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Our exploration of faculty burnout and well-being begins with the experience of a SUNY faculty member 
that highlights both the individual and institutional attempts to deal with faculty and staff well-being and 
possible issues of burnout. As part of an initiative to address faculty and staff well-being on campus and 
in their departments, the faculty member formed and recruited a group of colleagues to act as 
mediators to help address interpersonal conflict between employees. With support from both the 
campus governance structure and the administration, the group set out to reduce the stress of 
employees through conflict mediation.  While the campus initiated the faculty member’s pilot program 
and provided some aid to the conflict team including a physical space for the group mediation sessions, 
the campus’s commitment to its employees would be limited due to bureaucratic and administrative 
roadblocks. As one might expect, providing a space where staff and faculty talk about social problems 
and conflict led to awkward and painful conversation and resulted in some participants crying during 
these sessions. However, when the faculty member petitioned the campus supply office to fund tissues 
for meetings, he was met with a surprising denial because, as explained by the office, “Tissues are for 
students only!”    

Faculty and staff provide students with a myriad of services that rely on emotional labor. Hochschild 
(2012) argues that this labor requires employees to manage their emotions in social interactions to 
produce a desired effect in their clients, customers, and fellow employees that lead to the possibility of 
frustration and burnout. As teachers, advisors, and administrators of campus living, student learning, 
and promoting student well-being, employees of SUNY face job stressors that in the normal course of 
everyday work require day to day work that is often invisible, not compensated, and/or undervalued. 
Despite its importance in supporting student well-being and institutional goals, the accumulated impact 
on employees often putting the needs of their students before their own already has ensured that 
faculty and staff are vulnerable to issues of burnout. With added outside stressors including institutional 
decline, the COVID pandemic, and other challenges faced by the academy, faculty burnout becomes 
more likely and was often overlooked or minimized as we continued to prioritize the needs of students 
or institutional initiatives. Over the past decade, higher education in general, and SUNY campuses 
specifically, have begun to address issues of student well-being, including providing services and 
resources to help students deal with a growing mental health crisis, but little has been initiated to give 
needed care to those who provide the often first line care – the faculty and staff. It is only recently that 
there has been such a discussion on how these initiatives and the day-to-day work of employees create 
a perfect storm, leading to the front-line carers experiencing their own issues of burnout and crisis. This 
paper explores how meeting such challenges is imperative to create a work environment where both 
students and employees can thrive.  
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Background  
The COVID-19 pandemic significantly impacted nearly all aspects of society, including higher 
education. Universities experienced abrupt changes as students were sent home, classrooms fell silent, 
campuses became dormant, and teaching transitioned from in-person to remote delivery. The gradual 
return to face-to-face instruction across all 64 campuses of the State University of New York (SUNY) 
system introduced stressors not only to students, but also to faculty and staff. During this transition, 
service delivery remained in the range of fully in-person to fully remote, and many shades between. 
This period highlighted diverse challenges, as outlined by the Association for the Study of Higher 
Education COVID-19 Impact Statement (McClure et al., 2023), which was developed by a task force of 
12 higher education professionals to address critical areas of concern.  

While the pandemic’s impact on the student experience has been extensively documented, this paper 
focuses on the experiences of faculty and staff. At the pandemic’s onset, faculty and staff assumed 
roles that were significantly expanded in scope. Above and beyond the expectations of sustaining 
educational delivery, faculty and staff found themselves providing emotional support and guidance to 
students in off-campus settings, often under conditions of considerable strain (Bettencourt et al., 2023; 
Cho & Brassfield, 2022). Faculty and staff were compelled to adapt to virtual teaching formats and 
technologies, often with minimal training or prior expertise. Even upon “returning to campus,” certain 
courses remained remote; others transitioned to fundamentally altered classroom settings. Faculty and 
staff managed physical environments under evolving infection control protocols and personal protective 
equipment requirements, and their availability was extended to accommodate the needs of the 
learners. Additionally, as the primary points of contact for students, faculty and staff faced elevated 
workload expectations (Bettencourt et al., 2023), coupled with the concerns of the fiscal health of the 
institutions (Cho & Brassfield, 2022). These responsibilities, compounded with pre-existing workloads, 
frequently affected faculty and staff physical and mental health, resulting in heightened stress levels 
and burnout (McClure et al., 2023; Walton, 2022).  

The Gallup poll conducted prior to the pandemic identified five common factors contributing to 
workplace burnout: unfair treatment, excessive workload, poorly defined roles, inadequate 
communication from management, and excessive time demands (Wigert & Agrawal, 2018), all of which 
were likely exacerbated by the pandemic’s challenges. McClure (2021) explored faculty and staff 
burnout and morale on campuses nationwide, documenting time constraints, technology adaptation 
issues, and persistent health and safety concerns. He encapsulated these challenges with an ironic 
observation: “Let’s say we’re not just physically and emotionally depleted, but we question whether our 
institutions have our best interests at heart” (McClure, 2021).  

During the pandemic, institutional priorities predominantly centered on the physical health of campus 
stakeholders, the mental health of students, and the financial stability of higher education institutions 
(Kelchen, Ritter, & Webber, 2021). However, discussions addressing the well-being of faculty and staff 
who provided daily engagement with students appeared to be limited. To capture the experiences of 
these individuals, the Ethics and Institutional Integrity Committee of the SUNY University Faculty 
Senate (USF-EIIC) examined questions related to faculty and staff well-being and burnout through the 
lens of Pragmatic Ethical Principlism. Our questions addressed two major aspects: to “seek the well-
being of all stakeholders” and to “minimize harm” (Fitz-Gibbon, 2025). Accordingly, the USF-EIIC 
designed and distributed a survey to assess the well-being and burnout experiences of faculty and 
staff.  
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For the purposes of this survey:  

Well-being for professors and university professionals encompasses a state of fulfillment and balance. 
One may experience:  

• intellectual stimulation,  
• emotional satisfaction,  
• professional accomplishment,  
• healthy work-life integration.  

