
By Chris Woolston

Nearly all respondents (97%) to a 
global survey of 2,000 researchers 
reported that the COVID-19 pan-
demic has affected their work — and 
half reported ‘significant’ impact — 

but most are staying productive despite the 
disruptions. Those are among the key find-
ings of a study of users of ResearchGate, the 
Berlin-based scientific social-network and 
paper-sharing site (see go.nature.com/quu7).   

The survey was conducted over an 18-hour 
period on 19 February. The survey report does 
not disclose where respondents live or their 
disciplines or career stages.

Two-thirds of respondents are continuing to 
work on data analysis and experimental plan-
ning, even if they have to wait until lockdowns 
are lifted to do the experiments. In the comment 
section of the survey, a researcher whose insti-
tution was closed at the time reported that they 
had found other ways to work. “The positive is 
that I have had the opportunity to study a large 
quantity of research papers, write two review 
articles, and complete one research paper.”

Another researcher noted the extra obsta-
cles to doing research during the pandemic: “A 
lot of my time is spent devising ways to accom-
plish tasks that would have been easier in the 
lab or face-to-face.” 

The pandemic has transformed the research 
workplace. In the survey, more than eight out 
of ten respondents said they work from home. 
Of those, about one-third reported that they 
weren’t working exclusively at home, sug-
gesting that they occasionally ventured to 
the office or the laboratory. 

The ResearchGate survey underscores the 
fact that scientists can stay productive even 
a during catastrophe, says Alisa Wolberg, a 
 haematology researcher at the University of 

North Carolina (UNC) at Chapel Hill. Wolberg 
and one of her PhD students, Dre’Von Dobson, 
co-authored an article published last Sep-
tember that discusses some of the pandem-
ic’s ‘silver linings’ for scientific research (A. 
Dre’Von et al. Res. Pract. Thromb. Haemost. 4, 
1083–1086; 2020). 

Wolberg notes that researchers have had 
more time to ponder the big picture of their 
work — or, as she puts it, there’s been “less 
pipetting and more thinking”. “I don’t want 
to undersell how tragic this experience has 
been,” she says. “But scientists find problems 
and solve them. We’re going to stay busy with 
the other things that our jobs entail.”

The survey’s findings don’t precisely cor-
respond with the results of other studies that 

found that the pandemic has significantly 
disrupted not just many people’s scientific 
output, but also their careers. 

Pros and cons
In the ResearchGate survey, 40% of respond-
ents said they had spent more or much more 
time searching for and reading scientific lit-
erature. Slightly more than half have spent 
more or much more time writing, submitting 
and peer-reviewing papers. “Papers are being 
written and submitted en masse,” wrote one 
respondent. “I’ve had to review four times 
more papers than usual during this time.”

The pandemic has slowed some of  Dobson’s 
experimental work. On the upside, he’s been 
able to build up his network of colleagues 
and mentors through video conferencing. 
For example, his group at the UNC shares 
its weekly lab meetings with a group led by 
James Luyendyk at Michigan State University 
in East Lansing. “I feel like I’ve gained another 
mentor,” Dobson says.  For 62% of respond-
ents, the amount of time they spend collab-
orating with others either stayed the same 
or increased.

All of that connectivity has a downside, 
however, especially when it comes to teach-
ing duties: 40% of respondents have spent 
more or much more time teaching during the 
pandemic, and the comment section reflected 
widespread frustration with the demands of 
online instruction. “Online teaching duties 
require far more preparation,” wrote one 
respondent. “Work–life balance has been 
destroyed.” 

Dobson acknowledges that the pandemic 
has complicated his research and training — 
but, like many survey respondents, he’s mov-
ing ahead. “The bad things outweigh the good, 
but there are things that we can all take with 
us from this experience.”

SCIENTISTS CARRY ON  
THROUGH THE PANDEMIC
Researchers have turned to analysing data and 
reviewing papers while lab time remains restricted. 

technicians (12%) as in astronomers and phys-
icists (5%).

Many US universities have pledged to 
increase diversity in hiring, but progress has 
been notably slow, says Melanie Okoro, a 
water-quality researcher and chief executive 
and principal scientist at Eco-Alpha Environ-
mental and Engineering Services, a consulting 
company in Sacramento, California. Okoro is 

also a board member of MS PHD’s, an initiative 
sponsored by NASA and the US National Sci-
ence Foundation to increase minority partic-
ipation in Earth sciences. Part of the problem 
at the university level, she says, is that predom-
inantly white institutions have been reluctant 
to partner with minority institutions, such as 
Howard University in Washington DC, to iden-
tify qualified applicants.

Okoro thinks that private companies such 
as hers could help drive progress towards 
more equitable representation in STEM fields. 
“As someone who owns a company, I’m very 
intentional in who I hire and the culture that 
my company can reflect,” she says. In the big 
picture, she says, “significant strides are being 
made to support a diverse and inclusive work-
force, but sustainable changes will take time”. 

Amid the pandemic, scientists stayed busy.

“Papers are being written 
en masse. I’ve had to review 
four times more papers than 
usual during this time.”
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