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Abstract: The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic required shifts in operations for institutions of 
higher education everywhere. Faculty and administrators were asked to adapt to meet the needs 
of students. We conducted a qualitative content analysis to understand institutional responses and 
examine the experiences of faculty and administrators during the COVID-19 pandemic through 
the lens of chaos theory. Institutional responses to the pandemic varied. Participants identified 
supports and resources deemed helpful, as well as those found to be inadequate or unwanted. We 
also found that the pandemic resulted in some positive outcomes for faculty and administrators, 
which led to growth in teaching and self-care. Implications for strategic planning and future 
directions for research are explored.  
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Institutional Responses to the COVID-19 Pandemic: Faculty and Administrator 
Experiences 

 To date, over 756,962 COVID-19-related deaths have been reported in the United States 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2021). Amidst the tragedies and unknowns 
of the pandemic, university faculty, students, and administrators experienced major transitions in 
both their personal and professional lives as institutions of higher education across the country 
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transitioned to remote learning environments to reduce the spread of the virus. Such transitions, 
coupled with personal and collective traumas and stressors, warrant exploration of impact, both 
professionally and emotionally. Holmes and colleagues (2020) called for exploration of related 
mental health effects and potential mitigation on the general population, while other researchers 
have specifically called for exploration of the impact of education’s transition from residential to 
remote learning on university faculty (Watermeyer et al., 2020). With awareness of the multiple 
stressors facing university faculty and the pressing need for faculty support, we conducted a 
qualitative content analysis and engaged chaos theory to better understand faculty experiences 
and needs in response to the COVID-19 pandemic.    
 
The Effects of COVID-19 
 The Novel Coronavirus Disease 2019, or COVID-19, was recognized by the World 
Health Organization (WHO) in December of 2019 and is associated with a variety of physical 
and mental health outcomes at both individual and community levels (Fauci et al., 2020; von 
Braun et al., 2020; WHO, 2020). Impacts of the pandemic have disproportionately affected 
marginalized populations (von Braun et al., 2020) and brought attention to the need for 
preventative work regarding infectious disease outbreak (Fauci et al., 2020). Americans have 
also experienced various challenges related to job loss and economic insecurity due to the 
pandemic. For example, according to a study by Parker et al. (2020), 25% of adults have reported 
having trouble paying their bills since the COVID-19 outbreak, 17% have sought food from a 
food bank, and 50% of individuals who lost their jobs because of the pandemic remain 
unemployed. Mental health outcomes appear similarly troubling. Pfefferbaum and North (2020) 
highlighted some possible mental health impacts of the pandemic, including: insecurity, feelings 
of isolation, emotional distress, increased substance use/abuse, insomnia, and fear. Pfefferbaum 
and North also noted how negative mental health outcomes may disproportionately affect 
individuals from certain groups, such as the elderly, and called for “...already stretched health 
care providers...to [monitor the] psychosocial needs” of their patients (para. 11). Others have also 
emphasized the critical need for future research to examine the mental health implications of the 
pandemic (Roy et al., 2020; Torales et al., 2020).  
 
COVID-19 and Higher Education 
 Considering the wide-ranging implications of the COVID-19 pandemic, it is plausible to 
consider potential impacts on higher education, specifically on university faculty and 
administrators. Such impacts would be far-reaching, given the 4,234 higher education institutions 
and over 25 million college students in the United States (Entangled Solutions, 2020). 
Watermeyer et al. (2020) engaged a sample of over 1,000 university faculty in the United 
Kingdom to explore their thoughts and feelings regarding the transition from residential to online 
learning due to the pandemic. Participants reported negative outcomes, including distrust of 
remote learning, and the researchers noted: “online migration is engendering significant 
dysfunctionality and disturbance to [university faculty’s] roles and their personal lives'' (p. 1).  

Other challenges to faculty members during the pandemic are related to work-life balance 
and changes in job responsibilities (Watermeyer et al., 2020). Moreover, researchers have found 
disproportionate effects of the pandemic regarding gender, with female faculty members 
experiencing decreased research productivity compared to males (Cui et al., 2020). Media outlets 
have also begun to explore the impact of COVID-19 on academia, suggesting chronic faculty 
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stress, perceptions of work as more difficult, and even experiences of secondary trauma 
(Flaherty, 2020).  

Thus, in the present qualitative study, we engaged chaos theory to increase understanding 
of the needs of faculty in higher education in response to the COVID-19 pandemic and sought to 
answer the following research questions: (1) What accommodations have been implemented by 
universities for university faculty and academic administrators to adapt to the COVID-19 
pandemic? and (2) How have faculty and academic administrators responded to the changes 
stemming from the COVID-19 pandemic?  

 
Theoretical Framework 

 Relative to the field of psychology, chaos theory is defined by Ayers (1997) as “a systems 
approach which looks at process and not a static state, examining the change or movement of 
systems” (p. 374). Chaos theory maintains that systems are deeply complex, interconnected, 
nonlinear, and affected even by small changes (Chamberlain & Butz, 2016). Additionally, 
Chamberlain and Butz (2016) described movement away from equilibrium within a system as an 
increase in chaos, possibly including increased opportunity for reorganization, new choices, and 
general change. The theory has been used in framing the impact of pandemics (Chamberlain & 
Butz, 2016) and in understanding higher education leadership, planning, and policy (Swenk, 
2001).  

Moreover, chaos theory does not refer to total randomness or pandemonium as some may 
assume by the title; rather, the theory is concerned with varying behavior, meaning one cannot 
predict what will exactly happen in the future (Swenk, 2001). The theory describes a system as 
being influenced by internal feedback (Swenk, 2001). Feedback loops within an institution 
modify the system and predictability is only possible in short time frames. Constant change, 
unpredictability, instability, and disequilibrium are expectations for a system (Swenk, 2001). 