Burnout for professors and university professionals is a state of acute and ongoing stress and 
exhaustion. One may experience:  

• emotional fatigue,   
• cynicism towards academic responsibilities,  
• disengagement,  
• diminished sense of personal accomplishment and effectiveness.  

Methodology 
This three-year study employed both qualitative and quantitative research methods strategies to survey 
faculty and staff of SUNY to ascertain their attitudes and feelings of control over work, equity in their 
workload, work and life balance, and how they perceive factors that may impact how they accomplish 
and feel about their work on campus. In Fall 2022, the UFS Ethics Committee (hereafter identified as 
The Committee) compiled a list of five open questions (see Appendix 1) to administer to the Committee 
members’ home campuses including: Morrisville, Oswego, Plattsburgh, and University of Buffalo. 
These preliminary questions were sent to 10 campus leaders for both staff and faculty, including 
campus governance leaders, union leaders and representatives, and other campus leaders, to 
ascertain their attitudes about the COVID campus strategy, faculty and staff burnout, administrative 
responses to the pandemic and faculty burnout, and any initiatives taken to address faculty burnout. 
The Committee also reviewed the climate survey of 2021 at SUNY Empire and SUNY Cobleskill. 

Preliminary findings from interviews and campus climate surveys found that most campus leaders 
recognized that while the pandemic led to stressful work environments, most were not critical of 
campus initiatives and that faculty and staff recognized the extraordinary circumstances and felt all 
members of the community did the best they could in a very difficult, ever-changing crisis. Leaders and 
faculty and staff representatives did note that they were very concerned about faculty and staff well-
being and issues of burnout and that initiatives addressing such concerns on these campuses were 
mostly in the planning phase if campuses were doing anything at all.  Faculty and staff retention was at 
the height of the concern as external factors on campuses as well as possible links to the pandemic 
were seeing large numbers of faculty and staff leaving positions that were not necessarily being 
replaced.   

In Spring 2024, building from both the interview data and climate surveys, the Committee formulated a 
survey with both closed and open questions to better assess how faculty and staff across the system 
were feeling related to well-being and burnout. Additional issues touched upon included attitudes about 
work life balance, employee perceptions of their satisfaction and control over their work responsibilities, 
workload equity, attitudes towards supervisors and administrative, SUNY system initiatives, and finally 
their attitudes about whether staff and faculty burnout are individual or institutional responsibilities (see 
Appendix 2). We also gathered demographic information, including campus type, years at institution, 
and other social identities which we believed might correlate with faculty and staff experiences on 
campus.  
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The survey opened in the Fall of 2023 but received limited responses, mostly coming from links 
distributed by individual committee members to their home campuses. In Spring 2024, the UFS 
president provided a UFS wide announcement to increase participation across all sectors in SUNY; this 
effort yielded over six hundred responses. While response rate improved, results were skewed by 
sector, with the majority of responses returned from the University Centers and Comprehensives, with 
few responses coming from the Technical and Statutory Sectors. In the Fall plenary of 2024, the Ethics 
Committee chair made one final call to UFS Senators to distribute the survey. This yielded a total of 
1035 completed surveys. Data analysis on both closed and open questions began in January 2025. 
There were four open-ended questions that yielded between 500-675 responses. Questions were 
individually coded to explore themes and trends. Themes were then compared across the qualitative 
response prompts and the core survey questions. Finally, the data were analyzed through software to 
comprehensively compare answers to a new category “pressure to do more with less.” These analyses, 
in sum, permitted investigation into intersections between the qualitative data and preliminary 
interviews. Qualitative trends/themes were, in part, identified using Microsoft 365 CoPilot, which also 
provided representative quotations from each trend/theme identified.  

Data Findings  
 The data from both preliminary interviews and more comprehensive surveys confirmed national data 
on faculty and staff well-being. SUNY employees were feeling both internal and external pressures that 
led to increased workloads, feelings of lack of control, fatigue, and increased sense of cynicism across 
multiple sectors within the SUNY system. While the survey was not a scientifically representative 
sample of all types of staff and faculty throughout the SUNY organization, the number of survey 
responses produced a broad range of both faculty and staff across the sectors which represented 
diversity in those who completed the survey. As clear divides between faculty and staff became very 
apparent during the COVID crisis, another goal of the Committee was to ensure that professional staff 
were represented in the results. Figures 1-7 provide a snapshot of the over 1000 faculty and staff 
respondents across SUNY. Our survey had an almost perfect split between faculty and librarians 
(49.4%) and professional staff (50.6%). Across the sectors we did have representation across all SUNY 
sectors, with the majority of responses returned from the Comprehensive Sector (53.3%), University 
Centers (18.1%), and Tech Colleges (13.7). Health Centers (8.5%) and Statutory and Specialized1 
(6.1%) campuses made up the final 15% of surveys. The survey also included a representative 
distribution of those across ranks for faculty and librarians and across sectors for Professional 
Staff (Figures 3 and 4). The survey responses also represented a near perfect division for years of 
service to the campus (Figure 5). Employees identifying as women made up most of the survey 
respondents (60.6%) as opposed to those who identify as men (31.7%) or identify as non-binary 
(2.2%), other (0.4%) or preferred not to answer (5.1%) (Figure 6). Most responders were employees 
who identify as white or Caucasian (79.3%) followed by Asian or Asian American (5.3%), 
Hispanic/Latino/Latina (4.5%), Black/African or African American (3.9%), and Indigenous/Native 
American (1.1%) (Figure 7).   
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Figure 1  

