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1 Introduction  

The Arab region had reported lower rates of COVID-19 cases than most other world regions, 

as of fall 2020 (World Health Organization (WHO) 2020). Yet the Arab region has 

experienced disproportionate socio-economic hardships, including some of the worldôs most 

stringent mitigation (containment, closure, and lockdown) measures (Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 2020; World Bank 2020a). The COVID-

19 pandemic and ensuing economic and social crisis follow a decade that included major 

political and social upheaval yet entrenched social and economic challenges. Pre-existing 

regional diff iculties, such as declining oil prices, conflicts, persistent economic struggles, and 

political tensions have been exacerbated by the crisis (Strategic Thinking Group Association 

2020; World Bank 2020a). While 2020 is clearly a watershed moment for the world and 

especially the Arab region, the direction of the region remains uncertain.  

The hardships and changes wrought by the COVID-19 pandemic and accompanying crisis 

have had disproportionate impacts on women, children, and youth. Children have had their 

schools shut down and higher education has been disrupted for youth, as countries struggled 

to develop remote education options (Egyptian Center for Economic Studies 2020; World 

Bank 2020b; c). Sudden increases in caregiving responsibilities, as schools and nurseries shut 

down and lockdowns limited services, have disproportionately impacted women (CARE 

2020; Economic Research Forum and UN Women; UN Women 2020). COVID-19 has had 

major effects within academia as well, affecting teaching and scholarship (Buttorff, Shalaby, 

and Allam 2020; Lassassi et al. 2020; World Bank 2020b).   

This report specifically examines the effects of COVID-19 among social science and 

humanities scholars in the Arab region. Educational institutions experienced an enormous 

shock to teaching, as universities were shut down, or switched to distance, online, or hybrid 

formats (Lassassi et al. 2020; World Bank 2020b; c). Research and scholarship, which 

already were limited and challenging in the region, have faced additional challenges 

(Buttorff, Shalaby, and Allam 2020; Das et al. 2013; El-Kogali and Krafft 2020). For 

example, there is anecdotal evidence that some countries stopped issuing permits for data 

collection efforts, particularly during lockdowns. Yet new opportunities have arisen, for 

example funding for research on COVID-19, or conferences that became more widely 

available as they went online. This report seeks to understand the shifting scholarly landscape 

for social scientists and humanists in the Arab region in the time of COVID-19, in order to 
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understand the impact of this crisis, consider how to mitigate the challenges it has created, 

and leverage the opportunities offered by this latest crisis.  

The results show the pervasive and potentially lasting impacts of COVID-19 on teaching, 

learning, research, and knowledge in the Arab region. The shift to online teaching presented a 

particular challenge to both teachers and learners. Research projects were canceled, delayed, 

or suffered issues with quality. Ultimately scholarsô ability to publish and especially progress 

work suffered, hampering knowledge creation and careers. Yet scholars also started work on 

the pressing health, social, and economic effects of COVID-19. While planned conferences 

and events were delayed, cancelled, or shifted online, new opportunities arose for learning 

and scholarship in an online world. Yet these opportunities were not equally available, nor 

impacts equally felt. Those in countries with weak infrastructure particularly struggled, as did 

female scholars with children, who disproportionately were impacted by a sudden influx of 

caregiving responsibilities.  

 

2 Research Design 

The Arab Council for Social Sciences (ACSS) and the study team designed an online survey 

to examine the effects of COVID-19. The survey focused on social scientists and humanists 

in the Arab region with masters or doctoral degrees working in scholarly settings (universities 

or research institutes). Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) at St. Catherine University. Data were collected from September 1, 

2020 to October 1, 2020. The survey was sent to social scientists and humanists who either 

had engaged with ACSS previously or whom ACSS had identified as falling within the scope 

of their work (at research institutes or universities in the Arab region) (see details in the 

appendix). Respondents were eligible if their highest degree was masterôs level or above and 

if they were working in a university or research institute in the Arab region. The study 

defined social scientists and humanists per Table A-1, however, we did not exclude anyone 

responding to the survey who identified their degree as from another field, since they self-

identified as social scientists or humanists in completing the survey. In this report, for the 

sake of brevity, we use the term ñscholarsò to refer to these respondents, but it is important to 

keep in mind their specific degrees, disciplines, geographies, and academic work. Ultimately, 