In higher education, chaos theory has been applied to strategic planning within this 
complex system (Cutright, 2001). Relative to the current COVID-19 pandemic, chaos theory 
“implies that a small change of one parameter (e.g., length of lockdowns) might create a very 
different outcome on many variables; thus, various aspects that interact with each other have to 
be taken into account” (Zenker & Kock, 2020, p. 2). Zenker and Kock (2020) called for future 
researchers to explore the impacts of related chaos on complex system outcomes during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Inside Higher Ed (2020) partnered with Gallup to examine the financial 
impact of the pandemic on higher education institutions. Many institutions immediately lost 
sources of revenue (e.g., campus housing and sports) while concurrently assuming increased 
expenses to meet technology demands of both students and staff with the migration to remote 
work and online learning (Anderson and Alonso, 2020). Through a survey of university 
presidents, researchers found that 70% of participants felt that their institution needed to make 
fundamental changes to its business model, programming, and other operations (Inside Higher 
Education, 2020). The pandemic has seemingly produced fears for the future and effective 
strategic planning could help institutions reduce those fears.  

Strategic planning is an “attempt to systematize the processes that enable an organization 
to achieve goals and objectives'' (Crittenden, 2000 as cited in Goldman and Salem, 2015). 
Academic institutions engage in strategic planning in a variety of ways. Hinton (2012) suggests 
that the mission of the institution be the foundation of higher education strategic planning. The 
supporting components of the strategic plan are the values, institutional goals, and vision. The 
plan itself includes operational goals, objectives, and an implementation plan. According to 
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Goldman and Salem (2015), the general structure of strategic planning is like a pyramid. At the 
very top is the university vision, followed by the university mission, and then specific goals, 
objectives, and key performance indicators.  

The environment, both inside of the institution and external to the institution, informs 
each level of the pyramid because the environment can impact the strategic planning process and 
the goals initiated within the plan. Institutions often do an analysis of the environment prior to 
beginning the planning process (Alexander & Alonso, 2020). Some universities begin by 
appointing a strategic planning committee which assumes the role of initiating the strategic 
planning process. However, this can vary by institution.   

Capturing the voice of key stakeholders is an important aspect of planning and this is 
typically done through focus groups (Nutefall, 2015). Focus groups and/ or open forums are used 
at multiple phases in the planning process typically to provide feedback on the vision/mission, 
and goals and objectives of the strategic plan. In addition, some institutions hire outside 
consultants to assist in the strategic planning process, finding that they garner greater 
participation from stakeholders when an outside consultant is used (Nutefall, 2015).  

Communication and implementation plans are often developed in conjunction with the 
strategic plan. This helps to ensure there is a streamlined process for communication of 
information related to the plan and for garnering support from key stakeholders.  The common 
element of these strategies is the notion that the mission and vision of the institution is the 
foundation of the plan. 

In the present study, chaos theory is applied with regard to how it informs strategic 
planning within higher education by accounting for the complexity of institutions and the impact 
of change on those institutions. Change in this study is defined in terms of the impact the 
pandemic has had on institutional operations and key stakeholders. According to Cutright (2001), 
Chaos theory has ten propositions that frame the basis for strategic planning. Each proposition 
informs institutions of guidelines critical in strategic planning and preparing for change that can 
impact institutional goals. These guiding propositions are outlined in Table 1. 
Each of these propositions detail foundational guidelines for effective strategic planning. The 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on higher education institutions presents an opportunity to 
better prepare for the future.  

In this study, we considered participants’ experiences within and in relation to their 
institutional response to the pandemic, academic work environments, personal health, family 
systems, and social contexts during the time of the COVID-19 pandemic. Chaos theory is 
applicable to the conceptualization of university faculty and administrators’ experiences during 
the COVID-19 pandemic due to the rapidly changing nature of the university environment 
currently, along with the influences of innumerable other personal and collective factors. Chaos 
theory is also applicable because of its use in strategic planning within higher education which 
can assist institutions in planning after the impact of the pandemic.  Results of this study can be 
used to help shape strategic planning for institutions moving forward. 
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Table 1 
The 10 Propositions of Chaos Theory  

Proposition Definition 

1 “The ideal outcome of planning is planning, not a plan” (p. 61) 

2 “Planning begins with a distillation of the institution’s key values and purposes” 
(p. 62) 

3 “The widest possible universe of information should be made available to all 
members of the institution. This universe of information includes ongoing, rich, 
and current feedback” (p. 64) 

4 “Dissent and conflict are creative, healthy, and real. The absence of conflict is 
reductionist, illusory, and suspect” (p. 65) 

5 “Linearity doesn’t work in strategic planning. It doesn’t work in dictation-
planning and plans imposed from above, or in collation-planning, and plans 
created solely by the collection of unit information” (p. 66) 

6 “The institution should budget-fiscally and psychically for failure. Pilots are 
alternate futures. Not all can be realized or succeed” (p. 68).  

7 “The considerable expense of time on the front end is an investment. It is 
recouped, with interest, in the future” (p. 69) 

8 “The executive is not demoted or minimized. The executive is the most critical 
shaper and champion of the process. Ultimately, the executive is empowered by 
the process” (p. 70) 

9 “That which can be quantified is not to be overvalued, and that which can not be 
quantified is not to be discounted” (p. 72) 

10 “The future is a creation, not a prediction. This power of agency is distinguishing 
the context of human chaotic systems” (p. 73) 

Note. Adapted from Cutright, M. (2001). Chaos theory & higher education: Leadership, planning, & 
policy. Higher education: Questions about the purpose (s) of colleges & universities. Volume 9. Peter 
Lang. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1017978827715 
 

 
Method 

         Using qualitative content analysis, we examined participants’ responses to open-ended 
survey questions to gain insight into the experiences, perceptions, and overall mental health of 
college and university faculty and administrators amid the COVID-19 pandemic. A qualitative 
approach was selected due to the dearth of information currently known about universities’ 
responses to COVID-19 and the impacts on university faculty and administrators (Hunt, 2011). 
Qualitative content analysis was best suited for this study as it is a “research method for the 
subjective interpretation of the content of text data through the systematic classification process 
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of coding and identifying themes or patterns” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p. 1278). Specifically, 
conventional content analysis was used with the intent to derive themes inductively from the raw 
data to describe the experiences of the faculty and administrators (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; 
Zhang & Wildemuth, 2005). This approach allows for both quantifying coded data and 
qualitatively interpreting the quantitative counts of the codes. 
 
