a teaching and research 
role in a Russell Group University)

Establishing fora where open 
discussion and conversation could 
occur amongst staff, facilitating 
direct routes to senior leaders was 
something which was highlighted 
during one interview:

‘Informally I’ve been holding coffee 
with ten people at a time, just 
sign up the first ten, and have an 
open discussion with me as the 
[job title], it doesn’t matter where 
you are in the organisation … so 
we’ve tried to create different 
opportunities for different ways of 
listening.’ (Interview One)

Whatever form in which these 
kinds of discussions took place 
they seemed to be valued by staff:

‘I enjoyed the Check in and Chat 
sessions as I did not feel so cut off. 
My manager also arranged weekly 
check-ins as well.’ (Participant 
2309, working in an Estates and 
Facilities role, type of HEI missing)

Support from colleagues within 
teams was also seen as important 
and for some respondents this was 
only support they felt they had 
received: 

‘Very little at institutional level. 
Colleagues have been supportive 
and willing to pick up the slack.’ 
(Participant 2138, working in a 
teaching and research role in a 
post-92 University) 

‘Having team members who 
understood the position I was in 
was helpful.’ (Participant 2150, 
working in a teaching and research 
role in a Russell Group University)

4.3 Increased flexible 
working opportunities 

Many talked about the increased 
flexible working arrangements, 
including removing the expectation 
that hours would be worked 
between 9-5. This enabled school 
drop offs and pick-ups (when 
children were able to attend 
school) and allowed for longer 
lunch breaks. Nearly a quarter of 
participants in the survey cited 
flexible working when asked 
what was ‘the most helpful thing’, 
making it the most frequently 
mentioned positive thing that 
institutions, senior leaders and line 
managers provided during Covid. 

‘Allowing me to work flexibly 
when not teaching. Working early 
mornings and switching my hours 
to fit childcare.’ (Participant 297, 
working in a professional services 
role in a Russell Group University)

‘Made it clear that flexible working 
was acceptable, that others 
emailing at odd times didn’t mean 
a response was immediately 
required, and that taking breaks is 
good and necessary.’ (Participant 
730, working in a professional 
services role in a pre-92 University)

‘Flexible working times and no 
requirement to work on campus.’ 
(Participant 2379, working in a 
professional services role in a pre-
92 University)

As for the support theme, there 
were differences over time in terms 
of how flexibility worked within 
the Covid-19 period, with the 
most common pattern here being 
that flexibility reduced as time 
went on. Many noted a marked 
difference for the third lockdown 
(approx. December to March 2021, 
with some regional and national 
variations). 

‘During the first lockdown 
when schools were closed my 
department were very helpful. I was 

given support with my workload 
and flexibility with deadlines. This 
was because my department at 
that point had the flexibility and 
available funds to do this – it was 
a completely different story in the 
third lockdown!’ (Participant 682, 
working in a teaching and learning 
role in a Russell Group University)

While it was mostly at a line 
management level that the 
flexibility was arranged and 
emphasised, it was sometimes 
useful for this message to be 
reinforced from senior leaders. This 
meant that where line managers 
were less supportive or allowing 
of flexible working, that staff 
were able to mention directly the 
expectations of flexible working 
university-wide. 

‘Dean of Faculty sent regular 
emails of support stating that line 
managers were to be flexible.’ 
(Participant 552, working in a 
teaching and learning role in a 
post-92 University)

However, it was also highlighted 
that a refusal by a line manager to 
offer flexibility made it difficult for 
staff even if it was being supported 
at an institutional level

‘Nothing was done by my 
immediate line manager/manager, 
despite there being uni wide 
communications from our HR 
department to be supportive with 
workload and home schooling.’ 
(Participant 2288, working in a 
professional services role in a post-
92 University) 

In some cases, arrangements were 
not left to line manager discretion, 
there were definitive policies 
to mitigate negative impacts. 
One senior leader identified a 
‘no detriment policy’ whereby 
any member of staff affected by 
Covid-19 would not be impacted 
negatively. It was stated that this 
policy was extended to include 
an expectation that the personal 
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circumstances of staff and student 
be fully considered in terms of 
expectations of workload and time 
commitment:

‘So, for instance, someone from 
my lab who has young children 
and who has additional parental 
responsibilities, we might decide that 
they only need to come in for half 
of the week. So, in other words, we 
have to consider flexible working.’ 
(Interview Five)

As discussed in Chapter Three, 
there was concern raised about the 
blurred lines of presenteeism that 
a more flexible pattern can create, 
with reference to how contracted 
hours are adhered to overall. The 
elongation of working hours with 
little or no oversight has perhaps 
not been fully considered in terms 
of possible ‘burnout’. This fear was 
voiced by some of the participants:

‘Flexibility on when I work my hours 
– although also a negative as they 
are happy for me to be working 
at 11pm or 6am which means I feel 
pressure to do so. There is no space 
to say I can’t do my hours as I’m 
‘allowed’ to fit them in whenever.’ 
(Participant 2066, working in a 
professional services role in a Russell 
Group University)

The overwhelming message from 
our survey is that working mothers 
want flexible working and the option 
to work from home some of the 
time to remain. This was generally 
framed within a blended approach, 
in other words they wanted flexibility 
to retain some of their working 
week at home and/or online. There 
was reference made to the benefits 
of accessing meetings online, 
organising work schedules outside 
of ‘normal hours’, feeling trusted to 
work productively and having space 
to navigate other responsibilities, 
and these themes came through 
repeatedly.