 

Figure 2 

 

Figure 3 
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Figure 4 

 

Figure 5 

 

Figure 6 
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Figure 7  

 
COVID Pandemic, Administrative Response and Faculty Well-being and Burnout  
Responses in short interviews and surveys demonstrated that during the pandemic increased faculty 
and staff workload disrupted campus life in significant ways; however, faculty and staff believe that 
campuses adapted in appropriate ways. Figure 8 demonstrates that survey responders really believed 
campus initiatives to have been appropriate at supporting students, faculty, and staff during the 
pandemic. On a 5-point, interval scale anchored between “not effective [1]” to “highly effective [5],” the 
vast majority (88.8%) voted between 3 to 5 with almost 20% of responses believing that campus 
initiatives were rated as highly effective. Only 3.1% of respondents ranked initiatives as not effective at 
all. When asked about direct campus support to faculty and staff on individual campus (Figure 9), 
results were less enthusiastic as on a five-point scale from “very poor” to “excellent.” Responses from 3 
to 5 dropped to 76.7% with “excellent” moving down to 15.1% and “very poor” yielding 7.1%. From 
interviews with campus leaders and staff representatives, it is evident that many on campus recognized 
that 2020-2021 was a stressful, unique challenge to the workload and was likely outside of the control 
of campus administration.  

Figure 8: 1 = “Not Effective” to 5 = “Highly Effective” 
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Figure 9: 1 = “Very Poor” to 5 = “Excellent” 

 

The pandemic led to increased stress and affected employees’ ability to conduct their work, but for the 
most part respondents believed that policies and administration did their best in a bad situation. By 
2024, most responders (50.4) did report that the pandemic did not impact or only slightly impacted their 
sense of control over daily workload. However, almost 10% did find that the pandemic extremely 
impacted their work (Figure 10). Thus, while the direct toll of the pandemic may have shaped teaching 
practices, research, and other factors in daily workload, most respondents associate issues of control 
and perhaps burnout today to conditions in the aftermath of the COVID crisis, and do not necessarily 
feel that pandemic initiatives are to blame.  

Figure 10: 1 = “Did Not Impact” to 5 = “Extremely Impacted” 

 
Faculty and Staff Feelings of Loss of Control and Internal Contributors to Burnout  

While faculty and staff do not attribute the pandemic itself with impacting well-being and contributing to 
burnout during the crisis and shutdowns, faculty and staff reported high levels of burnout and credited it 
to several factors that either resulted from or were related to the pandemic. First, the high levels of 
faculty and staff turnover after the crisis and subsequent financial crisis at some of the institutions were 
reported to have led to higher workloads for our respondents.  Preliminary interviews with campus 
leaders found that many staff and faculty representatives were concerned about how hiring freezes 
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both during and post pandemic were contributing to those who stayed being forced to do more with less 
in order to continue to serve students and meet individual campus needs. Figures 11 and 12 illustrate 
that a majority of respondents were experiencing both, with 74% of respondents reporting an increase 
in workload due to fewer employees, and pressure to make up for the loss with fewer resources to do 
so. Additionally, 76% of respondents reported they often (31.1%) or always (45.3%) felt pressured to do 
more with less, with less than 10% reporting they never (3.3%) or only occasionally (6.4%) feeling this 
way. When coding all four questions to find themes related to faculty and staff operationalized concerns 
(e.g. doing more with less), we analyzed 629 responses related to feelings of these pressures. First, 
over 169 respondents associated this pressure with the lack of physical infrastructure and support from 
campus services. Thus, respondents expressed concern with inadequate or declining physical 
infrastructure, reduced HR and IT support, and a pressure to retain students without the services to do 
so. The respondents further conveyed that there was a significant lack of both on campus and SUNY 
leadership’s understanding of the problems faced by both faculty and staff. For example, one faculty 
member noted, “Refusal of administrators to take a turn in teaching to see what front line is really like. 
Ignoring reality of increasingly unprepared and non-resilient students.” This pressure impacted both 
faculty and staff, as one observed, “The continual push to retain students and provide emotional 
support to students is a major contributor. The push from supervisors and the library director to do more 
with less (and sometimes with nothing) is frustrating.” This perceived (or explicit) force to do more with 
less, coupled with the lack of filling open positions, led to many reporting feelings of increased loss of 
control over their work and increased feelings of burnout. Those affected reported that they felt that 
expertise to do jobs by both faculty and staff were being inhibited by expectations of their campus and 
SUNY to continue to conduct ‘business as usual.’  

In addition to the perceptions of more work and less support, respondents were also very aware that 
increasing workloads were not equitably distributed amongst their colleagues and thus contributed to 
even more frustration. Figure 13 depicts how our respondents perceived how equitable their workloads 
were with their colleagues. Most respondents (61.5%) described their campus workload expectations 
among colleagues as highly (26.8%) or moderately (34.7%) inequitable, whereas only 14.1% described 
it as moderately (10.7%) or extremely (3.4%) equitable. Moreover, in the qualitative responses of all 
four questions, this also emerged as a theme, as many noted the price of doing emotional labor that 
included either underfunded or uncompensated work. This theme was again present in all four 
questions as both faculty and staff noted campus policies were perceived as unfair in terms of what 
work was compensated. Many noted that those without tenure and long-term contracts were the most 
vulnerable to exploitation and whose work was most likely to be underfunded or non-funded at all. 
Many also reported doing extra work due to either lack of staff or taking on additional roles to cover 
others who were not meeting service responsibilities. Many of these underfunded administrative tasks 
were occurring while other work areas were increasing. As one respondent noted “More responsibility 
and more paperwork (and more waiting for paperwork process to be completed) because everyone is 
short staffed and overworked.” 

