World Congress of

Her etology
Newsletter
December 2020, Volume 1, Issue 2

ISSN 2708-597X

www.worldcongressofherpetology.org

During the pandemic

Newsletter, December 2020

Effects of the COVID-19 Pandemic on
Herpetologists
Written by
Drew R. Davis1,2 & Bryony Allen3,4
School of Earth, Environmental, and Marine Sciences, University of Texas Rio Grande Valley, South Padre
Island, TX 78597, USA; e-mail: drew.davis@utrgv.edu
2
Biodiversity Collections, Department of Integrative
Biology, University of Texas at Austin, Austin, Texas
78758, USA
3
Institute of Infection, Veterinary and Ecological Sciences, University of Liverpool, UK
4
Institute of Zoology, Zoological Society of London,
Regents Park, London, UK
1

We thank Judit Vörös and Jillian Farkas for helpful comments on this manuscript.

The emergence of a global pandemic due to the spread of COVID-19 has had profound
effects on how research and scholarly activities are conducted for many professional
herpetologists. Responses to COVID-19 and mitigation efforts vary by country and institution but have largely resulted in the closures of academic campuses and research
areas, travel restrictions, and interruptions in research funding. These responses have
forced herpetologists to change the way they manage their professional responsibilities.
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individuals across 34 different countries
(Fig. 1), with most respondents from North
America (33%) and Europe (20%). The gender breakdown of respondents was male
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(58%), female (41%), and not provided (1%;
Fig. 2A); the age breakdown was ≤21 (3%),
22–30 (25%), 31–40 (29%), 41–50 (17%),
51–60 (16%), and >60 (10%; Fig. 2B); and the
profession breakdown was student (undergraduate, MSc, PhD; 41%), academic
researchers (11%), independent researchers (14%), academic faculty (30%), museum
staff and curators (2%), and unemployed
(2%; Fig. 2C). Most respondents were currently based at home (69%), compared
to work (29%) or research locations (2%);
however, it is unclear how exactly these responses were altered by the emergence of
a global pandemic. Several individuals expressed difficulty with international travel
and experienced challenges and delays in
their return home from research locations.

“Flights have been cancelled;
I've been stuck abroad for
longer than intended.”

Fig. 1. Map showing the countries where survey respondents maintain institutional affiliations (green shading).

Fig. 2. Gender (A), age (B), and profession (C) breakdown of survey respondents.

27

During the pandemic

Newsletter, December 2020
As COVID-19 spread across the globe
in early 2020, countries, institutions, and
research sites began to restrict travel and
limit access to facilities and workspaces.
Just over half of individuals (56%) responded that they were sufficiently able to close
down and cease research activities prior to
local restrictions and shutdowns.

“We had to cancel an
experiment partway through
and euthanize the animals
before the study
could be completed.”
The majority of individuals responded
that COVID-19 had not affected their fund-

Fig. 3. Primary categories of how survey respondents
felt that COVID-19 had affected their herpetological research.

ing (56%), likely due to funds previously being allocated for 2020. For those individuals

Regardless of the exact method in which

who responded that funding had changed

COVID-19 has affected research projects,
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demic conditions (Fig. 4).

fected (e.g., project extensions, additional
funds secured). When trying to understand
how research projects have been affected
by COVID-19, most respondents provided
answers that fell into one of three main
categories: reduced or withdrawn funding
(26%), increased research or logistical difficulties (16%), or no research travel or site
access (58%; Fig. 3).

“It is difficult to decide what
actions are safe and which
aren't. It's a hard time to navigate if fieldwork should be
continued or if it is better to
adapt and take up different
priorities.”
28

Fig. 4. Percentage reduction in the amount of daily
work survey respondents were able to accomplish
compared to pre-pandemic conditions.
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Respondents indicated that the most

of teaching, field research, and laboratory

beneficial way to lessen or ameliorate the

research changing, 64% of individuals re-

negative effects of the pandemic on their

sponded that it has been difficult balanc-

career would be through additional finan-

ing these responsibilities despite 52% of

cial support (76%). Support of individuals

individuals stating that they have access to

outside of their professional employers was

adequate resources to conduct their pro-

also investigated. In response to the pan-

fessional responsibilities. It is possible that

demic, individuals suggested that scientif-

the difficulty of balancing research and

ic societies and professional organizations

teaching expectations during a pandemic

increase funding opportunities (36%), offer
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ing that COVID-19 will impact their careers .
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“The inability to carry out
planned fieldwork will delay
results, and if funding is not
extended, it will impact the
quality of our study.”

offer personal resources to help manage
life during a pandemic (16%; Fig. 5).
The majority of respondents (80%) indicated that travel restrictions associated
with COVID-19 have prevented individuals from attending research events such
as conferences, seminars, and workshops.
When asked if these events had been replaced with virtual or online options, 48%
indicated they had been, and 70% indicated that these virtual or online options were
helpful . Given the responses from this survey were collected from July to November,
we suspect that events at the start of this
global pandemic were cancelled and that
those events in the latter months of 2020
have had time to transition to virtual or online formats.

Fig. 5. Suggested categories for how scientific societies
and professional organizations could help herpetologists in response to the COVID-19 pandemic.

“On one hand it is easier to
attend. On the other hand, it
is difficult to focus when one
is at home with home life
and other obligations.”
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Despite challenges associated with managing professional and personal responsibilities during COVID-19, 86% of individuals

“I was writing more
than ever.”

responded that the pandemic has provided
novel opportunities, with the most wide-
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the pandemic, 18% responded that they
had started writing a new manuscript, 6%
responded that they had started and submitted a new paper, 24% had submitted
one or more manuscripts, and 29% had
not yet submitted a paper (Fig. 6). Papers
that had been worked on primarily were
research papers (77%) but also included review papers (8%) and short notes (16%).

Fig. 7. Answers from survey respondents when asked
what arrangements they would like to see continued
in the future.

“As a group leader I find it
difficult to discern who works
better from home and who
needs more oversight.”
Fig. 6. Answers from survey respondents when asked if
they have been writing during the pandemic.
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particularly those involving disrupted fieldwork. Respondents were united in recording reduced work output, most likely linked
to a large number of people also detailing the difficulties of balancing new and/
or changing responsibilities and work ing

The COVID-19 pandemic and the sub-
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of how the initial pandemic response affected herpetologists globally. As anticipated, the survey showed the pandemic
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“…I was unable to attend a
conference in Australia because of the cost, but the
switch to virtual made it affordable.”

COVID-19 on careers and research projects,