While many academic staff have 
often had the freedom to manage 
their own time and to varying 
extents the ability to work from 

home, the first lockdown in March 
2020 was the first time that many 
professional service staff had been 
given this opportunity. This also 
came out in our interviews with 
senior leaders as something that 
could be maintained in a post 
Covid-19 world, with several benefits 
being identified to a more flexible 
approach to professional services 
staff: 

‘Academics have tended to have 
a fair amount of flexibility in the 
past, and in some ways they were 
extending that practice. For our 
professional services staff they 
haven’t had that flexibility, some have 
said they’ve liked being at home with 
the children, they haven’t had that 
opportunity in the past, and perhaps 
weren’t seeing their kids as much as 
they would like and we are looking at 
how to take that forward in relation 
to professional services.’ (Interview 
Two)

Linked with this finding is the 
issue of trust. It was implied by 
one senior leader that previously 
there was uncertainty about how 
flexible working could be achieved 
in particular roles, especially within 
professional services. However, 
since expanding flexible work 
opportunities it was felt that ‘a lot of 
trust had built up’ (Interview One). 
One leader went further and stated 
that long term the issue of flexible 
working had been destigmatised 
and was no longer viewed as a 
concession:

‘It legitimises it, it puts it on a 
different footing - it’s not a special 
favour for those awkward Mums.’  
(Interview Six)

There was also a significant 
response in relation to trust in the 
survey, and a feeling that it had 
been ‘proved’ that people can work 
productively at home, especially 
where home working had previously 
not been sanctioned. This was 
connected to comments made 
about presenteeism and the desire 
for this to be reduced in terms of 
expectation in the future. 

‘Trust in staff that they can 
deliver without the need to be 
micromanaged. Acceptance that 
working from home does not equal 
shirking (i.e. a move away from 
the obsession with presenteeism).’ 
(Participant 47, working in a teaching 
and research, role in a post-92 
University)

This response sums up the how 
working from home was previously 
differentiated between types of 
roles and the hope for the future 
that flexible working will remain for a 
wider range of roles:

‘Working from home for such a 
long period of time have developed 
trust amongst team members and 
managers. At the university few 
staff (only specific roles) work 
from home on a regular basis (non 
pandemic), this is likely to be more 
widely accepted and retained work 
practice.’ (Participant 2753, working 
in a professional services role, type 
of HEI missing)

Another frequently cited aspect of 
flexible working that should remain 
post pandemic was the ability 
to organise childcare and/or be 
more involved in school runs, and 
generally being more present with 
children than had been possible 
previously. There was a sense 
that women were feeling more 
empowered to discuss what they 
needed in terms of their children. 
There seemed to be a greater 
openness to state that work could be 
fitted around these responsibilities, 
rather than feeling embarrassed 
or stigmatised by it. This kind of 
working negated the need to juggle 
complicated childcare arrangements 
in order to conform to set hours of 
work designed by institutions. Many 
stated that they had enjoyed simply 
seeing their children more, which 
is movingly encapsulated in these 
statements:

‘Increased awareness of what life 
with children looks like.’ (Participant 
2628, working in a teaching and 
research role in a post-92 University)
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‘Working from home allows my 
children to actually participate 
in after school activities. I was 
never home in time before so this 
is a huge positive.’ (Participant 
2720, with a disability, working in 
a professional services role in a 
Russell Group University)

‘I have found working from home a 
positive experience when my child 
is at school. I feel my work life  
balance is a lot better now than it 
was before Covid-19. I have also 
joined the staff parents network  
which has also been very positive 
for me, being part of a community 
at work.’ (Participant 270, working 
in a professional services role in a 
post-92 University).

As these responses occurred when 
participants were asked what 
should remain there is a sense that 
mothers are extremely reluctant 
to give up their newfound time 
with their kids, and the space to 
pick them up from school and take 
them to a club.

4.4 Additional leave options

A range of different types of 
special leave were introduced 
for staff which fell into two 
broad categories of specific 
and more general institution-
wide policies. The amount of 
additional leave available varied 
between institutions. Leave was 
often identified as part of a wider 
package of support offered 
during the pandemic. The first 
more specific type of leave was 
emergency or contingency leave 
for staff with caring responsibilities:

‘Provide paid contingency leave 
to cover the hours that I was 
unable to work due to childcare/
homeschooling.’ (Participant 
2322, a single parent, working in 
a professional services role in an 
‘other’ type of HEI) 

‘Gave me a large amount 
of contingency leave to 
manage childcare and not get 
overwhelmed.’ (Participant 2335, 
working in a professional services 
role in a pre-92 University)

The other kind of additional leave 
was institutional wide ‘extra days’ 
which often took the form of 
longer holiday breaks.  

‘The University as a whole has been 
supportive. Extra days of leave 
have been given to all staff for 
the summer holidays, Christmas 
and Easter breaks. My colleagues 
and line managers, especially, 
have been very supportive in their 
general approach and ensuring 
that I am aware of the services that 
the University provides for mental 
health and wellbeing.’ (Participant 
2098, a single parent, working in 
a professional services role in a 
Russell Group University)

‘Extra holiday given to all staff as 
acknowledgement of the strain of 
the pandemic.’ (Participant 2390, 
working in a professional services 
role in a Russell Group University)

As referred to in Chapter Three, 
additional leave does not 
necessarily help if workload 
remains (which it almost always 
did), but the overall message 
was the increased options were 
welcome and beneficial.

4.5 Diff erent Friday’s

There were a range of different 
versions of treating one day a 
week differently from the others. 
This was almost always a Friday 
in the examples given, though 
they had different names given 
including ‘Meeting lite Fridays’, 
‘Wellbeing days on Fridays’, ‘Free-
up Fridays’, ‘Quiet Fridays’. There 
was an attempt at one university to 
introduce ‘well-being Wednesday’ 
but this initiative did not last. These 
were largely received as being 
positive, despite some limitations. 

