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Introduction and Overview 

Meetings were led by Marc Dubé, Margarida Garcia and Caroline Hyslop to obtain 
feedback from faculty members about the impact the COVID-19 situation has had on 
their research. Participants were asked to comment on the impact of the shutdown 
as well as ways their research could be better supported going forward. The purpose 
is to allow researchers’ voices to be heard, both in terms of raising their concerns as 
well as hearing their ideas, and offer the OVPR some recommendations on possible 
ways to deal with the challenges we are facing (last section of the report). 
We led these conversations in seven faculties (Engineering, Science, Telfer, Health 
Sciences, Social Sciences, Droit Civil, Common Law) with 236 participants (some 
of them representing their units) plus emailed comments. The Faculty of Arts 
conducted their own meetings and provided feedback from their professors, which 
has been added to this report. The questions used to orient the discussions are 
appended to this document. 

Key Impact on Research: This is a Major Loss 

In many cases, we are not just looking at a temporary inconvenience or delay but 
loss of research, cessation of projects, and the potential derailment of careers 
for some young researchers. There has been a devastating impact on research 
requiring travel, field work or international students. Research requiring laboratory 
facilities has come to a standstill. Many researchers anticipate serious long-term 
impact of this interruption on their work. Time for writing/research has also been 
compromised by the significantly higher number of online meetings (i.e., researchers 
are more available for meetings, so there are more meetings). 

Pivoting to Online Teaching has an Impact on 
Research Capacity 

Professors are pivoting to online teaching, which takes up tremendous time 
and energy, leaving less for research. Some faculty members’ experience is that 
developing and delivering an online course can take up to four times the normal 
amount of time they typically spend on in-person teaching. Given that online course 
delivery will continue into the fall semester, we can expect a continued severe 
negative impact on research performance for some time. 
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There are Questions about PPE and Cleaning 

Researchers, particularly in Health Sciences but in other faculties as well, expressed 
major concerns about Personal Protective Equipment (PPE). Will non-uOttawa 
people, such as research participants coming to our campus, visitors and others, 
be provided with gloves, masks and other equipment? There is ongoing concern 
about PPE availability as communication around this matter has been confusing. 
Also, researchers expressed concerns that buildings on campus are not properly 
cleaned, and now that cleanliness is a major necessity, they seek assurances that 
cleaning services will be significantly improved before activity on campus resumes. 

Family Responsibilities Have a Major Impact on 
Research Productivity 

For some researchers, the combination of the pivot to online teaching with their 
responsibilities at home has meant that research has come to an almost complete 
halt. Many professors with young children are particularly concerned that without 
effective childcare solutions and the reopening of schools, they will continue to be 
significantly affected through the summer and, depending on the situation, into 
the fall. Some researchers also experience the impacts of caring for elderly family 
members, managing their own health concerns or those of their families, increased 
challenges associated with disabilities and other personal concerns. During the 
discussions, both women and men raised these concerns, but women did so more 
frequently, in more detail and earlier in the conversation. 

There are Financial Consequences 

Several researchers raised concerns about the costs associated with adapting 
to the pandemic such as lost opportunities for partnerships with industry, costs 
of purchasing equipment and costs associated with the loss of active research 
projects likely necessitating re-start costs in the future. In some cases, sponsorships 
and partnership deals were almost ready to go, and partners have since pulled 
out. Researchers also noted the need for better communication around deadline 
extensions, and the need for more internal funding. Some noted that they have 
been so overwhelmed with factors such as pivoting to online teaching and family 
responsibilities they have been unable to respond to calls for grant applications. 
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Some noted that there have been delays in financial services with respect to the 
payment for services. A lot of paid students and assistants cannot provide the same 
amount of work due to the circumstances, and researchers fear a lack of financial 
resources down the road to accomplish the work. Some researchers and students 
live in regions of Canada where high-speed internet is not available and have to pay 
for expensive options in order to function. 

