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The Problem

How are early career researchers (ECR) 
affected by the COVID-19 pandemic 
particularly since they are not yet well-
integrated into their discipline or the team 
science culture?



Our Objective

Overall: Understand how the pandemic’s effect 
on ECRs  will affect the  next-generation 
scholarly enterprise. 

This Presentation: Reflect on changes the 
pandemic has caused for U.S. ECRs and how it 
is affecting their scholarship.



Harbingers-2 
Overview 

Builds on the pre-pandemic Harbinger’s 
study (2015-18) 
http://ciber-research.com/harbingers.html  

Harbingers-2 website 
http://ciber-research.com/harbingers-2/ 

• 170 international participants

• Three 45-60 minute interviews per 
participant

• Two international surveys

Project funded by 

http://ciber-research.com/harbingers.html
http://ciber-research.com/harbingers-2/


Our Methods

• Participants: most are post-doctoral researchers or assistant 
professors in the U.S.; a few are doc candidates with publications.

• 1-2.5 hour interview (average length 1.75 hour).

• 22 conducted from January-end of March 2021. 

• Recorded interview, transcribed, participant check.

• Today’s results  are preliminary impressions during start of coding

• Asked about :
• their scholarly communication attitudes and practice
• how the pandemic has influenced their work. 



Summary of Preliminary Findings
(preliminary impressions during start of coding) 



Overall Career Effects
Some report career disruption, and/or 
decreased productivity; there is evidence 
of a gender divide.

“…it basically threw me out of academia, in a way or 
another to the point where I actually had to scramble 
and find a job and ended up in the (scientific) industry 
because of that.”

“I’m mostly doing individual research. I would probably 
be doing more team research on a different year, but 
as it is, I’m mostly doing individual.”

“..think there’s a big gender divide, so most of our 
male colleagues think it’s super great and the female 
colleagues, on average, don’t. “

Some report increased productivity, 
i.e. no commuting time allowed more 
time for writing/publishing. 

“What an amazing time for me—staying at home 
doing the stuff that I love, focusing on research, 
being productive—this was the most rewarding 
year ever! I know it’s a strange answer, but I’m 
confessing it was fabulous for me.”

“It has given us, I guess, maybe a few more 
opportunities to work with misinformation 
regarding that specific topic, so it has given us an 
opportunity to do research in additional topics or 
events.”



Collaborations: Positive Effects

New platforms increased ECR 
connection with their established 
research groups.

 
“I think I have been working well with my 
team that I have always been working with, 
and I really don't think it has impacted my 
capacity to collaborate with other 
researchers, because we can always Zoom 
or do other collaborations over the internet.” 

Less time consuming than face-to-face 
meetings or travelling to meet 
colleagues and peers. 

“The project that was started was started 
during the pandemic.   It was a collaboration 
and it was easy to access multiple professors 
nationwide. Everyone (used) Zoom and it was 
fabulous thing to start. If there’s no pandemic, 
people had to travel face to face each other 
and start to(the) collaboration over the 
phone.”



Collaborations: Negative Effects
The virtual environment changes how 
collaborations function informally.

“…just the volume of email is insane, because I think 
any hallway conversations that you might have had 
now becomes an email or a meeting, and there’s also 
just a strange culture around some innate need to 
make all meetings be exactly an hour, and often a 
conversation I think might need to be 15 or 20 
minutes, but it’s an hour.”

“A lot of the best collaborations have come up 
through these informal interactions, and there's just, 
a lot less opportunity to do these informal chit-chatty 
interactions with people now that everything is 
remote. We don't stay on the Zoom calls afterwards 
to chat; we would stay after other meetings to chat.”

Online conferences reduce opportunities for 
personal contact, networking and exposure 
to interdisciplinary ideas.

“I don’t really go to conferences for the talk. I mean I do, but 
it's more about... interacting with the people. “

“It’s hard to make use of the conference space. It’s hard to 
interact with people, ... Interactions are not as productive as 
face-to-face, in-person interaction. Even though there’s 
cameras, it’s not the same thing.”

“… on the one hand it’s not efficient to attend the session 
that are not directly related to your stuff, …. I think that sort 
of a little bit more forced cross-disciplinary stuff is missing 
from virtual conferences. …and that means that I have 
been probably missing out on some interesting inspiration.”



Preliminary Summary for SciTS

• Problems include the lack of informal networking and team-building 
opportunities and difficultly in transitioning to all virtual.

• Opportunities include strengthening collaborations at-a-distance that 
existed pre-pandemic; new opportunities to develop collaborations without 
travel costs.

• Spontaneous interdisciplinary insights and connections may be lost.
• There may be very different experiences depending on gender.

ECRs are the future of scholarship.  Their pandemic experience could 
shape the formation and behaviour of teams for many years to come 
and may also  influence those they teach and mentor.



Next steps

• Complete coding & intercoder reliability for full analysis of first 
interview.

• Continue longitudinal trend monitoring with two more 
interviews over the next 1.5 years.

• Consider how pandemic protocols may have permanently 
changed the flexibility in the way research teams are formed 
and thrive.

Thank You!  Questions or comments? 

Contact me at sallard@utk.edu