Most often, participants praised 
them for creating some level of 
more relaxed working, but it was 
important not to raise expectations 
as them being ‘days off’ when 
not attached to any workload 
reductions. Even without workload 
relief, most saw these overall as a 
positive initiative: 

‘Rest days on Friday. I couldn’t use 
it due to workload, but it reduced 
meetings and email as well as 
setting a tone. It was a great move.’ 
(Participant 99, working in a 
teaching and learning role in a pre-
92 University)

‘Fridays declared rest days, no 
workload reduction but reduced 
email traffic on these days was a 
relief.’ (Participant 95, working in a 
teaching and learning role in a pre-
92 University)

‘Encouraged not to have Zoom 
meetings on a Friday. (But only 
since lockdown 3 and we still need 
to teach on Zoom on Fridays).’ 
(Participant 769, with a disability 
working in a teaching and learning 
role in a pre-92 University)

However, where it was hailed as 
a ‘day off’ without any work at all 
taking place it was seen as less 
useful:

‘Gave us Fridays off but with 
no reduction in workload. This 
actually increased the stress about 
how to fit five days’ work into 
four.’ (Participant 5, working in a 
teaching and learning role in a pre-
92 University)

‘Quiet Fridays - initially in April 
2020. where time away from 
work was encouraged. These have 
continued with a culture of reducing 
calls on Fridays and thinking before 
emailing.’ (Participant 2720, with a 
disability, working in a professional 
services role in a Russell Group 
University).
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Managing expectations and being 
clear about what is and is not 
possible on a Friday is therefore 
important in having an initiative 
such as this. With this caveat, 
we recommend this as a positive 
example of an initiative, though 
with consideration needed as to 
how this will work best for part 
time staff. 

4.6 Equipment and skills 
needed to work from home 

Many respondents talked about 
the speed at which universities 
had enabled them to have the 
equipment either picked up from 
their office or delivered to their 
door. Frequently mentioned were 
additional screens, ergonomic 
chairs, and laptops. One of the 
senior leaders cited an in-house 
survey where they said that staff 
had reported a great appreciation 
for the extra IT and equipment 
support (Interview Two).

Some senior leaders interviewed 
also referenced the provision 
of equipment as a positive 
move especially as way towards 
promoting flexible working and 
lessening negative impacts. Where 
there was a need for staff to work 
from home for the first time, it was 
recognised that resources were 
required to support that. It was 
noted that prior to Covid it was 
often only academic staff that had 
worked from home and therefore 
the provision of equipment and 
IT support was largely to support 
more flexible working for those 
in professional services. This was 
borne out in the survey as many 
of the respondents who cited 
provision of equipment, support 
or online working as one of the 
‘most helpful things’ worked 
in professional services. These 
comments were typical examples:

‘Provided me with additional IT 
equipment to work more efficiently 
from home and supplied me 
with a chair. Helped with WiFi 
connection issues in a timely 
manner.’ (Participant 2293, working 
in a professional services role in a 
Russell Group University)

‘Provided online access to allow 
working from home.’ (Participant 
2222, with a disability, working in a 
professional services role in a post-
92 University)

Although it was equipment that 
was most often mentioned, it 
was clear that throughout this 
pandemic there has been a lot of 
reliance and additional pressures 
on HEI computing and information 
service departments. As well as 
arranging for new equipment to 
be purchased and delivered, many 
HEIs have seen a major upgrading 
of security systems, with some 
dealing with whole system hacks. 
In addition, there has needed to be 
an upskilling around online working 
such as recording lectures from 
home, uploading them, introducing 
multi-factor authentication in many 
places, and introducing tools such 
as Microsoft Teams which were 
previously unused by many. 

There was broad agreement 
that meetings and teaching had 
worked well online and that this 
was also beneficial due to the lack 
of commute. Many respondents 
argued that a hybrid or blended 
approach in the future would be 
the best approach as we move 
out of restrictions and that would 
involve retaining the equipment 
and online access provided during 
the pandemic. 

‘Online teaching & working from 
home, but more importantly 
meetings should be moved to virtual 
spaces permanently.’ (Participant 
115, working in a teaching and 
research role in a Russell Group 
University)

‘I would not want to solely work 
from home but the option to 
continue to do so for part of the 
working week would be beneficial. 
A continuation of some meetings 
(internal and external) held online 
so that I can continue to contribute 
even if unable to travel.’ (Participant 
279, working in a professional 
services role in a Russell Group 
University)
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‘The other positive point is its 
increased collegiately and support 
in that ‘we’ve been remote but 
it’s brought us closer together’ – 
we need to hold on to that. Meet 
more frequently but for less time, 
and keep those things that we’ve 
really benefited from. A lot have 
really appreciated being able to do 
different things, we have people 
posting pictures of gardening when 
they would have otherwise been on 
a train. And, of course, sustainability 
in terms of our green agenda.’ 
(Interview 1)

It was clear that holding at least 
some meetings online had many 
benefits and is something that 
could continue to be beneficial 
post pandemic. 

