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Abstract:   34 

Many speculated that the faculty job market would be severely impacted by the COVID-19 35 

pandemic, potentially for years. Our examination of faculty job postings from 2018 to 2021 36 

found that while they decreased in 2020, the market recovered in 2021. We also surveyed how 37 

the pandemic affected the perceptions, behaviors, and outcomes of individuals on the faculty job 38 

market in 2019–20 and 2020–21. Approximately 10% of the faculty job offers made to 2019–20 39 

survey respondents were reported as rescinded. Respondents also reported altering their 40 

application documents in response to the pandemic as well as delaying or even abandoning their 41 

faculty job search. Thus, while the faculty job market may have recovered, the effect of the 42 

pandemic on postdoctoral career choices may have future implications.   43 

 44 

One-Sentence Summary:  45 

 46 
The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in changes of perceptions and behaviors of individuals on the 47 

faculty job market. 48 

 49 

 50 
  51 
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Main Text: 52 
In January 2020, the United States recorded their first case of COVID-19, a disease caused by the 53 
virus SARS-CoV-2 (Fig. 1). Most states in the US enacted stay-at-home orders by spring 2020, 54 
with regionally variable mitigation measures in place throughout 2020 and 2021. The COVID-19 55 
pandemic impacted nearly every sector of society, including higher education. The University of 56 
Washington was the first institution to close its campus on March 7, 2020 (1). Harvard University 57 
followed days later, evacuating student residences (2). The spring and summer of 2020 saw the 58 
closures of institutions bankrupted after mandatory stay-at-home orders (3, 4) and remaining 59 
institutions enacted measures in response to the unprecedented financial conditions, many of which 60 
targeted hiring. Unofficial reports cite at least 400 instances of frozen or canceled faculty searches 61 
and other impacts on hiring (5), further destabilizing the already precarious academic market (6). 62 
 63 
As of January 2022, official tallies report over 280 million cases and 5 million deaths worldwide 64 
(7). Emerging data reveal the catastrophic impact of the pandemic on the career trajectories of 65 
academics, especially women (8–11). Furthermore, the negative sentiment of US postdocs toward 66 
the academic job market from 2019 to 2020 increased by 50%, and 11% of postdocs delayed their 67 
job search (11, 12). These data point to the strong negative effect that the pandemic has had on 68 
postdocs persisting in academia. These data suggest that a consequence of the pandemic may be 69 
an eroded number of postdocs who apply to or occupy faculty positions in the future. 70 
 71 
The academic faculty job cycle generally begins in July, with postings for a start date in one year; 72 
posts peak in October, in anticipation of December/January first-round interviews, and on-site 73 
interviews early the following year (Fig. 1). Offers are usually made in the spring, with the search 74 
concluding in June. Given the profound changes that occurred in academia in 2020 and our 75 
previous work on the complex and often obscure faculty job search process (13), we sought to 76 
track pandemic-related shifts in job search experiences, outcomes, and applicant perceptions using 77 
two surveys: an early pandemic (May 2020) survey of outcomes for the 2019–20 cycle (n=791), 78 
and a mid-pandemic (November 2020) survey as applicants entered the 2020–21 cycle (n=78).  79 
 80 
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Fig. 1. Summary of the faculty 81 
job market with COVID-19 82 
pandemic milestones in 2020. 83 
The COVID-19 pandemic 84 
impacted the faculty job cycle 85 
with campus closures and stay-86 
at-home orders occurring during 87 
the on-site interview period. We 88 
administered survey questions at 89 
two points, May and November 90 
2020.  91 