Impact on Tenure/Promotion, Sabbaticals 

There was significant concern about the impact of the research shutdown on tenure 
and promotion applications. Questions were raised about the impact on sabbatical 
leaves. The cancellation or postponement of conferences is having an impact on 
publications/CVs. 

Communication is Key 

Researchers expressed disappointment in the level of communication regarding 
health and safety guidelines, administrative procedures, procedures for research 
funding, plans for return to campus and more. 

Physical Closure of the Library has an Impact 

Researchers in some faculties expressed minimal concern about the closure of 
the libraries on campus as their work is primarily electronic anyway, and they get 
good support from librarians at a distance and have access to electronic databases 
through the Library’s electronic offerings. Other researchers expressed a desire to 
regain access to the Library’s print collection as soon as possible and indicated that 
some research has been delayed due to inaccessibility to books and print materials. 
The lack of online library resources in French was raised as a concern. 
In some areas, expanded access to electronic online material has been secured by 
the Library; this is helpful. However, not all subject areas have expanded access to 
online material. For example, in Law, much online material remains inaccessible. 
This is even more problematic for students who need to finish their papers and 
theses. 
There is gratitude for the librarians, who have engaged in consultations with 
researchers at a distance, who have offered support to researchers and students 
to orient them to online databases and tools, and who have worked on systematic 
reviews with researchers, particularly in Health Sciences. 4 



 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Access to Offices, Labs, Studios 

The majority of researchers have found it challenging to change their work style 
from on-campus offices to home office, the latter implying anywhere from the 
couch, to the kitchen, to the basement. For many, lack of access to lab space or 
studio space has eliminated major elements of their research. 

Fatigue: “Something’s got to give” 

There is a general sense that it is impossible to have it all: research excellence, 
teaching excellence and preserving one’s own mental and physical health – 
“Something’s got to give”. A lot of researchers expressed that the COVID-19 pandemic 
exacerbated the feeling of being continuously at the limit of what people can do. 
The pandemic created new interesting opportunities for research: new questions, 
new papers to write, new funding to apply for – great but overwhelming, as we are 
“adding” and not “selecting” opportunities. There are worries about the demand 
to provide the best online teaching experience while not revising expectations 
around research productivity. Working with assistants at a distance requires more 
supervision and students are asking for additional support now. The online turn 
created a multiplication of meetings (“I am now always in the right city to attend 
a meeting”) and is generating a lot of online fatigue. Course relief was mentioned 
as a possible solution and a way to perhaps integrate our Ph.D. students more in 
teaching activities. Some mentioned the offering of additional administrative help 
so that researchers can maintain their research productivity and do the important 
work in the now more limited time available for research. 

Other Impacts Are Difficult to Measure 

Each and every researcher who participated in discussions expressed concerns 
around the impact of the pandemic on their work, their students, research and 
teaching. However, this impact was not always clearly quantifiable even as it is 
very keenly felt by all. Some of these difficult-to-measure impacts include: concern 
around hiring students without meeting them first, especially for projects which 
are starting now due to success in the last grant competitions; managing students 
who are clearly in emotional distress or who have lost opportunities; working 
with research subjects or partners who have other priorities at this time; concern 
amongst some faculties, particularly in the social sciences and humanities, that they 
must expend even more energy than usual advocating for the importance of their 
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research. Research teams that were already working on topics related to health and 
working conditions had to completely change their projects, the methodologies, the 
questions being asked, the ways of collecting data, etc. They had to redo ethics 
approvals and go back to the drawing board to adapt to the new situation – the 
same projects sometimes need a redoubled investment in time and resources. 
These teams are also being extremely solicited by the media as their research has 
been revealed as very important now. 