Participants 

We utilized purposeful sampling methods to recruit participants through email and 
listserv postings, and asked participants to meet the following criteria: over 18 years of age and 
currently employed as a faculty member or academic administrator at a college or university. 
More specifically, we utilized a random university generator to select university departments in 
the United States, and then retrieved faculty emails from the respective department webpages to 
request participation. We emailed 1,000 individual potential participants in total. Other means of 
recruitment included emails to various faculty email listservs (e.g., CESNET) and posts to 
faculty Facebook and LinkedIn groups. Ultimately, 212 respondents met the criteria, consented 
to participate, and were included in the study. Of these, 70.3% (n = 149) identified as female, 
while 29.2% (n = 62) identified as male and .5% (n = 1) as non-binary. Most participants 
(34.4%; n = 73) were between the ages of 51 and 64 years old. The remaining 27.4% (n = 58) 
were between 29-40 years old, 23.6% (n = 50) were 41-50 years old, 11.8% (n = 25) were 65 or 
older, and 1% (n = 2) were between the ages of 18 and 28. Four participants did not report their 
age. Ninety percent (n = 191) of participants identified as White, while the remaining 10% 
identified as a racial minority (n = 8 African American, and n = 9 Asian) or declined to answer 
(n = 4). Seventeen participants (8%) identified as Hispanic, Latino or of Spanish Origin. The 
majority (72.2%; n = 153) reported they were married and 89 (42%) indicated caring for children 
in the home. 

Participants also provided information pertaining to their primary job positions. The 
majority were tenured or tenure eligible faculty with 27.4% (n = 58) identifying as assistant 
professors, 25% (n = 53) as full professors, and 25% (n = 53) as associate professors. Faculty 
respondents also included lecturers/instructors (8.5%; n = 18) and adjunct instructors (8%; n = 
17). Administrators made up 7.1% (n = 15) of participants. Two indicated dual roles as faculty 
and administrator. A little over half (54.5%; n = 114) of participants reported working for public 
colleges and universities, and the remaining were affiliated with private colleges and universities. 
Most participants (50%; n = 106) reported being employed by a large college or university (at 
least 15,000 students). Those at mid-size institutions (5,001-14,999 students) accounted for 
29.2% (n = 62) of respondents, and those at small institutions (5,000 or fewer students) 
accounted for 20.8% (n = 44). Variations also existed by type of institution: 44% (n = 93) were 
teaching institutions, 31.1% (n = 66) were R1, 19.3% (n = 41) were R2, 5% (n = 10) by another 
type of institution (such as a community or technical college), and 1% (n = 2) declined to 
answer. Finally, faculty and administrators from colleges and universities in the Southeastern 
United States accounted for 41% (n = 87) of respondents. The remaining 23.1% (n = 49) were 
from the Midwest, 14.2% (n = 30) from the Northeast, 8.5% (n = 18) from the Northwest, 7.5% 
(n = 16) from the West, and 6% (n = 12) from the Southwest.  
 
Data Source 
         The data set for this study consisted of open-ended responses to a survey taken by 
participants via Qualtrics, an online survey software. The questions included: (1) What 
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accommodations, if any, has your department/university made for faculty due to the pandemic?; 
(2) If any, please list accommodations and/or resources that would be helpful during this time 
that your department/university has not provided; (3) Please describe any coping strategies you 
have utilized while working at home; and (4) What skills, attitudes, or ideas have you 
gained/learned from your experience working remote that you will continue to apply post-
pandemic?  
 
Procedure 

The university’s institutional review board provided exempt status for the study. We then 
sent the survey, including demographic questions and the four open-ended questions, to faculty 
and administrators throughout the United States via emails directly to faculty members, to 
department chairs for dissemination, and to listserv postings. We sent three follow-up emails 
encouraging individuals to participate in the study to promote data saturation. Efforts were taken 
to ensure that participants were not coerced to participate; specifically, participants were 
provided an informed consent form and assured that confidentiality would be maintained. No 
identifying information was used when quoting participants in this article. All survey responses, 
data, and analyses were maintained on a password-secured computer. 
 
Data Analysis 

The responses to each of the four open-ended items on the survey were analyzed 
separately. We followed Hsieh & Shannon’s (2005) procedures for conventional content 
analysis. Two of the authors participated in the analyses to enhance credibility through 
researcher triangulation (Elliott et al., 1999). Initially, we immersed ourselves in the raw data to 
gain an overall sense of responses. Each researcher maintained an independent code book to 
record the data and note frequency of responses by hand. The codes included key words and 
phrases that were recorded directly and inductively from the raw data without imposing 
preconceived perspectives or categories. The coded data was then organized into preliminary 
categories and patterns. Each researcher maintained a research memo to note reflections 
pertaining to the codes and emergent categories and patterns. We then came together for 
consensus coding. The independent code books were compared, and congruity and 
inconsistencies were discussed. Meaningful and consistent themes and subthemes were defined. 
See the Appendix for the final code book. Themes that emerged were supported with verbatim 
quotes to mitigate researcher bias (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). The third author reviewed the 
analyses and confirmed the emergent themes.  

 
Results 

         Themes emerged in each of the four open-ended questions on the survey. The first 
question produced three themes, the second produced five, the third produced four, and the 
fourth produced three.  
 
Question 1: Institutional Response 
         Three themes emerged from the first question on the survey which asked, “What 
accommodations has your department/university made for faculty due to the pandemic?” The 
themes addressed professional adaptations (subthemes: teaching and work), professional 
supports (subthemes: technology, information, materials, and funding), and no/minimal or 
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unwanted accommodations. See Table 2 for an overview of the themes and subthemes for 
question 1.  
          
Table 2 
Question 1: What accommodations were made for faculty? 