 92 
We first asked whether there were 93 
abrupt changes in faculty job 94 
offers during the pandemic. In the 95 
early pandemic survey, we asked 96 
respondents from a larger survey 97 
on 2019–20 academic job search 98 
outcomes whether the pandemic 99 
affected their search (see SI for 100 
methods). Of the 467 offers made 101 
to survey respondents, 48 (10.3%) 102 
were rescinded by the institution, 103 
and 10 were rejected by 104 
applicants for pandemic-related 105 
reasons. We next analyzed the 106 

rescinded offers by applicant and institutional demographics. More men (15%) reported having an 107 
offer rescinded compared to women (11%) (Fig. 2A; p = 0.66). We observed no significant 108 
difference (p = 0.50) in the percent of offers rescinded by field, though geosciences (21%) and 109 
biological sciences (18%) respondents reported the most rescinded job offers compared to other 110 
fields (Fig. 2B). Survey respondents that reported being Caucasian-American/North African or 111 
Middle Eastern (30%) or Asian (23%) experienced more rescinded offers (Fig. 2C). Research 112 
intensive (RI) institutions (14%) had a significantly higher (p = 0.009) rate of rescinded offers 113 
compared to primarily undergraduate institutions (PUIs; 4%; Fig. 2D). When analyzed by the US 114 
geographic region, institutions in the Pacific US had the highest percentage of rescinded offers 115 
(18%; Fig. 2E). 116 
 117 
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118 
Fig. 2. The percent of assistant professor job offers rescinded during the 2019-2020 hiring 119 

cycle according to applicant and institutional demographics. Survey respondents who 120 
indicated that they received faculty offers were asked to name the institutions that they received 121 

offers from and to indicate how many of those offers were rescinded. The percent of offers 122 
rescinded were calculated based on the respondent's A) Reported gender (p=0.73), B) Reported 123 

research category (p=0.56), C) Reported race/ethnicity (p=0.14), D) US institution type (p=0.09), 124 
and E) the US region of the institution extending the offer (p=0.37). The vertical, dashed black 125 

line indicates the percent of offers rescinded across all responses. Non-responses to the question 126 
regarding rescinded offers were omitted from the analysis. In parentheses, the number of offers 127 

rescinded/the number of offers. P-values obtained using Fisher’s exact test. 128 
 129 
While offers rescinded were certainly devastating to the affected individuals (14), the largest 130 
impact was likely yet to come. The faculty job search is well known as a highly competitive, 131 
grueling process in which applicants submit a median of 15 applications each year to a dwindling 132 
number of opportunities (13). In fall 2020, postdocs reported an increasingly negative perception 133 
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of the academic job market due to the pandemic and many delayed their search accordingly (11). 134 
To understand if these fears aligned with the data, we analyzed 2018–21 job posting data (Fig. 3). 135 
The number of tenure-track positions of all levels were consistently lower in 2020. They started 136 
low, lagged throughout the fall, and never quite reached the peaks seen in 2018 or 2019 (Fig. 3A). 137 
This lag was previously described by Science as the market “tanking”, using data through 138 
September 2020 (14), but an analysis of assistant professor postings showed a lag in postings that 139 
eventually reached pre-pandemic levels in October (Fig. 3B). Furthermore, the 2021 posting cycle 140 
appears on par with, if not higher than, the 2018 and 2019 cycles, suggesting that the number of 141 
Assistant Professor positions bounced back after a period of uncertainty (Fig. 3A and 3B, Fig. S1). 142 
The largest effect appeared to be on temporary faculty positions, whose numbers are generally 143 
erratic and were low throughout 2020 (Fig. 3C). Responses to the interruption in the market also 144 
differed by institution type and region, perhaps pointing to the year-by-year variability that makes 145 
the market generally erratic (Fig. 3D and 3E). 146 

 147 
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Fig. 3. The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the academic job market. Job posting data 148 
from January 2018 to December 2021 were obtained from the Higher Education Recruitment 149 
Consortium (HERC) and plotted for each year according to the month the jobs were posted and 150 
the job type: A) All tenure-track positions (p<0.001), B) assistant professor tenure-track 151 
positions (p<0.001), and C) temporary faculty positions (p<0.001), which included adjunct, 152 
fixed-term, and non-tenure-track lecturers or faculty (not postdoctoral positions). The percent of 153 
positions posted for each year (June to December) were plotted according to the D) US region 154 
and E) institution type (RI or PUI). P-values obtained using (A-C) Pearson’s Χ2 test with 155 
Bonferroni correction and (D-E) one-way ANOVAs with a Tukey multiple comparison of 156 
means. p<0.001 = *; p<0.05 = #. 157 

