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Navigating the Storm: The Impact of COVID-19 on University Faculty Members – A Qualitative Insight
Abstract
Objective: This study aims to explore the multifaceted impacts of COVID-19 on university faculty members.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Methods: Utilizing a phenomenological approach, we conducted semi-structured interviews with 12 purposefully selected faculty members from Shahrekord University. Data analysis followed the reductionist and interpretive methods of Marshall & Rossman.
Results: Findings revealed that COVID-19 significantly affected faculty members' professional lives, including research and teaching activities, job advancement efforts, and psychological, social, and health dimensions. Coping strategies employed included social interactions, religious practices, teaching diversity, sports, and cognitive techniques. Faculty demonstrated resilience and adaptability, navigating the challenges posed by the pandemic.
Conclusions: COVID-19 influenced participants' psychosocial well-being and work life in varied ways, with differing perceptions of these impacts. These findings highlight the importance of support systems and adaptive strategies in overcoming challenges during the pandemic.
KEYWORDS: COVID-19, University Faculty, Psychosocial Effects, Coping Strategies, Educational Impact.



1 INTRODUCTION
    A new strain of the virus, named COVID-19, emerged as a contagious infection in Wuhan, China, in December 2019 (Mohan & Vinod, 2020). The disease rapidly spread across China and then to other parts of the globe (Wickramasinghe et al., 2020). COVID-19 spreads through inhalation of droplets from sneezing or by hand contact, leading to contamination of mucous membranes (mouth, nose, or eyes) (Liu et al., 2020). Symptoms include cough, fever, and acute respiratory infection, resulting in severe consequences worldwide (Singhal, 2020). By November 2020, the virus had led to over 58 million confirmed cases and more than 1 million deaths globally (Ozamiz-Etxebarria, 2021).
      The COVID-19 pandemic prompted unprecedented educational changes. One significant measure was the closure of educational institutions, affecting approximately 70% of global education systems (Ozamiz-Etxebarria et al., 2021). Depending on their location, students either continued face-to-face education, switched to remote learning, or utilized a hybrid model. Instruction shifted to mass media or virtual platforms provided by educational institutions (Mishra et al., 2020). However, little is known about the factors that assure teachers of their ability to continue teaching effectively from home. Both universities and professors increasingly relied on digital tools for teaching and communication. While some educators found using the internet and videoconferencing tools manageable, others faced distance learning for the first time (Quezada, 2020). 
   Depending on their skills, some instructors viewed the transition positively, while others considered it irrelevant or stressful (Drossel, 2019). For those experiencing stress, the situation could be a significant stressor, impacting mental health (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2018). Research indicates that COVID-19 has negatively affected emotional and social functioning (Pfefferbaum & North, 2020) and increased vulnerability to mental health issues and suicidal behaviors (Gunnell et al., 2020). 
   While studies have examined the economic, unemployment, and psychological effects of COVID-19, little research has focused on its impact on university faculty members in Iran, especially regarding their forced adaptations in teaching methods and reduced interaction with students. Some research has highlighted how motivation, stress, and job satisfaction were influenced by COVID-19. Kim & Chio (2016) found that job stress increased during previous outbreaks of coronaviruses. Similarly, Panisora et al. (2020) reported that job motivation among educators was affected during the pandemic and was related to burnout. 
  The COVID-19 crisis poses significant stressors, jeopardizing various aspects of work life. The findings of this study could inform interventions to enhance job-related qualities in the post-COVID-19 period. Thus, the central question of this research is: how has the COVID-19 outbreak affected university faculty members?
2 METHODS
2.1 Study design 
This study employed a phenomenological qualitative approach aimed at exploring and understanding the lived experiences of individuals affected by COVID-19. Given the absence of research on the psychosocial impacts and professional lives of university professors during the pandemic, a qualitative approach was deemed appropriate to gather extensive information and enhance credibility. Qualitative research encompasses various methodologies, including grounded theory, ethnography, case studies, and narrative analysis. In this study, phenomenological analysis was utilized to delve into the deep semantic layers of participants' experiences regarding COVID-19. This method focuses on understanding the structure of consciousness in human experiences. The outcome of a phenomenological study involves constructing diverse, content-related categories that highlight the variations in individuals' experiences of a phenomenon (Marshall & Rossman, 2006).
2.2 Population and research sample
  The statistical population of this study comprised all faculty members of Shahrekord University who were teaching during the academic year 2021-2022. Using purposive sampling and adhering to the principle of theoretical saturation, 12 participants were selected for the research sample. The criteria for selection included: 1. Faculty member of Shahrekord University, 2. Contractual or formal employment, and 3. Service experience ranging from 3 to 20 years. The sample group had a mean age of 43.23 years (SD = 4.50), with 9 male and 3 female participants. The average work experience was 14.12 years (SD = 6.25).
2.3 Collection of research data
Qualitative methods focus on understanding how experiences are constructed and the meanings behind them. In this study, semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted to gather rich, detailed insights from participants.