Theme Freq. % Summary 

1. Professional Adaptations 
  Teaching adaptations 

151 
79 

53.4 
 

 
Choice of online or face to face 
teaching; or full shift to online; 
online teaching trainings 

  Work adaptations 72  Teleworking; extending the 
tenure clock; eliminating 
course evaluations; extending 
deadlines 

2. Professional Supports                
  Technology resources 
  Materials 
  Information 
  Funding 

95 
67 
14 
7 
7 

33.6  
Equipment; technology support 
 
Office supplies at home; 
COVID resources such as PPE 
 
Meetings; email 
 
Stipends; reimbursements 

3. No/minimal/unwanted 37 13.0  

Total 283 100.0  
Note. Since many responses had more than one code applied to them, the total frequency will be more 
than the total number of respondents. 
 
 The first theme of professional adaptations, shared by 53.4% of participants (n = 151), 
consisted of two subthemes. The first addressed teaching adaptations such as accommodations to 
teaching formats in which faculty were permitted to choose whether they wished to teach face-
to-face, hybrid or fully online, or all courses were transitioned fully online. This sub theme also 
included online teaching trainings provided by institutions. The second sub theme addressed 
work adaptations and included accommodations such as a shift to teleworking, as well as 
flexibility regarding extending the clock for tenure and pre-tenure review, eliminating course 
evaluations for the spring semester, and extending deadlines for things such as grading. Quotes 
included, “Full shift to online teaching…,” “Many online teaching resources/trainings…,” 
“Allowed fully remote work,” and “Option to postpone going up for tenure.” 
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         The second theme of professional supports was apparent in 33.6% (n = 95) of 
participants’ responses. It consisted of four subthemes. The first of which addressed technology 
resources, including both equipment, such as access to laptops, headsets, and software, and 
support, such as troubleshooting issues and providing trainings for the use of technology such as 
Zoom. The second sub theme addressed material supports such as office supplies being sent to 
faculty’s homes for teleworking and access to COVID-related resources, such as personal 
protective equipment (PPE). The third sub theme included supportive information through 
meetings and email, particularly from administrators, and the final sub theme addressed the 
provision of funds through stipends and reimbursements. Participants stated, “Faculty receive 
PPE and online teaching kits (hardware),” “Lots of IT support,” “They offered us training on 
Zoom,” “Dean hosts weekly zoom meeting to discuss and update,” and “Assistance with 
personal phone bill and assistance with stationary supplies.” 
         The third and final theme for this question was “no/minimal or unwanted 
accommodations” and was expressed by 13% (n = 37) of participants. These individuals felt that 
their institutions had done very little to nothing to address the pandemic. The sentiment was 
captured in the following: “Unknown, it seems like we have all been on our own,” “None, other 
than working from home,” and “None. There was only more work added.”  
 
Question 2: Additional Supports 

Five themes emerged from the second item on the survey which stated: “If any, please list 
accommodations and/or resources that would be helpful during this time that your 
department/university has not provided.” The themes addressed technology, enhanced system 
support, no accommodations needed or not sure what is needed, manageable workload, and 
teaching. See Table 3 for an overview of the themes and subthemes for question 2.  

The first theme, technology, was addressed by 25.5% (n = 36) participants. These 
individuals expressed a desire to have more access to equipment and training. One participant 
stated, “Not all faculty have laptop/digital tools needed; hardware has been very slow to be 
disseminated.” Another specified, “Definitely better technology, and better tech support.”   

Enhanced system support, the second theme, was highlighted by 23.4% (n = 33) of 
participants and included things such as desiring better communication from leadership, mental 
health supports, financial support, and COVID-19 safety measures. These were captured in the 
following quotes: “Mental health check-ins for faculty (they did it with students, but not 
faculty),” “More money, or at least, you know, not being furloughed,” “…more consistent and 
detailed communication,” and “More masks!”  

The third theme which emerged was that no other accommodations were needed, or that 
participants were not sure what else was needed. This was expressed by 19.1% (n = 27) of 
participants and captured in the following: “Nothing comes to mind,” “None needed,” and 
“Unknown at this time.” 

The fourth theme, manageable workload, was addressed by 16.3% (n = 23) of 
participants and included support with balancing childcare with work, and reducing nonessential 
work and meetings so more time would be available for adjusting to online teaching and 
maintaining research. Participants stated: “Identifying which faculty have childcare or other 
caregiving responsibilities that impact their daily schedule and designing accommodations– e.g., 
lessen service work,” and “More protection of our time to do research for pre-tenure faculty.” 

The fifth and final theme for this question addressed teaching accommodations that 
would have been helpful, such as additional online teaching trainings, graduate teaching 
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assistants, and being able to select a preferred teaching modality. These were highlighted by 
15.6% (n = 22) of participants. Statements included, “Better training on hybrid course design,” 
“Access to a graduate assistant,” “TA [teaching assistant],” and “Autonomy over whether classes 
are moved online for the fall.”  
 
Table 3 
What accommodations would be helpful that have not been provided? 

Code Freq. % Summary 

1. Technology 36 25.5 Greater access to equipment and training 

2. Enhanced system support 33 23.4 Better communication, mental health 
supports, financial support, and COVID safety 
measures 

3. None needed/not sure 27 19.1 No accommodations needed or unsure of what 
needed 

4. Manageable workload 23 16.3 Support to balance childcare; reducing 
nonessential meetings and work 

5. Teaching 22 15.60 Online teaching trainings; GAs, select 
teaching modality 

Total 141 100  
Note. Since many responses had more than one code applied to them, the total frequency will be 
more than the total number of respondents. 
 
Question 3: Coping Strategies 

Four themes emerged from the third item on the survey which stated, “Please describe 
any coping strategies you have utilized while working at home.” The themes addressed activities 
(with sub themes including physical, social, and enjoyable), mental health boosters, work habits, 
and not using any/none needed. See Table 4 for an overview of the themes and subthemes for 
question 3. 