At the heart of well-being and the stressors that lead to burnout, employees’ feelings of a sense of 
control over their work are paramount. Our respondents connected the increase of work in inequitable 
ways as leading to a decline in their ability to control the quality and quantity of work. Figure 14 
summarizes how respondents felt about the connection between increased work and control over 
responsibilities.  When asked about how their increased workload has impacted their feelings over 
control over their responsibilities on a 5-point interval scale anchored between “not at all” and 
“extremely,” 14.5% reported it had no (5.5%) or minimal effect (9%) whereas 58.7% reported that it had 
extreme (21.1%) or somewhat significant (37.6%) impact. When prompted to explain in what ways their 
feelings of control had been affected, 505 respondents reported increased stress, fatigue, and 
sometimes a total loss of control over their workload. As one responded noted, “I have been 
experiencing burnout recently, so right now I do not have the mental capacity to answer this question.” 
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Most respondents reported that their work/life balance was either highly impacted or didn’t exist at all. 
This was intertwined with responses of not being able to say no to extra work, even when it is optional. 
Many also described feelings of always being behind at work, taking work home on off hours and 
weekends, and a growing sense that their work was no longer completed in a competent way. As one 
faculty responded, “As the volume of teaching/advising responsibilities increases, I feel like I am losing 
control over the quality of my work. I am starting to let things go easy.” As with increasing stress and 
burnout, the impacts on the individual employees mirrored what we see in the literature on emotional 
labor and faculty burnout nationally. Respondents reported increased levels of stress and anxiety, 
losing sleep, an impact on family and work relationships, and finally, many were contemplating either 
leaving or retiring early.   

Figure 11  

 

Figure 12 
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Figure 13: 1 = “Highly Inequitable” to 5 = “Highly Equitable” 

 
Figure 14: 1 = “Not At All” to 5 = “Extremely” 

 
Faculty Well-Being and Burnout Related to Internal Campus Administrative Decisions 
and Leadership  

In order to ascertain how much faculty and staff increased stress and burnout was related to internal 
campus decisions, policies, and relationships with leadership within the campus, we asked respondents 
a series of questions about their perceptions of decisions and policies promoted by department leaders, 
supervisors, and higher administration. Although increased workload may relate to external factors like 
the COVID pandemic (see next section) that are beyond employees’ control, campus leadership has 
the potential to play a mediating role that supports faculty and staff and can therefore reduce their 
employees’ stress and potential for burnout.  

During the COVID pandemic, both faculty and staff campus leaders we interviewed as well as the 
survey respondents did not see leadership and pandemic policies as a contributor to burnout and 
indeed credited their campus leadership as being mostly supportive and protective of both faculty and 
staff. Figures 15-17 show that these feelings were relatively short lived. Survey results demonstrate that 
there is a growing perception that staff well-being is not a priority on their individual campuses. 
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Respondents reported that they perceive administrative leaders as not listening to, or failing to 
consider, the well-being of their employees in much of their decision making. Figure 15 summarizes 
respondents’ reaction to a general scale of how they perceive leaders being aware and understanding 
of faculty and staff well-being, using a 5-point interval scale anchored between “seldom or not at all” 
and “always.” Only 2.4% of those responding reported they believe leaders always understand and take 
into consideration the well-being of their faculty and staff, and another 12.7% believe “often or mostly.” 
Almost 30% believed administration never or seldom understand or take into consideration, and 
another 30% believed they only somewhat do. In addition, 84.3% (Figure 16) believe that leaders in 
upper management made decisions that were not in the best interest of their faculty and staff. Figure 17 
also explores perceptions on whether campus administration listens to and hears respondents and 
responds to the respondent’s concerns with very similar results:   52.7% of respondents believe 
administration seldom listens to concerns (30.4%) or doesn’t listen to or hear at all (22.3%). Very few 
(17.4%) of respondents reported that administrators often (14.1%) or always (3.3%) do.  

Figure 15: 1 = “Seldom or Not At All” to 5 = “Always”  

 
Figure 16 
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Figure 17: 1 = “Seldom or Not At All” to 5 = “Always” 

 
When exploring the open responses to these questions, faculty and staff often gave different concerns 
that connected in similar ways. First, both faculty and staff seemed to feel most initiatives on the 
campus (and some from SUNY System Administration, see below) resulted in more work to make up 
budget shortfalls, increase student retention, recruit new students, and to deal with student needs 
ranging from advising to increased mental health support. Faculty also reported that changes to course 
caps, increased service and administrative work including assessment, new pressure to secure 
external funding, increased online offerings and services, reduced digital equity issues, and shifting 
programs to attract new interest were also decisions that were making their work more difficult and 
often required skills they didn’t feel they could utilize. As time is a finite resource, the unintended 
consequence of these pressures led to reduced time dedicated to teaching, research, departmental 
service, and meeting tenure trajectory expectations. Staff added that they were directed to do more 
work with little or no supervision or guidance. As one staff noted, “Unable to decline additional 
responsibilities, no guidance on expectations of the result, just what the result must be.” Both faculty 
and staff reported that their administration were creating policies and decisions around how funding 
was allocated with a lack of transparency that was setting them up for failure. In addition, staff felt often 
they could not report concerns at all without fear of retribution, as many were at-will employees whose 
jobs were at the discretion of the very same supervisors to whom they report.  