616 respondents were eligible and completed the survey. See the Appendix for details on 

sampling, response rates, eligibility, and weighting.  
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Respondents answered questions on (1) their highest degree and academic affiliation, (2) 

demographics, (3) current work position, (4) hours of work and the impact of COVID-19, (5) 

teaching and the impact COVID-19, (6) research and fieldwork/data collection and the 

impact of COVID-19, (7) professional development activities and the impact of COVID-19, 

and (8) work-life balance and the impact of COVID-19. This report presents a descriptive 

analysis of the self-reported impact of COVID-19 on scholars, with a particular focus on 

which scholars were especially affected.  

 

3 Findings 

3.1 Fields of Study and Degrees 

Most of the scholars in our survey had obtained a doctoral degree (81%) although a 

substantial minority (19%) possessed only a masterôs degree. Those with masterôs degrees 

were often working on their doctorates. Respondents in the earlier stages of their career, 

depending on their field of study and nature of their research, may face different challenges 

in their academic trajectory. Figure 1 shows that across degrees and sex, scholars most often 

were working in the humanities (24% of all scholars). The next most common field of study, 

sociology (20% of all scholars) was substantially more common among men (23%) then 

women (16%), a result which held across both degree levels. In contrast, women were more 

likely to be economists, applied scientists, or other social scientists. These differences by 

degree, field, and sex may lead to different experiences of the impact of COVID-19 on 

scholarsô careers.  
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Figure 1. Field of study by highest degree obtained and sex (percentage) 

 

Notes: See appendix for details on fields and classification 

Source: Authorsô calculations based on ACSS survey on the impact of COVID-19 on scholars in the 

Arab region 

 

Scholars in the study were disproportionately young and early in their careers (Figure 2). 

Notably 67 percent of scholars received their highest degree between 2010 and 2020. Among 

those with a masterôs degree, 50 percent of respondents received their degree since 2015. 

Many of these scholars may be working on their doctoral degree. Their career trajectories, 

this early in their career, may be particularly affected by COVID-19. Overall, the relative 

youth of scholars in the Arab region means that COVID-19 is particularly likely to affect 

hiring, tenure, and promotion for a generation of early-career scholars.  
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Figure 2. Year obtained highest degree by highest degree obtained (percentage) 

 

Source: Authorsô calculations based on ACSS survey on the impact of COVID-19 on scholars in the 

Arab region 

 

3.2 Demographic Characteristics of Scholars 

The majority of survey respondents were male (59% vs. 40% female).1 The scholars 

responding to the survey represented a variety of ages (Figure 3). Female scholars were 

younger than male scholars. For example, 41 percent of women and 29 percent of men were 

under age 40. The most common age group for men was ages 40-44 (21%) compared to 30-

34 or 35-39 (both 18%) for women. The feminization of the social sciences and humanities 

has been noted by other researchers as well (Assaad and Abdalla 2019; Sieverding 2020). 

One consequence of this trend is that female scholars are disproportionately earlier in their 

careers, and COVID-19 may have a larger impact on their career trajectories.  

 

                                                 
1 One respondent (0.16% of the sample) selected prefer not to say and five respondents (0.81% of the sample) 

did not answer this question. Given the small size of these groups when analyzing other outcomes by sex we 

only present results for male and female respondents. 
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Figure 3. Scholarsô age groups, by sex (percentage) 

 

Source: Authorsô calculations based on ACSS survey on the impact of COVID-19 on scholars in the 

Arab region 

 

Although the respondents came from a variety of countries, several of the more populous 

Arab countries were a larger share of the ACSS sample frame (see Table A-2) and therefore 

the respondents (Figure 4). A quarter (26%) of the scholars were currently working in 

Algeria, 15 percent in Egypt, 10 percent in Iraq, and 7 percent in Saudi Arabia. Furthermore, 