 158 
Because the pandemic accelerated the adoption of virtual learning modalities and temporarily 159 
halted pandemic-related bench research, we were curious how much applicants for assistant 160 
professor positions modified their application documents in response to the pandemic. In our early 161 
pandemic survey, we asked applicants whether they altered their research to focus on remote-162 
friendly/computational research. In the mid-pandemic survey, we asked applicants whether they 163 
altered their teaching statements to focus on remote learning and their research statements to focus 164 
on computational approaches and/or added pandemic-related research questions.  165 
 166 
We found that applicants in the social and behavioral sciences were more likely to alter their 167 
research statements to focus on remote-friendly/computational research at higher rates (37% and 168 
18% in the mid- and early-pandemic surveys, respectively) than individuals working in the 169 
chemical (8% early and 0% mid-pandemic) or biological sciences (9% early and 22% mid-170 
pandemic) (Fig. 4A and 4B). We also found in the early pandemic survey that first-generation PhD 171 
respondents were more likely to alter their research statement to focus on remote/computational 172 
research (13.5% versus 7%) (Fig. 4C). The mid-pandemic survey indicated that on average 20% 173 
and 22% of respondents, altered their research statements to “add pandemic-related topics” or “be 174 
more remote-friendly”, respectively (Fig. 4B). This was higher for those applying to PUIs (>30% 175 
adding pandemic-related and/or remote-friendly research) versus those applying to RIs (~20%). 176 
Over 45% of applicants (46% RI; 50% PUI) modified their teaching statements to include more 177 
online teaching practices (Fig. 4D). 178 
 179 
To understand the prospective outlook of applicants on the academic market, our mid-pandemic 180 
survey asked respondents: “Are you currently applying for faculty jobs in the United States or 181 
Canada with an anticipated start date in 2021 or 2022?”. The difference in response rates to this 182 
question were statistically significant (ꭕ2=44.97, df=2, p<0.001). Approximately 69% of 183 
respondents were applying during the 2020-21 job cycle while 16.7% decided to wait and 12.8% 184 
decided to change career paths and look for employment opportunities outside academia. These 185 
data are consistent with the 11% of respondents to the Morin, et al study who reported delaying 186 
their job search due to the pandemic (11). 187 
 188 
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 189 

 190 

Fig. 4. A comparison of early and mid-pandemic attitudes on search strategy and 191 
academia. The percent of respondents in each research category from A) the early pandemic 192 
survey that altered their research statements to focus on remote or computational research 193 
(p=0.43), and B) the mid-pandemic survey that altered their research statements to (right panel) 194 
include pandemic-related areas (e.g., coronavirus or COVID-19) when they would not have 195 
otherwise done so (p=0.59) and/or (left panel) to be more “remote-friendly” (p=0.81). C) The 196 
percent of early pandemic respondents that altered their research statement to focus on remote or 197 
computational research based on their first-generation PhD status (p=0.43). D) The percent of 198 
mid-pandemic respondents interested in either RIs or PUIs that altered their research statements 199 
to (left panel) add pandemic-related research (p=0.59) or (center panel) be more remote friendly 200 
(p=0.6) and/or (right panel) those who altered their teaching statements to include more online 201 
practices (p=1). E) The responses (%) of mid-pandemic respondents when asked about their 202 
plans to submit faculty position applications during the 2020-2021 hiring cycle (p<0.001). n = 203 
the number of respondents. The vertical, dashed line (black) indicates the percent for all groups 204 
pooled together. P-values obtained from (A-D) Fisher’s exact test and (E) the Χ2 test for given 205 
probabilities. 206 