4.7 Teaching, marking or 
other workload relief

Although it certainly was not 
available to all, those who were 
given some form of substantive 
reduction to their workload – be it 
in teaching, marking, or something 
else, were grateful for this. In some 
cases they were offered it and did 
not take it up, for example if they 
were worried about the impact it 
would have on their colleagues, 
or because they ‘felt guilty about 
doing less work for the same salary’ 
as one participant put it. Where 
workload relief was taken up it 
involved small (though welcome) 
reductions in responsibilities or 
extending deadlines: 

‘Cut an optional module to lower 
my workload.’ (Participant 2851, a 
single parent, working in a teaching 
and research role in a pre-92 
University)

‘Giving longer deadlines and 
removing/rescheduling non-priority 
work.’ (Participant 2851, working 
in a professional services role in a 
post-92 University)

One University cancelled all first-
year exams – an action that had 
a significant impact on those 
tasked with marking the exams and 
potentially also a relief to many of 
the first-year students themselves 
also. Initiatives such as these are 
bold, and have very tangible, 
‘real’ and significant impacts on 
workloads.

4.8 Financial benefits

Some financial benefits were 
mentioned, either work or personal 
related. For the work-based 
benefits, these included schemes 
where carers could access funds to 
help them ‘catch up’ with missed 
opportunities. 

‘I got a small grant to pay a 
researcher £950.’ (Participant 2829, 
working in a teaching and research 
role, type of HEI missing) 

Some senior leaders referred 
to funding that had either been 
allocated or was due to be 
allocated internally to mitigate 
some of the negative work based 
impacts of the pandemic. One 
leader stated that:

‘We got that money and we are just 
working out what we’re going to 
spend it on.  It’s not a question of 
we’re going to decide we want to 
do, and then we’re gonna have to 
have a big fight about where the 
money’s coming from and who’s 
going to pay for what because 
we’ve all agreed that actually it is 
worth investing.’ (Interview Two)

Some senior leaders talked 
about the provision of funds for 
researchers disproportionately 
affected by the pandemic. 
Consultations with staff regarding 
what kind of financial help would 
be most beneficial helped them 
decide to put the funds into 
additional childcare requests rather 
than into networking events: 

‘What many women need is some 
hard cash to buy them some time to 
do some work and the other thing 
we offered, which was based on 
what we were hearing, is money for 
childcare.’ (Interview Four)

‘Some of our staff were involved in 
a fund, £500 pounds, to help with 
childcare that mums could access 
if they just needed some relief. 
Obviously its symbolic, but it has 
been practical as well. So that was 
on the back of realising what the 
challenges were. And part of that 
was about ensuing recognition of 
the impact on women progressing 
in their academic careers.’ 
(Interview One)

Another senior leader talked about 
how a two-pronged approach 
was needed – the financial side 
was important, but this had to be 
alongside a supportive culture from 
the top of the organisation:

‘Empathetic leadership has been 
very important and senior leaders 
have learned a lot during these  
times. So, while it’s important to ‘put 
your money where your mouth is’, 
I wouldn’t say it’s one or the other 
- I would say it’s both.’ (Interview 
Seven) 
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For the personal financial benefits, 
this consisted of a very small 
number of universities making 
a cash payment to their staff, 
either as a ‘thank you’ payment 
or as a way of recompensing the 
additional costs that some staff 
had as a result of working from 
home (although it is also worth 
noting that some staff saved 
money by not travelling into work 
or due to nursery closures). One 
senior leader who implemented a 
flat rate of £500 per staff member 
(except for the executive team) 
explained their rationale behind 
making the payment: 

‘We wanted to make some kind 
of gesture of recognition given 
everything staff were coping with, 
lockdowns, increases in student 
numbers etc. The University was 
being successful, but a lot of people 
were under stress and strain. We 
put well-being as number one, as 
we think that gives the best student 
experience – putting staff first.’ 
(Interview Seven)

Regardless of the amount, these 
payments were welcomed by staff, 
especially when everyone was 
given the same amount of money 
regardless of their job role or hours. 
One senior leader told us about the 
response they received:

‘I was really quite humbled by it, 
people really liked the progressive 
nature of it. Some lower paid 
colleagues wrote to me, telling me 
what they were going to do with it, 
one said they would put it towards 
their wedding, another towards a 
holiday. And we weren’t looking for 
plaudits from our workforce, we 
were just looking to do the right 
thing, and it got a terrific response.’ 
(Interview Seven)

This was also highlighted as a 
positive action within the survey 
with mothers: 

‘At the end of the year the 
institution also gave every single 
employee £500 to thank them for 
everything they did to keep the 
work of the university functioning 
during lockdown.’ (Participant  2319, 
working in a research role in a pre-
92 University) 

4.9 Furlough 

A small number of staff talked 
about being furloughed, either full 
time or part time. This was mainly 
talked about in positive terms. 
Some mentioned ‘flexible furlough’. 
Others said that their institution 
topped up their furlough pay. 

‘Furloughed me (though this was 
mainly for the financial health of 
the organization!)’ (Participant 250, 
working in a professional services 
role in a Russell Group University)

‘Allowed furlough for research 
staff. Although they did not follow 
this up with contract extensions 
of the same length as the furlough 
period, so although furlough was 
helpful in the short term to reduce 
work pressure, my career has still 
ended due to my contract finishing.’ 
(Participant 717, working in a 
research role in a Russell Group 
University)

‘Agreed to part-furlough without 
hesitation.’ (Participant 1739, 
working in a research role in a 
Russell Group University)

The furlough theme was a 
complicated one though, 
with some staff wanting to be 
furloughed but not given the 
opportunity. Some felt there was 
inequalities within teams, and this 
led to some bad feeling:

‘Senior management repeatedly 
said ‘just do what you can’ – so you 
felt supported. But, unfortunately 
they are so far away from the day 
to day work that ‘just doing what 
you can’ meant for most working 
Mums working 6am – 10pm, with 
childcare in the middle. My work 
didn’t suffer, but I felt my children 
missed out compared to colleagues 
who were ‘less essential’ to the team 
and so were furloughed – it should 
have been fairer.’ (Participant 951, 
working in a professional services 
role in a Russell Group University)