Second, declining infrastructure was a problem on some campuses. Staff and faculty reported that they 
were asked to work in what they perceived as “crumbling infrastructure,” unsafe working environments 
(due to pandemic exposure risk and issues like mold), requirements to shift to online instruction often 
on a moment’s notice, and increased work to transform teaching materials to meet digital equity 
requirements. As one faculty noted, “It often feels as though the place is held together by hot glue and 
prayers.” Respondents also noted that these concerns impact the digital world with content delivery and 
virtual engagement. They stated that they observed staffing crises in information technology (IT staff 
constitute a group who also likely experienced a direct impact from the near-immediate change to 
online offerings). New software shifts often require both faculty and staff to rely on IT assistance. Many 
reported that such technical support was often inadequate or fully lacking.  

Finally, many respondents were frustrated with administrative decisions that prioritized resources 
supporting only certain programs and offices on campus, athletic programs, and increased 
nonacademic student services that they felt either detracted or undervalued their work or made them 
feel unappreciated. In addition, many reported that their campus administrative positions had expanded 
significantly over the past decade and that this was leaving fewer resources for faculty and staff 
positions critical to students and at the same time felt campus priorities only supported administration 
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positions during budgetary crises. Both faculty and staff felt left out of much of the decision making on 
their campuses even when they felt they could help, as noted, “Decisions are made without input from 
faculty/staff who have much knowledge to contribute.”   Moreover, more frustration occurred when 
faculty and staff saw resources spent in fields and offices that are not theirs such as in STEM or 
Business programs, while their departments continue to be understaffed with fewer resources. They felt 
that the services their programs provided to both students and other colleagues went unnoticed and 
uncompensated. Thus, faculty and staff were left feeling that the policies made by their campus 
leadership did not help to mitigate mounting stresses, anxieties, and eventual burnout since the COVID 
crisis.  

Faculty Well-Being and Burnout Related to Campus External Factors  

In addition to local campus initiatives, policies, and leadership responding to issues that impact faculty 
well-being and burnout, we believed it was important to explore how external factors such as falling 
budgets and the predicted demographic cliff/enrollment crisis lurk below the surface and feed the stress 
and anxiety reported by faculty and staff. One would expect that leadership and decision-making at 
struggling campuses that prioritize reducing deficits would have higher levels of stress and anxiety on 
the employees who see their everyday concerns minimized. In other words, do higher levels of faculty 
and staff burnout reflect the fact that they were employed on campuses facing financial crisis which, in 
turn, then increases their perceptions of lack of leadership support?  Figure 18 reflects that our 
respondents did come from a variety of campuses. Responses varied widely related to the question of 
perceived financial stability of the campus. In a 5-point interval scale anchored between “not at all 
confident” and “extremely confident,” 34.9% reported they were not confident at all, where 16.3% were 
only somewhat confident, 18.6% responded as neither confident nor not confident, and 33.6% 
expressed that they were very confident (23.4%) or extremely confident (10.2%) in the fiscal health of 
their campus. However, from the open responses it was clear that many of the faculty and staff were 
responding to a perceived crisis that may or may not be directly related to financial stability. Many 
reported that they were directed to more work due to enrollment crisis, were required to dedicate 
additional time to recruitment and retention, and experienced an increased number of policies that 
required more online work and training. Many discussed the financial crisis as being the reason that 
staff and faculty lines were not filled and that their workload increased. One such respondent captured 
the essence of this question: “My overwhelming workload prohibits me from effectively performing job 
duties. I constantly have to pivot to the newest crisis, which does not allow me to finish my work or stop 
the last crisis!”  

Figure 18: 1 = “Not At All Confident” to 5 = “Extremely Confident”   
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As addressed above, faculty and staff also reported a significant increase in their workload due to 
campus initiatives and goals that were instituted without consulting faculty and staff and whose 
concerns were minimized or not addressed. Some of these initiatives were directed not on campus but 
by SUNY System Administration. Respondents were concerned at the unfortunate timing of new 
General Education requirements being implemented at the same time as new software implementation 
of Brightspace during the post COVID years. These initiatives, coupled with stressors already present, 
as well as the increase in hybrid and online course offerings, resulted in a rise in workload creep and 
frustration. Further, new initiatives to promote equity, diversity, and inclusion, while supported by the 
respondents, led to even more new work requirements that were often initiated without inadequate 
resources to support faculty and staff. Figure 19 shows that a supermajority of faculty and staff (78.8%) 
believe that their workload has increased due to institutional expectations that respondents in open 
questions recognized came from both campus and SUNY System Administration.  

Figure 19  

 

The committee was curious to see how respondents believed that both SUNY and their campuses 
related important information about faculty/staff well-being and on campus. Figure 20 represents results 
related to the effectiveness of campus communication, using a 5-point interval scale anchored between 
“very poor” and “excellent.” Over a third of respondents (37.8%) rated the communication of SUNY 
System Administration and individual campuses as very poor (13.5%), or poor (24.3%), and 
approximately a quarter of respondents rated communication as excellent (4.6%) and very good 
(20.4%). Dissatisfaction of communication ranged in all four open questions as a reason for growing 
concerns with control over work. Leadership making decisions that did not appear to take into 
consideration the well-being of faculty and staff further contributed to feelings of burnout. Faculty and 
staff respondents across all four questions ranked the lack of communication about important issues to 
well-being and burnout as a significant contributor to stress. As one respondent noted “lack of 
transparency… continuous changes in policies that cause confusion.”  Many felt that institutional 
priorities were expressed, but that information behind those initiatives was hidden in communications 
from both SUNY System Administration and their local campuses. This was particularly true in times of 
budget crisis. They often felt they got too many emails, announcements, and imitative launches, but not 
enough real information on how to do their jobs and how they can help solve the crisis. This lack of 
meaningful communication was very frustrating and demoralizing. Many felt they could not handle any 
more crisis emails.  
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Figure 20: 1 = “Very Poor” to 5 = “Excellent”  