Palestine, Lebanon, Jordan, Morocco, and Tunisia each were the countries of work for 6 

percent of respondents. Only a small share (1-2%) of scholars were working in countries 

experiencing active conflict, such as Libya, Syria, or Yemen. The different economic, social, 

and political contexts of their countries, as well as their countriesô COVID-19 response are 

important factors mediating the impact of COVID-19 on scholars and their work.  
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Figure 4. Current country of work (percentage) 

 

Source: Authorsô calculations based on ACSS survey on the impact of COVID-19 on scholars in the 

Arab region 

 

3.3 Scholarsô Current Positions and Responsibilities 

Scholars were primarily currently working in public universities (68%), but some came from 

private universities (18%), or research institutes2 (15%). Figure 5 shows positions (job titles) 

by institution type. The vast majority of those within universities were in various professor 

roles, but there was a substantially larger share of assistant professors in private universities 

(47% versus 28% in public universities) and correspondingly fewer associate professors 

(13% versus 18% in public universities) and full professors (11% versus 24% in public 

universities). The relatively more junior workforce at private universities may be because in 

many countries these institutions themselves are newer (Abdessalem 2010; Barsoum 2014; 

Fahim and Sami 2010; Kanaan, Al-Salamat, and Hanania 2010). The share of 

lecturer/instructors (21-22%) was similar across university types. There were still a number 

of professors and lecturers/instructors within research institutes (35%), but far more project 

administrators (23%) and researchers (33%). The COVID-19 pandemic and ensuing crisis 

may particularly affect the scholars working as assistant professors and early in their careers 

but may also present a profound challenge for those working in research institutes. Both 

                                                 
2 Other types of institutes were combined with research institutes and include a variety of governmental and 

non-profit organizations, ranging from ministries (e.g. ministry of education) to international agencies (e.g. 

UNHCR). 
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assistant professors and research institute employees face particularly high risks that 

disruptions in their research will impact their jobs and career trajectories.   

Figure 5. Position by institution type (percentage) 

 

Source: Authorsô calculations based on ACSS survey on the impact of COVID-19 on scholars in the 

Arab region 

 

Figure 6 shows the percentage of scholars with responsibilities in teaching, research, and 

administration by their type of institution. At public universities 96 percent of scholars 

reported having teaching responsibilities, compared to 90 percent at private universities, and 

27 percent of those at research institutes. Research responsibilities were most common at 

research institutes (77%) followed by public (71%) and private (60%) universities. 

Administrative responsibilities were more common in research institutes (42%) and private 

universities (44%) than public universities (32%). All these different aspects of scholarsô 

responsibilities may have been differentially affected by the pandemic and crisis, a point we 

explore further in the next section.  
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Figure 6. Percentage with teaching, research, and administrative responsibilities by 

institution type 

 

Source: Authorsô calculations based on ACSS survey on the impact of COVID-19 on scholars in the 

Arab region 

 

3.4 Hours of Work: The Impact of COVID-19 

COVID-19 has reshaped the nature of scholarly work, but also created substantial additional 

work for those shifting their research and teaching into an online world or suddenly 

combining career with additional caregiving. Figure 7 shows the average hours worked per 

week among scholars before and during COVID-19 by sex and by the age of their youngest 

child. We distinguish between those with no children, those whose youngest child is between 

the ages of six to eighteen years old, and those whose youngest child is between the ages of 

zero to five years old. Men with or without children experienced a slight decrease in hours 

worked per week (from 33 to 30 hours overall and by 1-4 hours across subgroups), while 

changes for women varied by their caregiving responsibilities. Average hours of scholarly 

work for women without children increased from 35 hours to 40 hours per week, while 

women with their youngest child between the ages of six and eighteen experienced little 

change in hours (38 hours before and 37 hours during COVID-19). Hours of scholarly work 

for women with their youngest child aged zero to five decreased from 29 hours to 25 hours 

per week. Female scholars with young children may thus be at a particular disadvantage as 