Agreeing to furlough me, but it 
took them two months. As a single 
mother of a disabled child who 
was months away from the end of 
my postdoc, it was petrifying to be 
the last left to be furloughed, the 
day before the furlough deadline.’ 
(Participant 2099, a single parent 
working in a professional services 
role in an ‘other’ HEI)

While furlough was clearly 
beneficial for some, it clearly 
resulted in some feelings of 
unfairness for others and there was 
some sense of guilt for some:

‘During lockdown 1, I was fully 
furloughed on full pay. It was 
impossible to manage work (which 
would be part-time normally, over 
3 long days) - I tried for a month 
but it was a disaster and incredibly 
stressful. Being furloughed - and 
on full pay - felt like an enormous 
privilege (and made me feel very 
guilty for those colleagues without 
children that had to carry on 
working with increased workloads).’ 
(Participant 2573, with a disability, 
working in a professional services 
role in a Russell Group University)
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With still some uncertainty in 
terms of clarity around furlough 
and various rules for different staff 
in different HEIs linked at least in 
part to how the posts are funded, 
this section will undoubtedly be 
difficult reading for those staff 
who took a cut in hours and pay in 
order to manage what they saw as 
an impossible situation. 

4.10 Making children and 
homelife visible at all levels

Some participants welcomed 
statements around the presence 
of children during online meetings, 
teaching, and more broadly during 
work hours. Just as pets appearing 
on screen became an amusing and 
welcome part of online meetings, 
children also often popped up 
with various requests or demands. 
Making this a ‘normal’ part of 
the working day, so that mothers 
did not feel that they were being 
‘unprofessional’ was important to 
some of the participants. 

‘One of the things I liked best was 
that they said we should accept 
children interrupting meetings 
as the norm and completely 
acceptable.’ (Participant 900, 
working in a teaching and research 
role in a pre-92 university)

‘Have acknowledged and made it 
‘normal’ that children may be in 
the background when working.’ 
(Participant 2336, working in a 
professional services role in an 
‘other’ HEI) 

The knowledge that there were 
similar difficulties occurring across 
the board, regardless of the level 
of seniority of staff, was also 
spoken of in positive terms. Some 
enjoyed seeing their colleagues’ 
children, some of whom, they had 
only ever seen in photographs or 
heard about in passing. At our own 
University, one of the authors of 
this report (Westmarland) arranged 

an online ‘Teddy Bears Picnic’ 
where the older children read their 
favourite stories to the younger 
children. Some commented that 
they appreciated the reminder 
that they were not the only one 
struggling with the situation.  

One of the situations that 
mothers appreciated was senior 
leaders with children also being 
open about their own struggles 
managing family care and paid 
work. 

‘Supportive, flexible, understanding 
management. Most with young 
children themselves who were 
open with their own struggles.’ 
(Participant 2408, working in a 
professional services role in a 
Russell Group University)

‘Our VC was demonstrating that 
she too was juggling family care.’ 
(Participant 465, working in a 
professional services role in a post-
92 University)

‘... even our Provost has his children 
climbing all over him in his flat - I 
think this is important that people 
in very senior roles have sent this 
message out again and again 
[that people can work in the way 
they need to and not worry about 
merging personal and professional 
roles].’ (Interview One) 

4.11 Summary 

While Chapter Three reported 
on some of the worst aspects of 
working in a HEI during the Covid-19 
pandemic, Chapter Four has shone 
a light on some of the best. The 
best included a genuine, supportive, 
compassionate and kind leadership 
stance, which offered both genuine 
support and the bringing together 
of diverse teams in different ways 
but also backed this support up 
with firm actions such as teaching 
or marking relief, cash ‘thank you’ 
payments, or carers funds to allow 
additional childcare to be obtained 
or other ways to mitigate the career 
impacts on those most affected. 
Bold, sweeping, straightforward 
decisions such as ‘£500 for 
everyone regardless of status’ or 
‘cancel all first-year exams’ were 
examples of concrete actions which 
visibly demonstrated that staff 
wellbeing was being prioritised 
in order for them to continue to 
deliver the high-quality standard 
of education and care to their 
students. 

 
‘Have 
acknowledged and 
made it ‘normal’ 
that children 
may be in the 
background when 
working.’ 

(Participant 2336, working  
in a professional services  
role in an ‘other’ HEI) 
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5.1 Summary of key fi ndings

The objectives of this research 
were to understand the impact and 
experiences of mothers of children 
aged 18 or under working in a UK 
HEI during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
and to look for good examples that 
we could share. 

We had a range of different 
experiences from the 2,888 
participants who completed our 
online survey, but there were also 
many shared experiences. 

Key finding 1. Six out of ten 
mothers in the survey told 
us that they did the majority 
or all of the childcare during 
the Covid-19 pandemic. Many 
worked early mornings, 
evenings and/or weekends 
to keep up with work. 
Unsurprisingly, there was 
a negative impact on both 
physical health and on mental 
health and wellbeing. Nearly 
all – 90% - said that they had 
felt exhausted a lot of the time 
during the Covid-19 restrictions. 