  
Whose Role is It? Responsibility of Promoting Faculty and Staff Well-being and 
Preventing Burnout  

We concluded our survey with a question to our respondents as to who is responsible for faculty and 
staff well-being. Figure 21 shows that most rejected that responsibility rested solely on either the 
individual (3.1%) or the institution (3.9%), with 82% believing it is a combination of both: 24.3% believed 
this was more the responsibility of the individual than the institution, 37.3% believed it was equally 
shared between the individual and the institution, and 20.4% believed that was more the responsibility 
of the institution. The 635 responses reflected that most responders certainly acknowledged that 
individuals and the institution mutually reinforced each other for the betterment of the employee and the 
individual. One faculty expressed this relationship as follows,   

The attitude and aptitude that I bring to my work is critical to my well-being. I actively seek out 
professional development opportunities related to work-life balance; I seek out mentors and 
provide mentorship to others; I have cultivated friendships at work; I have an active life outside 
of work; I take joy in my teaching and scholarship; I am active in the national professional 
organization for my discipline. All of these things are critical to my well-being and to my 
awareness of how my institution compares to others. Collegiality in my department and 
collaboration with many wonderful senior colleagues across campus have made me quite happy 
in my work. I expect the college to support my well-being in three ways: by ensuring me a 
reasonable workload, by taking faculty concerns into consideration with decisions that impact 
our work, and by respecting faculty autonomy and self-determination in teaching and research.  

Many other staff and faculty noted the importance that faculty and staff have an important role in setting 
healthy boundaries, saying no to extra service, and better controlling their work life balance. 
Respondents regularly described this responsibility as “shared,” “both,” “equal,” “mutual,” and “team.” 
Even those who thought well-being was primarily the individual’s responsibility pointed out that the 
institution had a vested interest in seeing that employees were not burning out.  
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Figure 21: 1 = “Solely Individual” to 5 = “Solely Institution”  

 

Unfortunately, while most of our respondents communicated the dialectic of institutional and individual 
responsibilities of employee well-being and preventing burnout, most of the comments noted that their 
individual campuses, and to some extent SUNY as a whole, were not meeting their unspoken 
obligations related to well-being, and the burden instead shifted to the individual.  As one faculty 
member wrote, “20+ years of the Institution doing next to nothing to support my well-being has taught 
me to accept their position and be more proactive in taking care of it myself.”   Even on campuses 
where faculty well-being concerns were being addressed, they were addressed more at the individual 
level. Programs that promote work-life balance focused on individual solutions like “self-care,” fitness 
classes and programs that many felt not only missed the burden of stress in their work lives but added 
more “work” to the workday. One staffer wrote, “As one of my colleagues put it, ‘the best thing this 
institution could do to improve work-life balance is to stop sending us emails about work-life balance.’”  

Many reported that crises at both the individual campus and state levels, in fact, created more stress 
than any individual campus or individual employee could handle alone. As one faculty member 
lamented:  

In the end, the individual is responsible for their own well-being. You can choose to look for 
another job in a different college, profession, or industry. The cabinet, president, and 
administrators have a responsibility to the well-being of the college and if there is high turnover 
due to difficult work conditions, they owe it to everyone as well as themselves to investigate the 
core reasons and do something about it or the whole campus suffers. They need to reach out to 
and work with core constituents to come up with solutions. The unions have to understand as 
well that their primary responsibility is to ensure that there is a place of employment for its 
members first ahead of salary and benefits. Given the Draconian conditions that SUNY has 
been imposing on campuses - scaled back funding in prior decades but imposing tuition caps - 
unions must understand the hard choices that college administrators have to make and be 
willing to work with administration to come up with effective strategies to keep the colleges alive 
so that we all have a place to work, build relationships with our coworkers, and provide for our 
families. As Lincoln said, “A house divided against itself cannot stand”. Unions will not provide 
better benefits for its members if they cannot work with administration to resolve tough issues 
and college will fold if administrators cannot communicate challenges effectively to their 
constituents and do not constructively seek solutions from all employees. I feel like a rift has 
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developed between our administrators and faculty due to the pressure from SUNY and declining 
statewide college enrollment. All sides need to get past their own self-interests and defensive 
postures and work together for the good of all.  

Finally, many respondents expressed significant skepticism that there was any help on the way, and 
that the only solution was to either exit the institution or further reduce their work obligations to protect 
individual mental health. Another staff member stated, “There is only so much I can do. If work is being 
heaped on with no relief, then the only other answer is to quit or retire. We are all burned out. We need 
help. I wish I saw help coming.”  Many of the faculty and staff believed that their institutions could use 
policies such as hiring more staff or faculty to provide support but leadership either couldn’t, due to 
financial restraints, or were choosing to put those resources to students’ needs or programs.  Many saw 
this as the real crisis of the institution, as without faculty and staff who are committed and excited by 
their work, students and institutional goals would suffer. Another noted “My well-being is entirely my 
responsibility which is why I will QUIT if things do not improve. I am actively considering alternative 
career paths. Higher Ed no longer represents something that I am excited about. A lot of us are fed up 
and disgusted. I do not want to work at an online school; it is embarrassing. Expect a mass exodus of 
employees to accompany the enrollment cliff.”  