2.4 Interviews
   In phenomenological qualitative research, semi-structured interviews serve as the primary method of data collection. This approach is beneficial because it allows the researcher to gather detailed information without the constraints of structured interviews or the overly broad nature of unstructured interviews. It strikes a balance by maintaining an appropriate distance while remaining connected to participants' experiences.
    Interviews were conducted with faculty members between October and January 2021 in their offices, lasting approximately thirty to forty minutes each. Participants were informed that the focus was on their views and experiences related to COVID-19, and they were encouraged to ask questions prior to the interview. To minimize bias, questions were designed to explore various aspects of the topic, including both the positive and negative impacts of COVID-19, and the losses incurred. The interviewer was careful to avoid letting nonverbal cues influence participants' responses. The interview topics included:
1. Participants' perceptions, feelings, and attitudes towards COVID-19
2. The perceived effects of COVID-19
3. Factors influencing the perceived effects of COVID-19
4. Strategies employed by faculty members to cope with the negative effects of COVID-19
4.4 Ethical considerations
In this study, ethical considerations were prioritized, including the confidentiality of participants' information and obtaining informed consent. Additionally, the study received ethical approval, with the ID IR.SKU.REC.1400.038, from the ethics committee of Shahrekord University.
5.5 Statistical analysis
   In qualitative research, data collection and analysis occur simultaneously. Analysis begins with the first day of data collection, with the researcher handwriting and analyzing notes after each interview. This study utilized the reductionist and interpretive methods of Marshall & Rossman (2006) to analyze interviews. The reductionist process involves categorizing data into distinct classes and coding them. Interpretation follows, relying on the researcher’s creativity to find qualitative relationships among the data. The focus is on how COVID-19 affects participants' occupational and psychosocial components rather than identifying significant variables due to the small sample size.

3. RESULTS
  Analysis of the interviews revealed the effects of COVID-19 on two main categories: occupational and psychological. The occupational category encompassed research, education, burnout, and career-enhancing activities, while the psychological category included anxiety, fear of illness, and depression. Additionally, coping strategies were classified into social interaction, religious practices, educational diversity, workplace classes, sports, and cognitive strategies. These categories and subclasses are detailed below.
Perceived Effects of COVID-19 Virus
Occupational Domain
1. Research: Participants reported varied impacts on their research activities due to distance from the university. While some experienced a decline in motivation, others found improved quality and opportunities for research during this period. For instance, one participant noted, “... my research activities were very limited... but after COVID-19, the quality improved.”
2. Educational: Most participants (7 out of 12) felt that the quality of education declined during COVID-19 due to reduced interaction between students and teachers. However, 5 participants believed that the flexibility of online learning improved education for motivated students. They emphasized the use of diverse teaching resources, stating, “... we introduced more resources ... and used film and other aids.”
3. Burnout: Three participants expressed feelings of fatigue and diminished interest in their work, citing increased workload and stress. One participant remarked, “... I feel like I do not like my job like before ... the workload is very high ... COVID-19 definitely had an effect.”
4. Career-Promoting Activities: Four participants indicated that COVID-19 hindered their participation in conferences and workshops due to public gathering restrictions. One noted, “... COVID-19 prevented me from attending scientific conferences ... I even missed study opportunities.”
Psychological Effects
Participants identified three psychological effects of COVID-19:
1. Anxiety: All participants experienced some degree of anxiety, with 8 reporting higher levels, particularly those personally affected by the virus. One participant shared, “... my life is still full of anxiety ... I am often worried.”
2. Fear of Disease: Eight participants reported a fear of contracting COVID-19, often exacerbated by negative news. One stated, “... when the COVID-19 rate went up ... I was very afraid that my wife would get it too.”
3. Depression: Six participants described symptoms of depression, including sadness and hopelessness, particularly those who had reduced social interactions. One mentioned, “... I was really depressed for a while ... my interaction with others was very low.”
Coping Strategies
Participants utilized various coping strategies to mitigate the negative effects of COVID-19:
1. Social Interaction: Maintaining friendships helped three participants adjust psychologically, as they socialized with trusted friends. One remarked, “... we were really less anxious and scared ...”
2. Religious Rites: Two participants found comfort in prayer and religious practices, stating, “... I prayed whenever I was afraid ... it really calmed me.”
3. Variety in Teaching: Three participants employed diverse teaching methods, which helped reduce burnout. One explained, “... I used WhatsApp a lot ... the student could listen whenever he could.”
4. Holding Classes at Work: Three participants maintained a sense of belonging by conducting classes on campus. One stated, “... I held classes in the study as much as possible ... I still felt like a professor.”
5. Exercise: Five participants reported that physical activity helped alleviate negative feelings, such as walking and home exercises. One shared, “... I started walking ... it helped me a lot to endure the situation.”
6. Cognitive Strategies: Participants reassessed stressful situations and instilled positive beliefs, which helped them remain calm and avoid burnout. They believed that “... the disease will end one day ...” contributed to their resilience.
4. DISCUSSION
This study aimed to identify the effects of the COVID-19 virus on university professors. Analysis of the interviews revealed a spectrum of occupational and psychological impacts, aligning with existing research on the subject (Al Miskry et al., 2021; Giorgi et al., 2020).
Given that COVID-19 is a contagious disease, factors related to transmission risk and preventive measures have contributed to various mental health concerns. Issues such as inadequate personal protective equipment, mask-wearing, fears of contagion, prolonged working hours, and job-related stress have significantly affected professors' psychological well-being. As a result, they experienced behavioral, physical, and psychological issues, including diminished mood, motivation, and feelings of isolation.
The shift to virtual learning during the pandemic posed challenges despite the availability of technology. Participants reported difficulties such as technical problems and a lack of engagement, making online learning feel tedious and impersonal (Dhawan, 2020).
Participants employed various coping strategies to mitigate the negative effects of COVID-19, categorized into social interaction, religious practices, diverse teaching methods, workplace dynamics, physical activity, and cognitive strategies. These findings resonate with other limited studies in the field (Ayebi-Arthur, 2017; Johnson et al., 2020).
A notable limitation of this study was access to participants, as university activities transitioned to virtual formats, complicating coordination. Due to the small sample size, generalizations to the broader population are limited. Future research should utilize quantitative methods with larger samples to validate these findings and consider developing advisory models based on this study's insights.
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