Given that our survey covered 
such a wide range of participants 
there were, of course, many 
differences between them - for 
example in terms of seniority, 
line management responsibilities, 
whether they were in an academic 
role or a professional services role, 
whether they or their children 
had a disability, how their role 
was funded, whether they were 
eligible for furlough, the type 
of HEI they were employed in, 
whether they were a single parent, 
whether they worked part time 
or full time, and the number and 
age of their children. These, and 
other individual factors which 
have intersections with structural 
inequalities such as racism, 
disablism and classism, meant that 
the experiences of mothers in UK 
HEIs is of course not a uniform one. 
It is hence not surprising that the 
actions (or lack of) of UK HEIs to 
respond to the dual demands of 
caregiving and paid employment 
were received differently. 

Accordingly, some of the initiatives 
we include were seen by some 
participants as useful and 
others as not. As can be seen in 
reading Chapters Three and Four 
particularly, we sometimes see 
different sides of the same coin 
– that is some participants found 
initiatives or approaches useful, 
whereas others did not. 

Key finding 2. Individual 
circumstances meant that 
initiatives or responses were 
seen as useful by some 
participants but not by others. 
Not all caregivers have the 
same set of circumstances 
or support requirements and 
this needs to be recognised in 
policies and initiatives. 

Recommendation 1. Line 
managers should ensure 
a proactive assessment of 
individual needs so that 
tailored support be given at all 
levels, including for managers 
themselves.

Chapter 5. Conclusions and recommendations 
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Having said that, the responses by 
HEIs were far from consistent, and 
the differences we see are not all 
down to individual circumstances 
but the lack of a sector wide 
approach and inconsistencies 
between universities and 
sometimes departments within 
universities. Access to appropriate 
equipment to work from home is 
one example of this. While some 
participants were very critical of 
their HEI as not supplying the 
necessary equipment in a timely 
fashion, participants listed this as 
one of the most helpful things their 
HEI had done when the equipment 
was both suitable for their needs 
and delivered as quickly as 
possible. 

Key finding 3. There were 
inconsistencies within and 
between universities, and a 
lack of a sector wide approach. 
Some HEIs did not supply the 
necessary equipment for their 
staff to work from home.

Participants preferred 
communications where something 
‘real’ was being offered – deeds 
not words. Many referred to the 
irritation they felt when yet another 
email asking them to prioritise 
‘self-care’ dropped into their email 
inbox, knowing that this was an 
impossible ask if they were also 
being expected to maintain a full 
or even increasing workload due to 
staffing freezes or cuts – alongside 
caregiving and home education 
demands.  

HEIs, as with many other industries 
that continued operating with 
limited or no opportunities for 
furlough, faced a fundamental 
problem when nurseries and 
schools were closed to non-key-
worker children or children were 
home because of needing to self-
isolate. However, while this problem 
was often highlighted as a general 
one, very few participants found 
that significant adjustments were 
made to their workloads. Only 
18% of participants said that their 

workload had been adequately 
adjusted to take into account 
childcare responsibilities. In fact, 
74% of participants said their 
workload had increased during the 
pandemic. 

While all parents and caregivers 
had problems trying to ‘square 
the circle’ of how to fulfil work 
obligations alongside caregiving 
and homeschooling, this did 
disproportionately impact on 
women. This was the case both 
in our research and in national 
studies on parenting during the 
pandemic – the ONS (2020) 
found that during the first national 
lockdown women spent more time 
on childcare than men. This was 
particularly the case for households 
with a child aged under 5, where 
women did 78% more childcare 
than men (ONS, 2020). Obviously, 
there are individual circumstances 
where it was men who were 
taking on the majority or all of the 
childcare, for example single parent 
fathers, widowed fathers, fathers 
who are the primary caregiver, 
or fathers who had keyworker 
partners. However, the double 
bind of gendered caregiving 
and housework added onto the 
Covid-19 lockdowns was not 
acknowledged or recognised by 
HEIs in communications, policies, 
or workload planning. 

Key finding 4. There was not 
enough consideration given 
to how to parents could 
(not) realistically manage full 
workloads plus home learning 
and caregiving, and the 
gendered aspects of this were 
largely ignored.

Recommendation 2. 
Representatives of different 
types of caregivers, for example 
through staff networks, should 
be formally incorporated into 
institutional decision making 
and policy development.

We are still at the preliminary 
stages of understanding the impact 
of Covid-19 on careers generally, 
and whether or to what extent it 
has entrenched gender inequality 
within HEIs. Given the differences 
both between women and between 
mums, it was to be expected that 
this impact would be felt unevenly. 
At the time of our research in early 
2021 many HEIs either had a freeze 
on promotion and progression 
opportunities or were in their 
first year of taking Covid-19 into 
consideration after suspending 
opportunities in 2020. 

Many of the senior leaders we 
interviewed were attempting to put 
in place mitigation for staff for whom 
Covid-19 had had a disproportionate 
impact on their contracted work, 
for example because in person 
laboratory or field-based work was 
suspended, or because of caregiving 
responsibilities at home. Some of 
the senior leaders referred to the 
compounding nature of this for 
women, particularly those with 
caring responsibilities. However, 
this is a complex task to maneuver, 
and it remains to be seen how 
successful these initiatives will be. 
Many universities were introducing 
‘Covid-impact’ statements that could 
be added to promotion applications, 
and some were planning to retain 
newly introduced ‘individual 
circumstances’ sections moving 
forward. Many academic participants 
in research intensive universities, for 
example, found it positive on the one 
hand to be told to prioritise student 
and self-well-being and teaching 
over research, but on the other 
hand worried about what this would 
actually mean for them in the long 
run. In some areas, targeted financial 
assistance for researchers has been 
made available for groups that have 
been disproportionately affected 
by the pandemic. However, exact 
numbers of beneficiaries are unclear 
and is still unknown whether these 
kinds of initiatives can really negate 
time lost and research not done. 
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Key finding 5. The long-term 
impact of combining caregiving 
with Covid-19 on women’s 
career progression is not yet 
known. Similarly, the success of 
initiatives to mitigate Covid-19 
impacts on careers is not yet 
known.