Our study investigated the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the 2019–20 and 2020–21 207 
academic job cycles in the United States. We quantified the number of rescinded offers as well as 208 
the decrease in available academic opportunities during 2020. We also described the modifications 209 
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that respondents made to their application materials as they prepared for the 2020–21 academic 210 
cycle compared to the previous cycle, which included a pivot to pandemic-related and remote-211 
friendly research.  212 
 213 
Our data support previous reports that faculty job postings were severely reduced in 2020 by 20 to 214 
30% (12, 14, 15). Our data also demonstrated the year-to-year variability in academic opportunities 215 
across region and institution type such that any disruption causes a potentially devastating loss of 216 
unique positions. Furthermore, the decisions by some institutions in response to the initial 217 
uncertainty of the pandemic’s effects on university budgets was to pause or cancel job searches 218 
(5), which has caused long-lasting career impacts to postdocs. Many applicants are on the faculty 219 
job market for several years, and spend considerable resources and time training as well as 220 
preparing their applications for each cycle (13). The COVID-19 pandemic increased the amount 221 
of time that some will be on the faculty job market while prompting others to abandon their search 222 
(12).  223 
 224 
With a return to pre-pandemic posting numbers in 2021, the faculty job market appears to have 225 
survived, but will applicants continue to? In an already hypercompetitive environment, over 10% 226 
of the applicant pool has delayed applying, which will exacerbate the situation in future job cycles 227 
(Fig. 4E, 11). Furthermore, the pandemic resulted in reduced productivity and/or increased mental 228 
health concerns for many scientists due to increases in care responsibilities, illness, financial 229 
constraints,  and lockdowns (16). The reduction in productivity, decreased job prospects, and a 230 
general negative perception of the market has left many postdocs facing difficult career decisions, 231 
such as delaying or abandoning their academic goals (11, 14). Future work is necessary to examine 232 
the impact of pandemic-initiated budget reductions on future academic cycles and applicant 233 
outcomes. 234 
 235 
An unanticipated result was the low percent of early-pandemic respondents who adapted their 236 
application materials. While some groups such as the social sciences and first-generation PhDs 237 
were more likely to alter their applications, the group averages were 12% (Fig. 4). Unfortunately, 238 
our surveys did not query the motivation(s) of respondents to modify (or not) their applicant 239 
materials. It’s possible that the early pandemic respondents expected the pandemic to end quickly 240 
and/or had more faith in the durability of academia and the feasibility of bench research. As the 241 
pandemic progressed, respondents were twice as likely to have altered their research materials and 242 
nearly half altered their teaching statements. The necessary pivot to alternative formats for 243 
research, instruction, and collaboration suddenly expanded access to work-from-home models that 244 
increased accessibility to the academic workplace.  While there are certainly groups, particularly 245 
across the United States, calling for a complete “return to normal” it remains unlikely that higher 246 
education will ever look like it did in 2019 -- and perhaps it shouldn’t. The lasting impact of the 247 
pandemic-induced disruption has provided academia with a unique opportunity to evaluate and 248 
change the system for the better.  249 
 250 
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Structural inequities in the United States academic sector have long had a negative impact on 251 
faculty recruitment, retention, and promotion, particularly for women and gender minorities, those 252 
from historically underrepresented backgrounds, and those with caregiving responsibilities. The 253 
pandemic has exacerbated these inequities and accelerated the subsequent consequences–the 254 
attrition of talented individuals from a system that wasn’t designed to support them. After the 255 
significant decrease in faculty job opportunities in 2020, higher education was also impacted by 256 
the ‘Great Resignation’ (17, 18): a pattern of resignations in late 2021 (19).  Attributed to 257 
widespread dissatisfaction with wages, career trajectory, and lack of social support from 258 
employers, the Great Resignation doesn’t appear to have changed the inequitable policies, 259 
practices and norms that hamper the ability of many academics to conduct research, publish, and 260 
successfully compete for funding. A lack of affordable and reliable childcare and education options 261 
coupled with partial vaccine eligibility for children and inconsistent mitigation strategies at 262 
daycares and schools all force caregivers to make difficult choices that pit career advancement 263 
against safety. Insufficient institutional support for research/teaching loads, untenable supply chain 264 
delays, threat and burden of a potentially debilitating illness, repeated periods of isolation, and 265 
increasingly limited time to meet inflexible expectations all reinforce these disadvantages. 266 
Ironically, those most vulnerable to these systemic holes in support are those most needed to 267 
diversify the academy. Swift and strategic investments are required to address these pressures and 268 
mitigate lasting damage to such participants in the academic job market. 269 

 270 
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