For the first theme, activities, 58.9% (n = 219) of participants shared endeavors in which 
they have engaged to cope while teleworking that fell into three subthemes: physical, social, and 
enjoyable. Physical activities included exercising, going for walks, practicing yoga, and 
gardening. Social activities included connecting with friends and family, engaging with 
colleagues, and continuing writing groups via Zoom. Many examples of enjoyable activities 
were provided, including watching TV or movies, baking, playing with pets, reading for 
pleasure, playing and/or listening to music, engaging in crafts and hobbies, and playing games. 
This sub theme also included indulgences such as eating junk food and drinking wine. Activities 
were addressed in the following statements: “Going outside daily and taking lots of walks. Zoom 
meetings with family and friends,” and “Going for walks, cooking, staying connected to friends.” 
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The second theme, mental health boosters, was identified by 24.2% (n = 90) of 
participants. These included stress reducing techniques such as taking breaks, practicing 
patience, gratitude and self-compassion, engaging in prayer and meditation, and setting limits 
around watching the news and social media. Participants specified the following: “Taking breaks 
from the computer when needed,” “Daily meditation,” “Taking ‘news vacations’,” and 
“Practicing gratitude - particularly being thankful I have a job.” 

Theme three addressed work habits used to help cope. These were identified by 14% (n = 
52) of participants and included strategies such as following a set schedule, creating a separate 
space in their home for work, and managing the dual roles of work and childcare. One participant 
said they were coping by, “designating a workspace from home space, maintaining a set 
schedule, and dressing as if [she were] going to work.” Another expressed coping by 
“developing a new schedule/routine, alternating childcare responsibilities with partner.” 

For the final theme, a smaller percentage of participants indicated that they weren’t using 
coping strategies or didn’t need any (3%; n = 11). Several individuals responded, “None,” or 
“N/A.” For these, it is impossible to know whether they indicated not using coping skills because 
they did not need them or if they were not using them but should. Others clarified their lack of 
use with statements such as, “Minimal without childcare,” indicating the challenge of utilizing 
coping strategies when balancing work and parenting. Others indicated that coping strategies 
were not needed with statements such as, “I usually work from home, so to me, this was a no big 
deal type of situation.”   
 
Table 4 
Coping strategies utilized 

Code Freq. % Summary 

1. Activities 
  Physical 
  Social 
  Enjoyable 

219 
111 
45 
63 

58.9  
Exercise; walks; yoga; gardening 
Connecting with friends and family; engaging 
colleagues; writing groups 
 
TV/movies; baking; pets; reading; music; hobbies; 
games; food and drinks 

2. Mental health boosters 90 24.2 Stress reduction techniques; prayer and meditation; 
limiting exposure to news and social media 

3. Work habits 52 14.0 Setting a schedule; creating work space; managing 
childcare 

4. Not using any/no need 11 3.0 Not applying coping skills  

Total 372 100  
Note. Since many responses had more than one code applied to them, the total frequency will be more 
than the total number of respondents. 
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Question 4: Growth and Learning 
Three themes emerged from the fourth and final question on the survey which asked, 

“What skills, attitudes, or ideas have you gained/learned from your experience working remotely 
that you will continue to apply post-pandemic?” The themes addressed teaching skills, 
professional insights, and personal insights. See Table 5 for an overview of the themes and 
subthemes for question 4. 
 
Table 5 
Skills, attitudes, ideas gained that you will continue post-pandemic 

Code Freq. % Summary 

1. Teaching skills 89 48.9 Online teaching tools; connecting with students; 
teaching more online or not teaching online 

2. Professional insights 55 30.0 Continue meeting online; maintaining a set 
schedule 

3. Personal insights 38 20.1 Realizing adaptability; importance of self-care 

Total 182 100  
Note. Since many responses had more than one code applied to them, the total frequency will be more 
than the total number of respondents. 
 

The first theme of teaching skills was shared by 48.9% (n = 89) of participants. They 
addressed continuing to use more online teaching tools, regardless of modality. They also 
expressed a desire to continue to take strides to connect more with their students and be more 
flexible and empathic. Some realized they would like to continue teaching more online courses 
while others realized online teaching is not for them. One respondent stated: 

Just pertaining to teaching, I have learned many ideas and approaches that I think will 
improve my teaching whether online or on ground. The situation has forced us to re-
examine assumptions about what we do and online makes many of us who taught mainly 
on ground to rethink how you make connections with students, structure courses, and 
prepare students for challenging situations. 

 
Another said, “Spending more time with students, being a little less task-focused and a little 
more person-focused.” 

Professional insights, the second theme, accounted for 30% (n = 55) of responses. 
Participants expressed a desire to continue meeting online either in place of or in addition to 
face-to-face. This was captured in the following statement, “Administrative meetings can be 
more conveniently scheduled as video calls.” Another said, “Zoom meetings are, overall, as 
efficient or more efficient than face to face meetings.” Some also intend to continue to work 
more from home. A respondent said, “I will likely do more work from home because I'm 
confident I can be productive now.” Being more organized and maintaining a set schedule with 
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boundaries to the workday was shared as well. Participants stated, “Time management,” and 
“Setting workday schedule and stopping.” 

The final theme addressed personal insights and was expressed by 20.1% (n = 38) of 
participants. These participants reportedly experienced a shift in perspective. There was a 
realization of how adaptable they were, and how important it is to engage in self-care and 
practice setting more realistic expectations for themselves. One participant shared, “…the 
unplugged coffee time, bullet journaling, and more intentional gratitude practice are something I 
hope to keep applying.” Others said, “I must take care of myself,” and “Resiliency and grace!”   
 

Discussion 
Findings from this study indicate that institutional responses to the COVID-19 pandemic 

varied and resulted in mixed experiences for faculty and administrator participants. Some 
expressed feeling supported and well resourced, while others felt uninformed, unheard, and 
under-supported. When asked about accommodations made by institutions, participants 
identified professional adaptations in the form of modified teaching and work expectations, and 
professional supports such as additional technology, information, materials, and funding. 
However, 15% of participants reported that their institutions had not offered any 
accommodations or had instituted accommodations that were burdensome or unwanted. The lack 
of accommodations could indicate that some institutions felt ill prepared for the impact of the 
pandemic or unaware of what accommodations were needed. Burdensome or unwanted 
accommodations could indicate limited resources to meet the needs or unaware of what the needs 
were. These factors could also be an indication of the lack of preparedness to address the 
demands that resulted from the impact of the pandemic. Chaos theory implies that a small change 
could create different outcomes on many variables, and all variables that interact must be 
considered (Zenker & Kock, 2020).  Employing feedback loops among all stakeholders, as 
suggested by chaos theory, could possibly have prevented institutions from invoking burdensome 
and unwanted resources, and promoted application of helpful resources.  