COVID-19 has increased caregiving responsibilities and disrupted their careers. We explore 

the additional caregiving responsibilities facing scholars in further detail below.  
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Figure 7. Mean hours of work per week, before and during COVID-19, by sex and age 

of youngest child 

 

Source: Authorsô calculations based on ACSS survey on the impact of COVID-19 on scholars in the 

Arab region 

 

COVID-19 shifted not only how much time scholars spend working, but also how scholars 

spend that time. Figure 8 shows changes in the distribution of time between teaching, 

research, and administrative responsibilities by institution type. Scholars working in private 

universities experienced little to no changes in the distribution of their time between teaching 

(50% before, 49% during COVID-19), research (29% before, 28% during), and 

administrative responsibilities (21% before, 22% during). Scholars working in public 

universities experienced a substantial increase in the share of their time devoted to research 

(39% before, 50% during), a decrease in teaching (48% before, 38% during) and a slight 

decrease in administrative responsibilities (13% before, 12% during). Similarly, scholars at 

research institutes increased the percentage of time spent in research (59% before, 65% 

during), and slightly decreased the amount of time teaching (16% before, 14% during) and 

administrating (25% before, 22% during). The increase many scholars experienced in the 

share of time spent on research may be a function of what happened to teaching, as well as 

the additional time it may take to do research in a COVID-19 world, points we explore 

further below.  
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Figure 8. Percentage of time spent on teaching, research, and administration, before 

and during COVID -19, by institution type 

 

Source: Authorsô calculations based on ACSS survey on the impact of COVID-19 on scholars in the 

Arab region 

 

3.5 Teaching: The Impact of COVID-19 

The majority (78%) of scholars were teaching courses as of February 2020, prior to the start 

of the pandemic. However, COVID-19 caused courses to adopt new teaching formats or end 

altogether. Figure 9 shows that the biggest shift in instruction for spring courses was towards 

being totally online. For faculty at private universities, 87 percent shifted their courses online 

and for faculty at public universities, 76 percent shifted their courses online. Some faculty 

shifted courses to hybrid (mixed in person and online formats) at public universities (9%) and 

research institutions (15%). Very few faculty had courses that remained in-person (2%). 

Scholars at research institutions frequently cancelled or ended courses (39%) while faculty at 

public and private universities cancelled or ended their courses only 9-10 percent of the time. 

While the early end to courses may have freed up time for scholars, it may have done so at 

the loss of pay to academics and learning to students, while the shifts to new formats may 

have created new challenges, a point we explore further below.  
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Figure 9. What happened to courses as COVID-19 began by institution type 

(percentage), scholars who were teaching in February 2020 

 

Source: Authorsô calculations based on ACSS survey on the impact of COVID-19 on scholars in the 

Arab region 

 

Along with changes in course instruction method, the pandemic also brought additional 

difficulties to teaching. Figure 10 shows that the biggest difficulty experienced by scholars 

whose courses moved online was that students were often distracted (68%). Additionally, 

scholars reported having difficulties with mobility and lockdowns (52%), student technology 

problems (52%), students learning less online (50%), and online teaching being time 

consuming (50%). While online teaching led to a number of challenges, some scholars found 

it enjoyable (30%), that it helped with caregiving (21%) and felt safe (17%). While online 

courses allowed scholars to continue teaching, they did so with difficulty and clear challenges 

with studentsô learning. With the ongoing pandemic, ensuring improved access and quality 

for Fall 2020 remains an issue, which we discuss below.    
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Figure 10. Difficulties experienced teaching during COVID-19 (percentage) 

 

Notes: Multiple responses possible. Questions relating to teaching online only asked of those 

whose courses shifted online. 

Source: Authorsô calculations based on ACSS survey on the impact of COVID-19 on scholars in the 

Arab region 

 

As was the case for spring of 2020, the majority (78%) of scholars were teaching or were 

going to teach in the fall of 2020. The vast majority of those teaching in the fall were scholars 

who had also taught in the spring (90%), which may allow them to learn from and leverage 

spring teaching experiences. Figure 11 shows a substantial shift away from online teaching 

and towards hybrid and in person teaching in fall of 2020 compared to spring of 2020. 