In summary, the Committee found that our respondents across SUNY are experiencing anxiety and 
reporting feelings of burnout. They do not perceive these trends as being related solely to the COVID 
pandemic, but as related to changing initiatives and crises faced on their individual campuses and in 
SUNY as an institution. Unlike during the pandemic, there is an increase of skepticism that 
administrative policies and campus leaders are promoting faculty and staff well-being despite having a 
vested interest in doing so. Faculty and staff acknowledge there are structural constraints and outside 
forces that are shaping their institutions and leaders that may inhibit response to their concerns and 
continue to feel that they are not getting the full picture of how to move forward. While faculty and staff 
do not deny their individual roles in maintaining their own well-being, they feel as if they are in a crisis 
that prevents them from doing so.  

While our survey is not representative of all faculty and staff throughout the system, the diversity of our 
respondents and the overwhelming responses point to a growing emergency of faculty and staff in 
burnout that could further jeopardize the mission of higher education, SUNY as an institution, as well as 
the initiatives of individual campus. However, as faculty and staff are burned out, calling it a crisis is 
probably not in the best interest, as one respondent noted, “I can’t work through another crisis without 
finishing the three I am currently in!”   

Ethical Analysis: A Pragmatic Ethical Principlism (PEP) 
Framework 
The survey presented in this white paper documents significant strain on the well-being of faculty and 
staff at state-operated and statutory campuses across the SUNY system in the years following COVID-
19. These empirical findings raise a set of normative questions. How should institutions understand 
their responsibilities toward those whose daily work sustains the mission of public higher education? 
What ethical framework can guide campuses in responding to ongoing stressors that have outlasted 
the emergency period of the pandemic? The SUNY University Faculty Senate Ethics and Institutional 
Integrity Committee addresses these questions using Pragmatic Ethical Principlism (PEP) as its guiding 
framework. 
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1. Pragmatic Ethical Principlism (PEP) as a SUNY-Based Practical Ethics Model 
Pragmatic Ethical Principlism (PEP) is a method of applied ethics developed by Andrew Fitz-Gibbon, 
PhD, FRSA—a SUNY Distinguished Service Professor and Professor of Philosophy, former chair of the 
University Faculty Senate Ethics and Institutional Integrity Committee, and current committee member. 
For several years, the Committee has worked with this developing model to bring clarity, reflective 
reasoning, and consistent ethical grounding to institutional questions facing the SUNY system. 

PEP synthesizes five major ethical traditions—duty, outcome, character, contract, and care—into seven 
practical principles that can guide ethical deliberation in complex contexts such as higher education. 
The principles are not rigid rules but tools, requiring situated judgment and skillful use. They assist 
decision-makers in balancing competing goods, understanding relational responsibilities, and 
examining the consequences of institutional action or inaction. 

The seven principles are: 
1.   Seek the well-being of all concerned 
2.   Minimize harm 
3.   Respect autonomy and bodily integrity 
4.   Make room for personal growth and character development 
5.   Honor relational commitments and agreements 
6.   Act fairly 
7.   Repair that which has been damaged 

PEP is both pragmatic—concerned with what works in practice—and cosmopolitan, drawing insights 
from global and non-literate ethical traditions as well as Western philosophical sources. It remains 
attentive to the unique mission, organizational structure, and public commitments of SUNY. Above all, 
PEP is a practice-based model: institutions become ethical by acting ethically, repeatedly, over time. 

In applying PEP to the COVID-19 well-being data, the Committee uses a structured five-stage process 
that supports thoughtful, transparent, and principled analysis. 

2. The Five-Stage PEP Ethical Model Applied to the Data 
PEP approaches ethical evaluation through five stages: 

(1) Identify the problem; (2) Gather and interpret the facts; (3) Identify the stakeholders; (4) Apply the 
principles; (5) Propose ethically grounded actions. 

Stage 1: Identifying the Ethical Problem 
The primary ethical concern emerging from the data is not simply the adequacy of emergency 
responses during 2020-2021 —respondents largely agreed that campuses acted as appropriately as 
possible. The deeper ethical problem concerns the long-term effects of the pandemic on faculty and 
staff: heightened burnout, workload inequities, diminished autonomy, inconsistent supervisory support, 
and an ongoing sense of being overlooked relative to other institutional priorities. 

These conditions undermine well-being and erode relational trust, both of which are essential to the 
health of a public university. 
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Stage 2: Gathering and Interpreting the Facts 
Survey and interview data indicate: 

•          High burnout levels consistent with national trends. 
•          Persistent feelings of lost control, with 10% reporting extreme impacts. 
•          Sector differences in participation and perception. 
•          Gendered patterns, with women representing the majority of respondents and thereby bearing 

disproportionate strain. 
•          Strong approval of early pandemic responses but lower confidence in ongoing support for faculty 

and staff well-being. 
•          Ambivalence about whether burnout is an individual or institutional responsibility. 

  
These findings are not merely descriptive—they reveal the moral contours of the current working 
environment. 

Stage 3: Identifying the Stakeholders 
Stakeholders include: 

•          Faculty, librarians, and professional staff 
•          Students 
•          Campus leaders and supervisors 
•          SUNY System Administration 
•          The New York State public served by SUNY’s mission 

The ethical question is how responsibilities and burdens are distributed among these groups. 