Recommendation 3. 
Progression and promotion, 
pay reward schemes, and staff 
recruitment exercises should 
all continue to ask specifically 
about the impact of Covid-19 in 
future years.

 
When we consider the range of 
initiatives that were put in place, 
while some were undoubtably 
helpful depending on individual 
circumstances, it was clear that 
many simply could not mitigate 
the core problem of excessive 
workloads. While taking annual 
leave, unpaid leave, carer’s leave, 
and being given additional annual 
leave days at Christmas and Easter 
were all appreciated because they 
reduced email traffic and allowed 
greater flexibility, workload did 
not reduce by taking advantage of 
these initiatives. Instead, workloads 
were condensed into even shorter 
periods of time, or backlogs built 
up that needed dealing with on 
return. 

Key finding 6. While many 
initiatives were appreciated, 
they were not always useful 
to people in all roles because 
many did not result in any real 
reductions in workload.

 

There were two meaningful 
initiatives that did seem worthwhile 
to many, despite the limitations 
highlighted above in relation to 
static or increasing workloads. The 
first was the very practical and 
variously named ‘quiet’ Friday – 
where email traffic was reduced 
and meetings were avoided. It 
is important to communicate 
this not as a ‘day off’ or a ‘rest 
day’, but as a different style of 
working day. Secondly, several HEIs 
implemented or increased paid 
leave that could be accessed for 
the purposes of childcare, often 
called ‘special leave’, ‘carers’ leave’ 
or ‘emergency leave’. 

Recommendation 4. HEIs 
should consider adopting some 
form of ‘quieter’ time in the 
working week to allow for more 
focused work. This should be 
implemented across academic 
and professional services staff. 
While Fridays are the obvious 
choice, consideration should be 
given to how this might impact 
on part time staff. 

Recommendation 5. Special 
forms of paid leave for carers, 
particularly the ability to 
use emergency leave over 
consecutive days, should be 
retained post Covid-19. 

5.2 Limitations of our 
research and opportunities 
for further research 

Our survey only collected 
responses of participants whose 
children are aged 16 or under. It 
was clear from some of the private 
messages that we received about 
our survey that mothers of children 
over 16 would have also liked to 
talk about their experiences. This 
was particularly, but not exclusively, 
the case for mums whose children 
had additional support needs. 
In addition, some of the Likert 
statements were more focused 
on children at the lower end 
of the age range. For example, 
being responsible for ‘childcare’ 
did not tap into the experiences 
of mothering teenage children. 
More research is needed on the 
experiences of mothers supporting 
older children during Covid-19. 

While we do not classify it as 
a limitation, it is obviously the 
case that our research focused 
on mothers and not parents, 
and on childcare rather than on 
caregiving more generally. We 
received both praise and criticism 
(sometimes quite intensive in 
the case of the latter) for our 
focus on mothers. However, this 
focus is justified; societal gender 
norms and structural inequalities 
mean that women are still most 
often the primary caregivers for 
children and, compounded with 
sexist cultures within many HEIs, 
this has a significant impact on 
their careers. We look forward 
to a time when this is not the 
case, but while it is it would be 
disingenuous to pretend that 
these gender-based differences 
do not exist. Indeed, it is in part 
due to the acknowledgement of 
these differences and inequalities 
that sex remains a protected 
characteristic. 
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We tried to look at other 
inequalities which intersect with 
gender in our research. However, 
only 8.1% of survey respondents 
were from Black, Asian, or other 
minoritised ethnic groups. As 
mentioned in Chapter 1, it is known 
that some Black, Asian, and other 
minoritised ethnic groups have 
felt a disproportionate impact due 
to Covid-19. Gender and ethnicity 
are known to intersect in terms 
of career prospects in HEIs, with 
few senior roles being held by 
women from Black, Asian and 
other minoritised ethnic groups, 
regardless of their parental status. 

It is also known that disability 
intersects with gender, with 
few people with disabilities 
holding senior roles within 
HEIs and even fewer women 
with disabilities holding such 
roles (HESA, 2020). We had 
a relatively high proportion 
of participants who said they 
had a disability (17% of survey 
respondents). This may suggest 
that staff with disabilities faced 
particular issues that they 
wanted to highlight and were 
compelled to complete our 
survey as a result. 

Recommendation 6. Further 
research should be conducted 
that focuses on:

a. the needs of caregivers of 
older children and young 
adults;

b. different types of caregiving 
outside mothering, while 
continuing to consider 
gender-based and other 
intersecting inequalities;

c. the impact of Covid-19 on 
all staff from Black, Asian 
and other minoritised ethnic 
groups; AND

d. the experiences of all staff 
with disabilities within HEIs.

A more detailed analysis of 
intersecting inequalities will take 
place over the coming months 
based on our data.

5.3 Opportunities moving 
forward

While much of our research has 
been retrospective, looking at what 
has happened during the 2020/
early 2021 Covid-19 restrictions, 
there are opportunities that we 
can identify in terms of moving 
forward. 

While many have found 
attempting to juggle their paid 
work in HEIs with their caregiving 
responsibilities, this struggle 
has been made more visible by 
Covid-19. This could have some 
advantages. Many staff have been 
forced to become more open 
about their responsibilities outside 
of paid employment. In this sense, 
and as highlighted by some of the 
senior leaders in their interviews, 
the pandemic has in fact exposed 
existing inequalities which resulted 
in more proactive approaches 
to accommodating individual 
circumstances and negating wider 
structural disadvantage. 