To address state and national requirements to social distance, quarantine, and slow the 
spread of the COVID-19 virus, institutions of higher education across the country responded 
quickly and instituted accommodations to allow for courses to continue, albeit online. 
Researchers found that the pandemic negatively impacted individuals across disciplines, which 
aligns with our findings concerning negative faculty experiences such as perceived lack of 
support and a dearth of accommodations. Pfefferbaum and North (2020) highlighted mental 
health impacts of the pandemic, while Watermeyer et. al. (2020) noted challenges with work-life 
balance due to changes in job responsibilities. These findings may help explain our findings 
surrounding the perceived increased need for university-provided supports, as well as negative 
feelings of stress and lack of support. Additionally, Cui et. al. (2020) reported disproportionate 
effects of the pandemic on female faculty members experiencing decreased research productivity 
compared to males, while Flaherty (2020) noted chronic faculty stress, negative perceptions of 
work, and experiences of secondary trauma being perpetuated because of the pandemic. In line 
with the findings of these studies, participants in the present study noted various changes in 
personal and professional functioning, needs, and related changes in ways of thinking about 
themselves and their jobs. Though limited, the extant literature seems to consistently suggest the 
need for universities to be prepared to respond to crises in support of their faculty, both 
professionally and regarding mental health. 
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Accommodations and adaptations were necessary steps in meeting the needs of the 
university community. However, developing strategies to meet these needs without first 
gathering employee input could have led to accommodations that benefited institutions, but not 
necessarily the individuals they were intended to support. We found that many institutions 
offered a multitude of accommodations to support faculty; however, some institutions seemingly 
struggled to make such accommodations. For instance, some participants reported that 
no/minimal or unwanted accommodations” were provided by their university. These differences 
in accommodations provided may be due to varying resources from one institution to another, 
with some far more financially salient and able to provide a litany of support across varying 
needs, and others having to strategically apply limited resources to a small portion of targeted 
needs. Another contributing factor may be differences in leadership, with some universities 
focused more on the business and financial solvency of the institution as opposed to the needs 
and well-being of the faculty and staff. A lack of preparedness for addressing the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic certainly may have also contributed to some institutions responding with 
minimal, none, or unwanted accommodations for faculty.   

While approximately 20% of participants expressed not needing any additional 
accommodations other than what had already been provided, the remaining 80% offered a range 
of suggested supports that would have been helpful during their institution's response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Almost half stressed the need for additional technology and system 
support. Also emphasized was the desire for additional teaching support and more manageable 
workloads. Previous research identified technology as causing disturbances and dysfunction for 
faculty during the pandemic (Watermeyer et al., 2020), particularly since they had to make the 
adjustments to an online environment immediately, often without online teaching experience or 
proper equipment. Based on our findings on the perceived need for greater technological support 
from nearly half of our sample, we infer that administrators often assumed faculty had the 
technology needed to teach courses from home, including computers, microphones and effective 
Wi-Fi at minimum, though this was not always the case. The effort needed to resolve these 
issues, on top of learning new technologies and transferring course content to online modalities 
without the necessary resources and support, translated to greater workloads and heightened 
stress for many. Our findings align with the extant literature which suggests that faculty 
workloads have increased due to additional service responsibilities and new pressures related to 
teaching and research (Krukowski et al., 2020; Johnson et al., 2020). These professional 
challenges, in combination with concerns about the virus, may be related to heightened levels of 
stress, and the subsequent utilization of coping strategies like physical activity, meditation, and 
connecting with friends and family. The COVID-19 pandemic provoked stress and uncertainty 
about the future regarding work and personal matters for many across the globe, which likely led 
to feelings of fear and anxiety (Flaherty, 2020) and subsequent new or refocused utilization of 
various coping skills.  

More specifically, this study revealed strategies used by faculty and administrators to 
cope with the many challenges, changes and concerns stemming from the COVID-19 pandemic. 
It was found that participants managed to cope through various activities, such as working out, 
watching movies, and engaging with friends on Zoom. Many also relied on wellness practices 
such as prayer and meditation, and setting limits on exposure to the news and social media. Our 
findings are supported by research on coping strategies. Physical activity and mental health 
related activities are among the most prescribed coping mechanisms for combating stress and 
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anxiety (Iqbal & Kokash, 2011). However, new and modified coping strategies may be needed 
when faced with the unique stressors of a pandemic.  

During the pandemic, many states completely shut down, which restricted individuals to 
working from their homes. For many, the pandemic resulted in major shifts in daily schedules 
and work habits, necessitating adjustments. Rather than taking a break from work to get lunch 
with a colleague or leaving the office at a set time to return home at the end of a workday, 
faculty and administrators needed to identify ways in which they could set boundaries on their 
work, fulfill social needs, and create a work-life balance despite being home almost exclusively. 
Specific professional practices, such as creating a separate space in their home for work, and 
continuing to engage in writing groups via Zoom, were identified to help reduce work stress. 
Institutions could play a role in providing support to faculty, such as offering online meditation 
sessions, scheduling online coffee hours, and providing online writing workshops. Strategic, 
proactive planning may have better prepared institutions to support faculty in these ways.  

Participants in the present study provided insights on what they gained or learned from 
working remotely during the pandemic. For example, one participant shared that they have 
learned more about “resiliency and grace,” while another noted a lesson learned about taking 
time away from technology. Many identified new skills and practices that they will continue post 
COVID-19. Almost half of participants stated that they learned new online teaching skills that 
they will continue to apply, even if they return to face-to-face teaching. Likewise, some 
participants indicated a preference to continue online meetings as opposed to face to face 
meetings, finding them to be more efficient and productive. In addition, faculty noted a 
heightened awareness of the value of engaging in self-care through both personal and 
professional practices. These ranged from plans to continue following set schedules to improve 
the work-life balance, to deliberately incorporating wellness activities in daily routines. 
Ultimately, many participants realized that they are quite adaptable and resilient. They also noted 
being more empathetic and understanding toward students as they supported their students 
through the pandemic.  