Faculty at private universities had the highest rate of planning courses for online teaching 

(55%) while only 18-21 percent of those at public universities and research institutions 

planned on having their courses totally online. Hybrid instruction was planned at a similar 

rate for private university (40%), public university (38%), and research institution (38%) 

scholars. Some shift back to in person formats was made by scholars at public universities 

(20%) and research institutions (26%). Additionally, there were faculty with courses for 

which the instruction method had not been yet decided at private universities (4%), public 

universities (24%), and research institutions (15%). Whether these shifts in delivery modes 

will be safe, successful at ensuring learning, or efficient for teachers remains to be seen.  
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Figure 11. Course format for fall term  by institution type (percentage), scholars who are 

teaching in fall 2020 

 

Source: Authorsô calculations based on ACSS survey on the impact of COVID-19 on scholars in the 

Arab region 

 

Scholarsô expectations of their Fall 2020 teaching workload, compared to their usual 

workload, varied substantially by the planned format (Figure 12). While some of those in-

person expected more work (22% of those scholars with courses in person in small groups 

and 24% of scholars with courses in person like normal), more commonly they expected less 

work than usual (44% of scholars with courses in person like normal and 62% of scholars 

with courses in small groups). Those who didnôt know also commonly expected less work 

than usual (60%), possibly anticipating that classes might be canceled or shortened if they did 

not yet know plans. Those switching to hybrid expected less work (43%) only slightly more 

often than more work (30%). However, those totally online in the fall, despite the experiences 

of the spring, expected more work (40%) more often than less (26%). Online teaching thus 

remains a challenge for scholars and one that may also negatively impact students yet may be 

necessary for safety.  
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Figure 12. Expected workload for fall term (compared to usual term), by planned fall 

format (percentage) 

 

Source: Authorsô calculations based on ACSS survey on the impact of COVID-19 on scholars in the 

Arab region 

 

3.6 Research and Fieldwork: The Impact of COVID-19  

Almost all (91%) of scholars were working on research in early 2020, before COVID-19. 

When asked about the effects of COVID-19 on their research, only 22 percent of scholars 

reported no changes (Figure 13). Scholars reported numerous, often multiple, challenges. 

Most commonly, 46 percent of scholars postponed travel related to their research. Sites and 

materials became unavailable to a third of scholars (32%). A third (31%) of scholars 

experienced problems in collaborative work. A further 14 percent experienced funding 

problems, 6 percent contracting or banking problems, and 13 percent other issues. Other 

challenges ranged from increases in caregiving to delays in the peer review process due to 

COVID-19. Scholars often noted COVID-19 compounded a multitude of challenges, whether 

civil war in Libya or multiple crises in Lebanon. The multitude of challenges, such as 

inability to travel, collaborate, or difficulties with contracts and funding could impact 

scholarsô career trajectories.  
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Figure 13. Effects of COVID-19 on research (percentage), scholars with research pre-

COVID -19 

 

Notes: Multiple responses possible. 

Source: Authorsô calculations based on ACSS survey on the impact of COVID-19 on scholars in the 

Arab region 

 

Among those doing research in early 2020, before COVID-19, the majority (71%) of scholars 

had work that they stated involved in-person qualitative or quantitative data collection (at 

least sometimes, by themselves or by their research collaborators). For those doing in-person 

data collection, a number of problems arose as a result of COVID-19 (Figure 14), with only 

11 percent of scholars reporting no changes in data collection due to COVID-19. The most 

commonly reported problem was delays in data collection (60%), but 12 percent had data 

collection cancelled. Some scholars were able to switch from in-person data collection to 

using phone or online data collection. While 15 percent of scholars switched easily, 23 

percent of scholars reported a switch but that it had slowed their research down and 18 

percent experienced quality issues related to the switch. Scholars also reported problems with 

the institutional review board during this time (7%). The cancellations, delays, and quality 

challenges may affect scholarsô careers and will also affect the state of knowledge in the 

region. 

 

 

 










































