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Academic mothers during and post- 
COVID-19 pandemic

Mães acadêmicas durante e após a pandemia de COVID-19

The years 2020 and 2021 have been marked by an unprecedented 
pandemic that has powerfully impacted humanity. For women, the disease 
caused by the new coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2) has generated massive 
global social impacts on their lives1. Even if not contaminated by the 
virus, they suffer intensely from the social impacts caused by it. Many 
started to share their workplace with their home, family dynamics, and 
the pandemic. With physical distancing and the closing of daycare centers 
and schools, in addition to remote work, they have most likely engaged 
in the roles of taking care of the home, educating children, and caring for 
sick family members. This situation was aggravated even more due to the 
collapse of health systems. The presence of children at home increases 
the time women devote to unpaid care work2. For academic mothers, 
the contemporary health situation can significantly affect their careers 
and academic productivity. Gender inequality, historically present in the 
academic environment that marks women’s careers, can be accentuated 
by the current crisis, generating short- and long-term impacts. Therefore, 
the central issue of this letter is the situation of academic mothers during 
and post-COVID-19 pandemic in terms of their careers and academic 
productivity. Motherhood impacts the productivity of scientists3; added 
to the pandemic, it can represent a propellant to undermine the fragile 
advances in gender equality acquired over time. The social situations 
triggered by the pandemic have materialized in academic mothers, who 
have struggled to reconcile their formal work and the responsibilities of 
unpaid care work at the risk of experiencing mental suffering, frustrations, 
guilt, exhaustion, and falling productivity. A survey conducted during 
a social isolation related to the COVID-19 pandemic, between April and 
May 2020, identified that black women (with or without children) and 
white women with children were the groups whose academic productivity 
was most affected in the pandemic. The productivity of men, especially 
without children, was the least impacted by the pandemic3. Motherhood 
is a key factor that impacts women’s careers in academia, and, in this 
environment, mothers continue to struggle daily for their space. Scientists 
claim that, when analyzed from a gender perspective, remote work has been 
considered a way of perpetuating gender inequality, as women historically 
bear the burden of both paid work and domestic responsibilities4. 
Teleworking mothers report feelings of anxiety, loneliness, and depression 
more often than teleworking fathers5. Moreover, the increase in teleworking, 
in response to the pandemic, can accentuate gender inequalities in the 
formal world of work and the domestic division of labor, especially with 
the closing of schools and daycare centers5. Moreover, the impacts of the 
current health situation not only affect the present, as remote work will 
probably persist to some extent in the future5. It is essential that, as the 
crisis is faced, efforts are made to promote gender equality in the academic 
and scientific world. In view of the contemporary scenario, the need to 
create policies that contemplate academic mothers is emerging. This is 
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an important horizon to look at and cover so that 
women are not left behind. In Brazil, the struggle for 
gender equality in the world of work is historic and 
marked by the investitures of women’s and feminist 
movements. Recently, in the academic world, some 
advances have occurred, such as the inclusion of 
maternity leave in the Curriculum Lattes of the 
National Council for Scientific and Technological 
Development (CNPq), in response to demands from 
representatives of women, the scientific community, 
and the Parent in Science movement (a group 
formed by mothers and fathers who are scientists 
that seeks to produce and spread knowledge on 
the issue of maternity/paternity and the academic/

scientific career); and the consideration of the period 
of maternity and/or adoptive leave in some research 
and innovation notices of some public educational 
institutions. In fact, there has been, for a long time, 
a need to invest in actions that address issues of 
diversity and gender at work within academia. With 
the COVID-19 pandemic, this demand takes on new 
traits with the accumulation of unpaid care work 
with formal work, the physical and mental burden of 
academic/scientist mothers, and the impact on their 
productivity, as well as on their health, deserving 
attention and measures that can be implemented 
during and after the pandemic.
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