These results shed light on some positive outcomes stemming from the pandemic, 
suggesting that perhaps not everything needs to return to how it was prior to COVID-19. 
Institutions would be wise to consider these outcomes and strategize plans for incorporating 
some of the modified work and teaching formats that have proven to be effective. Institutions 
may also consider encouraging faculty boundary setting and allowing greater flexibility with 
regard to responding to student challenges. A greater focus on wellness for faculty, staff, and 
students may positively impact productivity. Systems that prioritize the health and wellness of 
their employees have demonstrated positive trends in return, such as improving employee health 
behavior and lowering elevated health risks (Kaul, 2020). Strategic planning may assist 
institutions in planning for modified operations after the pandemic. 
 
Implications  

The findings from this study may be used to inform higher education strategic planning. 
Institutions of higher learning would benefit from adopting the strategic planning processes 
espoused by chaos theory. For example, according to Swenk (2001), the theory posits that 
institutional strategic planning processes should include steps to adequately prepare for the 
future, foster a culture of planning, and utilize appropriate feedback loops. Strategic planning has 
been identified as the best way to consider possible futures (Swenk, 2001). Planning for the 
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future could include actions such as preparing reserve funding for emergencies and developing 
plans to pivot in case of natural disaster or similar pandemics.  

The financial impact on institutions of higher education resulting from the pandemic were 
often severe. Inside Higher Ed’s 2020 study of college and university presidents found that 53% 
of campus leaders were worried about the impact the economic downturn could have on their 
institutions in the future. Through strategic planning, institutions can prepare to proactively 
decrease such negative effects when faced with future disasters or emergency situations moving 
forward.  

If a crisis plan to provide resources to faculty, staff, and students has already been 
developed, institutions would be activating a plan already in existence instead of devising a plan 
while in the throes of the crisis. Even without this proactive stance, in the event of a pandemic, 
universities with “planning cultures'' would be prepared for an institutional response, 
immediately taking action to address the needs of all parties. It is important to note that chaos 
theory rejects a top-down approach to strategic planning, as planning is not seen as linear 
(Swenk, 2001). Rather, the theory suggests a collection of plans created by each department and 
brought together to inform the master strategic plan (Swenk, 2001). An example of this in a 
university comprised of individual colleges would be each college formulating a plan, and those 
individual plans informing the university’s master plan. COVID-19 had a major impact across 
the nation, and participants within this study identified accommodations that their institutions 
could have provided to be more helpful to them. Effective planning during the time of crisis 
could have been helpful in ensuring faculty received accommodations that were needed.  Chaos 
theory advocates for creating a culture of planning which involves every stakeholder having a 
voice in the planning process even when responding to crises.  

Moreover, institutions should consider how they might receive ongoing feedback from 
various stakeholders as a necessary source of information. Stakeholders should include 
individuals from all levels of the system: students, staff, faculty, administrators, and members of 
the community. Such information should be shared with all members of the institution (Swenk, 
2001). Feedback is a necessary component of planning, especially in planning for the future and 
a possible crisis response. Pertaining to the COVID-19 pandemic, a planning culture would have 
captured faculty experiences very early in the process, as they would have been a part of the 
crisis response planning (Swenk, 2001). The inclusion of faculty experiences in the planning 
process could have improved the impact of accommodations on the population they were meant 
to support. Often, institutions were planning support without faculty input, which may have 
resulted in unwanted or less helpful accommodations. Future planning should capture the 
experiences of all stakeholders prior to and during the pandemic to inform crisis responses in 
higher education. These responses need to include socioemotional supports. Researchers call for 
institutions to adopt an ethic of care in crisis responses to minimize the emotional impact on 
faculty, staff and students (Corbera et. al., 2020).   

 
Limitations and Future Directions 

 As with all qualitative research, it should be noted that our findings may not be 
generalized to all populations. The results are intended to provide insight on the lived experience 
of the participants in the current study. Limitations of the present study include lack of diversity 
in some areas including the sex and university size of participants. Notably, the majority of our 
participants were from large schools, which may mean their universities in general benefit from 
resources unavailable to those at small universities, possibly influencing the results of this study. 
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Furthermore, in future studies, researchers may expand upon the current study by utilizing 
quantitative methods to explore broader COVID-19 impacts on faculty and administrators and 
their satisfaction with their institution’s response to the pandemic. Future research may also 
focus on specific related issues, such as the incidence of anxiety and depression among higher 
education faculty resulting from COVID-19.  This study is also limited to faculty and 
administrators’ experiences while in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic. It does not account 
for institutions’ evolving response to the pandemic over time. Future research should be 
conducted following the pandemic to fully capture the university response to the COVID-19 
pandemic and the experiences of faculty, staff and students.  

In addition, op-eds were published more rapidly during the pandemic to capture and 
address the experiences of faculty, staff, and students. Published research on the topic was 
limited during the time of this publication. Future research could include a systematic review of 
all the studies published about university experiences and responses during the pandemic to gain 
a comprehensive understanding of existing gaps and to inform future institutional strategic 
planning. There is still a need to understand how strategic planning was used in institutions' 
responses to the pandemic and future research should be conducted to uncover this and inform 
future higher education strategic planning initiatives.  

 
Conclusion 

This study explored the experiences of faculty and staff during the COVID-19 pandemic 
concerning their transition to remote work. Institutional accommodations, coping strategies, and 
growth were integral aspects of participants' experiences. This study identified the strengths of 
institutional responses to the pandemic as well as challenges for participants. Through the lens of 
chaos theory, strategic planning may have assisted institutions in better responding to faculty 
needs. The results of this study can assist institutions in their current response to the pandemic, 
as the pandemic has not ended.  Thus, providing an opportunity for institutions to adjust previous 
practices by applying the results and ensuring they are meeting the needs of their key 
stakeholders. It is critical that institutions of higher education take proactive steps to plan, now, 
how they will operate after the pandemic and prepare for future crises. It is suggested that 
institutions consider the ten propositions of chaos theory which can inform planning for the 
future, enabling them to shape the entire university culture toward becoming better equipped to 
meet the needs of all stakeholders moving forward.  
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Appendix 
Theme Code Book by Question 
 
Q1: What accommodations were made for faculty? 