Some Positives 

For select researchers (we estimate less than 5%) there were positive outcomes. It 
should be noted that in these cases, these were not purely positive outcomes but 
some positive accompanied by some negative. Examples include: 

• More time to write 
• The ability to pivot to COVID-19 related research projects. 
• Given the impossibility of collecting new data, some have refocused their 
research to include a more in-depth analysis of existing data. 
• Creation of regular online meetings with international/distant partners is 
leading to a more mature form of collaboration that will pay down the road 
when conferences will be possible again; some teams are experiencing an 
increase in availability to work collaboratively in this context with improved 
team dynamics; given that the logistics of traveling are not an issue, some 
report more effectiveness in research activities. 
• Where there were challenges in sitting people at the same table, the online 
context makes it easier to connect them at the same “screen’’ (practitioners 
and policy makers, for example). 
• The pandemic forced us to reflect on our research practices and we can make 
changes for the better. 

Recommendations 

• Adopt comprehensive COVID-19 policy guidelines for research: Provide 
central automatic extensions for research projects using internal funds; create 
flexible modes of transferring research funds for international partners (field 
work should now be done by local researchers and we need to be able to 
hire researchers locally); introduce COVID-19 Impact Statements on theses, 
projects, reports, CVs, etc.; support young researchers in dealing with the 
absence of conferences in their CVs (they should indicate all events that were 
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planned but did not happen because of COVID-19), etc.; address liability 
concerns (if someone gets infected, students in lab or research participant, 
what is our responsibility? Should students sign a waiver?); provide guidelines 
for conferences (some professors don’t want to send students to conferences 
anymore); provide a strategy for award competitions and prizes (should we 
suspend awards competitions since working conditions are not equally fair at 
this moment, women sending fewer papers to journals, etc.?); provide some 
thought about ethical consequences of the COVID-19 turn in research; provide 
for technical improvements such as upgrading the speed of VPN and purchasing 
new equipment, etc.; provide a list of key contacts in all the different research 
services that researchers can access for answers to questions about contracts, 
hiring international postdoctoral researchers, hiring research assistants, etc. 

• Research communication and knowledge mobilization became more 
important than ever: we need more visibility and more quality online presence. 
This demands: technological education for researchers and students; workshops 
and training for all of our communications teams for online conference 
preparation, creation of welcoming online scientific events, webinars, forums to 
discuss ongoing findings, creating virtual research communities, etc. We need 
to support the development and maintenance of all research-related websites. 
We also need to master the use of social media for research impact, online 
research platforms, research podcasts, etc. 

• Family support: Consider further actions to better support those whose 
family situations make it nearly impossible to effectively continue all of their 
work; e.g., flexibility around deadlines, reduction of red tape, childcare solutions, 
provide summer camps for employee/staff children on campus, adopt an extra 
COVID-19 Policy 94 procedure for researchers with caregiving responsibilities. 

• Health and security: Improve communication on the matter of PPE and 
expectations regarding what equipment will be required, how needs should be 
communicated and how equipment will be distributed; provide online training 
for physical distancing and hygiene measures. 

• Teaching: Consider teaching load reduction for professors; recognize that 
the pivot to online teaching is not a workload-neutral prospect; consider hiring 
additional resources such as more TAs, and experienced/expert IT support as 
not all profs and students are tech-savvy enough to cope. 

• Tenure/promotion/sabbatical: Consider the long-term impact on tenure/ 
promotion and sabbatical leaves. 
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Appendix I: Questions 

The discussions took the form of relatively unstructured conversations, with these 
questions as a guide: 

1. How is the current situation impacting your research (negative and/or 
positive impacts)?  

2. What specific actions could help us deal successfully with those impacts?  
3. How might the University (or OVPR? Or your Faculty?) facilitate a “research 

recovery” when we return to campus? 
4. Aside from obvious COVID-related programs, what opportunities might you 

see for changes in the way we conduct research on campus? 
5. To what extent did the closure of the Library impact your research activities? 
6. Did you have to overcome specific obstacles related to your personal 

situation, either because you belong to a designated group in Canada 
(women, Aboriginals, people with disabilities and people who are 
visible minorities in the sense of the Employment Equity Act) or because 
you have caregiving responsibilities?  
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