We have heard about far more 
HEIs developing or investing in 
formal university-wide carers’ 
or parents’ networks. Informal 
support networks, for example 
WhatsApp groups within teams or 
departments, seem to have also 
increased. While we don’t have all 
the answers to how to combine 
caregiving responsibilities with HEI 
roles, at least the discussion has 
been started. This can be a new 
dawn in terms of moving away 
from traditional, outdated HEI 
structures, norms and expectations.

 

 
Key finding 7. There are many 
opportunities moving forwards, 
now that the challenges of 
combining caregiving with HEI 
roles have been made more 
visible. This visibility needs 
to be carried forward into all 
aspects of HEI activities in the 
future.

Recommendation 7. Additional 
support networks for mums or 
for parents or caregivers more 
generally have been established 
during Covid-19, these should 
be supported and encouraged 
by HEIs outside of Covid-19 
times. 

 
In academic progression and 
promotions procedures, some had 
introduced Covid-19 mitigation 
sections so that changes in a career 
trajectory could be understood in 
the context of the pandemic. One 
University added ‘physical safety 
and impact on wellbeing’ to their 
equality impact assessment for all 
new policies and policy changes 
– going further to embed equality 
and diversity into their working 
practices during and beyond the 
pandemic. 

There was a recognition that the 
notion of flexible working had 
somewhat lost its stigma and 
was no longer associated with 
particular staff groups. This has 
potentially positive impacts for the 
future, in that staff feel more able 
to approach and ask for flexibility 
in line with their circumstances, and 
for this to become the norm. 

The emphasis on teaching, 
citizenship and nurturing 
throughout the pandemic led 
to some reflection about how 
these roles are valued and 
viewed. This was highlighted 
with particular reference to how 
career progression is related to 
research outputs for academic and 
research-only staff, including by 
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the senior leaders we interviewed. 
This identified desire to shift 
focus was also referred to in more 
general terms around the notions 
of progression and success. It 
was acknowledged that this 
move is very much an emerging 
process however it was seen as a 
logical next step following more 
flexible working and greater 
considerations of inequality. For 
example, one University was 
rethinking what their definition 
of ‘success’ looks like, moving 
towards a more diverse set of 
indicators. Another was starting to 
look at how collaborative working 
can be rewarded, moving away 
from the ‘lone genius’ model and 
recognising the importance of 
collegiality. 

The importance of caring and 
compassionate leadership has 
come to the fore in the last 
year. When we looked at what 
was valued by participants in 
our survey, it was as much (or 
more) about feeling valued and 
understood and having genuine 
and caring support which did not 
have to be specifically requested, 
as it was about specific initiatives 
on offer. As we showed in Chapter 
Four, the value of ‘support’ was 
received differently by participants 
depending on how it was offered 
and who it was offered by.

Key finding 8. The Covid-19 
pandemic has allowed the 
benefits of different models 
of leadership to shine. Caring 
and compassionate leadership 
was shown by a small number 
of HEIs and valued by those in 
their employment. 

 

Recommendation 8. HEI 
training and development 
programmes should consider 
how they integrate more 
modern ways of management 
into professional services and 
into academic life.

As well as compassionate 
leadership, the importance of 
active citizenship and team 
working, including between 
academic and professional 
services staff, has also emerged 
as critical to how support was 
experienced during Covid-19. This 
was particularly evident in terms 
of the trust that had been built up 
in relation to professional services 
staff working from home.

Recommendation 9. 
Professional services staff 
should be offered greater 
opportunities to work in a more 
flexible way to fit with their 
responsibilities outside of their 
paid work – privileges which 
have traditionally been given 
to academics, but not their 
professional service colleagues.

 
The staff and students of any 
HEI are their greatest resource. 
They make up the life and soul 
of an institution. This was never 
felt more acutely than during the 
Covid-19 pandemic. Once many of 
the buildings and other physical 
attributes were removed from the 
experience of working and studying 
at University, the university was 
its staff and students, all doing 
their best to manage under varied 
circumstances, sometimes under 
intensely traumatic contexts - 
staff who had themselves had 
been seriously ill with Covid-19 
or had lost a loved one to 
Covid-19. Whatever their gender 
or caregiving situation, it is 
undoubtedly the case that few 
have come through this period 
unscathed. This research has 
shown that the mental and physical 
health of mums working in HEIs has 
suffered and they have been left 
feeling exhausted (Chapter Two), 
and this is likely to also be the 
case to differing degrees for other 
staff. Having annual leave that is 
not made up of home schooling 
or childcare ‘emergencies’ and 
being able to gain some rest 
and recuperation is at least as 

important now as it was in the 
depths of the pandemic. There is 
an opportunity here for HEIs to 
show that they truly value what 
staff and students have achieved 
during the pandemic and value this 
accordingly – be it with financial 
benefits, work related benefits, 
or access to high quality support 
services addressing stress, anxiety, 
bereavement, depression and 
other issues that have come about 
or worsened as a result of the 
pandemic.  

As we come out of the pandemic, 
this is an opportunity to rebuild 
our HEIs with the valorisation of its 
people, including working mothers, 
at the heart of development 
strategies. To what extent and 
how this happens requires creative 
thought, consultation, and being 
willing to consider more radical 
breakaways from traditional, 
outdated HEI structures and 
systems. For those HEIs that 
are willing to be bold, there are 
opportunities  here to make 
significant strides forward in 
reducing inequalities and improving 
the health and wellbeing of their 
workforce.
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