Code Freq. % 

1. Professional Adaptations 
Teaching adaptations 

·  Online teaching trainings 
·  Teaching Format 

o   Choice to teach F2F, hybrid, online 
o   Teach online with documented accommodations 
o   Fully online 
o   Smaller class sizes 

151 
79 
34 
45 
31 
 

11 
2 
1 

53.4 
 

Work adaptations 
·  Remote work 
·  Flexibility 

o   Extend the clock for tenure and pre-tenure review 
o   Not counting course evaluations 
o   Extended deadlines/extra time for grading 
o   Accommodating those with children 

72 
33 
39 
 

23 
4 
9 
3 

 

2. Professional Supports                
  Technology resources 

·      Equipment (mics, headsets, cameras, hot spots, 
laptops, Zoom, online textbooks) 

·      Support (troubleshooting and trainings) 
Information 
·      From admin (meetings, emails, understanding, 

flexibility) 
·      From colleagues 
·      Mental health support workshops 

  Materials 
·      Office supplies sent to home 
·      Access to office phone calls 
·      1 day off per week 
·      COVID resources 

o  Masks/PPE 
o  Testing 
o  Social distancing 

  Funding 
·      Stipends 
·      Reimbursements for supplies 
·      Reimbursement for personal phone bill 
·      Emergency sick leave fund 

95 
67 
38 
29 
 

7 
5 
1 
1 
 

14 
3 
1 
1 
9 
6 
1 
2 
7 
3 
2 
1 
1 

33.6 
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3. None/minimal/unwanted 
None provided 
Already teach/work online 
Must teach online 
Not allowed on campus without permission 
More work 

37 
25 
6 
1 
3 
2 

13.0 

Total 283 100 

Q2: What accommodations would be helpful that have not been provided? 

Code Freq. % 

1. Technology 
Resources/equipment 
Support/trainings 
Support for students (Wi-Fi, laptops) 

36 
25 
9 
2 

25.5 

2. Enhanced system support 
Mental health support 
Better communication/instructions/information from leaders 
Faculty input in decisions 
Better support from support staff 
Safe access to offices/labs 
PPE, cleaning supplies 
Financial Support 

·      Not being furloughed/laid off 
·      Insurance for adjuncts 
·      Stipends/reimbursements 

33 
8 
10 
 

1 
1 
2 
4 
7 
2 
1 
4 

23.4 

3. None needed/not sure 27 19.1 

4. Manageable workload 
Support with balancing childcare and work 
Pause P&T clock 
Reduce nonessential work, service load and meetings so more 
time for adjusting to online and maintaining research 

23 
11 
3 
9 

16.3 
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5. Teaching 
Online teaching training 
GAs/Tas/support 
Choice of teaching modality 
All classrooms Zoom capable 
Assistance addressing field placements 
More collaboration 
Reduce course load 
More time to grade 

22 
4 
5 
8 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 

15.60 

Total 141 100 

Q3: Coping strategies utilized 

Code Freq. % 

1. Activities 
  Physical 

·      Exercise (such as running) 
·      Walking/Hiking/Outdoor activities 
·      Yoga/stretching/deep breathing 
·      Yard work/gardening 

  Social 
·      Talking/collaborating with colleagues and students 
·      Connect with friends and family 
·      Zoom writing/research group 
·      Virtual community events 

  Enjoyable 
·      Watch TV/movies 
·      Cook/bake 
·      Play with pets 
·      Reading for pleasure 
·      Playing/listening to music 
·      Hobby/crocheting/crafts 
·      Play games (video, board, etc.) 
·      Go for drives 
·      Remodel/organize house 
·      Social media/internet 
·      Indulgences 

o  Wine/alcohol 
o  Take-out/junk food 
o  Smoking 

219 
111 
49 
43 
17 
2 
45 
12 
 

28 
4 
1 
63 
7 
6 
6 
7 
6 
6 
4 
2 
2 
3 
14 
6 
7 
1 

58.9 
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2. Mental health boosters 
Taking breaks! 
Prayer 
Meditation 
Antidepressant/antianxiety medication 
Naps 
Therapy 
Practice patience & gratitude/self-talk/self-compassion/self-
care/crying/relax goals 
Avoiding the news/disconnecting/limiting TV/not checking 
email during certain times 
Humor 

90 
25 
4 
15 
3 
3 
4 
22 
 
 

12 
 

2 

24.2 

3. Work habits 
Follow a schedule/routine/put boundaries on workday 
Creating a separate space in house for work 
Got improved internet 
Managing Children 

·      Got assistance (babysitter or sharing children's 
responsibilities with spouse) 

·      Allow more screen time 
·      Send to daycare 

52 
26 
17 
1 
8 
5 
2 
1 

14.0 

4. Not using any/no need 11 3.0 

Total 372 100 

Q4: Skills, attitudes, idea gained that you will continue post-pandemic 

Code Freq. % 

1. Teaching skills 
More flexibility with students/more connections with students 
Use of more online teaching tools regardless of format 
Will teach more online courses 
learned that do not want to teach online 

89 
32 
 

45 
10 
2 

48.9 

2. Professional insights 
More use of zoom/online meetings rather than in-person or in 
addition to 
Apply scheduling/organization to day/boundaries 
Will work more from home 
Learned that cannot work well from home 
Continue to use digitized processes (signing forms) 
Importance of connecting and being patient with other faculty 

55 
28 
 

13 
8 
2 
1 
3 

30.0 
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3. Personal insights 
Crisis response skills/being adaptive/staying positive/self-
care/less hard on self 
Importance of connecting with people 
More use of fun activities in life 
More use of telehealth 

38 
26 
 

7 
3 
2 

20.1 

Total 182 100 

Note. Since many responses had more than one code applied to them, the total frequency will be more 
than the total number of respondents. 
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