Stage 4: Applying the Seven PEP Principles 

1.   Seek the well-being of all concerned 
Student well-being and institutional finances received significant attention, but faculty and staff 
well-being did not receive equivalent structural support. 

2.   Minimize harm 
Burnout and inequitable workloads constitute ongoing harm requiring institutional attention. 

3.   Respect autonomy and bodily integrity 
Many respondents reported reduced autonomy regarding workload, modality decisions, and 
expectations beyond normal duties. 

4.   Make room for personal growth and character development 
Burnout diminishes the conditions necessary for intellectual creativity and professional 
flourishing. 

5.   Honor relational commitments and agreements 
SUNY’s mission, collective bargaining structures, and shared governance represent 
commitments that must be tangibly upheld. 

6.   Act fairly 
The gendered distribution and invisible labor burdens raise concerns about fairness across roles 
and identities. 

7.   Repair that which has been damaged 
This principle is critical. Ethical institutions must attend to after-effects, not only emergencies. 
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Stage 5: Proposing Ethically Grounded Actions 
A PEP analysis leads to ethically informed recommendations focused on restoration, fairness, and 
long-term well-being. 

Ethically Grounded Recommendations 
1. Make Faculty and Staff Well-Being an Explicit Institutional Priority 
Parallel to existing commitments to student success, SUNY should articulate and operationalize a 
commitment to the well-being of faculty and professional staff and encourage integration into individual 
campuses’ strategic plans. 

2. Clarify and Normalize Workload Expectations Across Campuses 
Ethical practice requires transparency, predictability, and recognition of invisible labor, including student 
support and DEI work. 

3. Strengthen Supervisor Training in Ethical Leadership 
Supervisors play a significant role in the lived experience of burnout. SUNY should provide ethical 
leadership training which include workload equity, communication, and attention to early warning signs. 

4. Support Restorative Practices to Rebuild Trust 
Using the PEP principle of repair, campuses should facilitate structured conversations about pandemic 
and post-pandemic harms, engaging departments and units in co-creating restorative pathways. 

5. Reinforce Shared Governance and Procedural Autonomy 
Decision-making processes that affect teaching modality, workload, and campus presence must be led 
by faculty and staff. 

6. Develop Long-Term Retention and Career Development Strategies 
Retention and professional flourishing are ethical issues. Campuses should develop mentorship 
structures, equitable advancement opportunities, and supportive climates that promote sustained 
professional growth. 

7. Ensure Equity Across Identities, Roles, and Sectors 
Given the gendered and sectoral patterns, campuses should conduct deeper equity analyses and 
adjust policies accordingly. 

8. Continue System-Wide Data Collection to Track Change Over Time 
SUNY should begin and continue assessment of faculty and staff well-being that is essential for ethical 
reflection and institutional learning. 

Conclusion 
The COVID-19 pandemic placed extraordinary demands on faculty and staff across SUNY. While 
respondents acknowledge that campuses responded as effectively as they could during the crisis, the 
ethical work now lies in addressing the long-lasting impact of those years. Applying Pragmatic Ethical 
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Principlism—developed within SUNY and used by this committee over several years—highlights the 
responsibilities institutions bear in restoring trust, supporting well-being, and repairing what has been 
damaged. 

SUNY has both the opportunity and the ethical obligation to ensure that its campuses become places 
where faculty and staff can genuinely flourish. 
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Appendixes  
Appendix I-Short Interview Questions with Governance Leaders, Union Leaders and 
Representatives, and Staff Representatives 

1. What is your role working with faculty/staff on campus? 
2. What did you observe about how your campus handled faculty and staff concerns during the 

Pandemic years of Spring 2020-Spring 2022?    
3. Since the pandemic, many industries including education, have reported large levels of 

staff/faculty burnout and resignations?   Do you have concerns about these issues on your 
campus? 

4. If yes, what have faculty and staff reported to you or to shared governance mechanisms like 
your local faculty senate or union negotiations? 

5. Has your campus through administrative channels addressed issues of burnout or 
faculty/staff turnover?  If so, how?  

 Appendix II-Survey Questions 
1. What sector is your campus located in: 

·      Comprehensive (Brockport, Buffalo State, Cortland, Empire State, Fredonia, Geneseo, 
New Paltz, Old Westbury, Oneonta, Oswego, Plattsburgh, Potsdam, or Purchase) 

·      Health Sciences (Buffalo, Downstate, Optometry, Stony Brook, Upstate) 
·      Statutory and Specialized (Cornell ALS, Cornell HUM, Cornell IRL, Cornell, VET, 

ESF, Maritime, NYSCC, or SUNY POLY) 
·      Tech Schools (Alfred State, Canton, Cobleskill, Delhi, Farmingdale, or Morrisville) 
·      University Centers (Albany, Binghamton, Buffalo, or Stony Brook) 

2. Are you a faculty member or professional staff member? 
·      Faculty 
·      Professional Staff 

3. If faculty or librarian, which rank? 
·      Contingent (adjunct, part time lecturer, full time lecturer, clinical instructor, or Visiting 

Assistant Professor) 
·      Instructor, non-tenured 
·      Instructor, tenured 
·      Assistant, non-tenured 
·      Assistant, tenured 
·      Associate, non-tenured 
·      Associate, tenured 
·      Full 
·      Distinguished 
·      Other 

4. If answered Other, please specify: 
5. If professional staff, which category? 

·      Academic Affairs, non-permanent 
·      Academic Affairs, permanent 
·      Student Services, non-permanent 
·      Student Services, permanent 
·      Management, non-permanent 
·      Management, permanent 
·      Other 

6. If other, please specify: 
7. How many years have you been at your institution? 
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·      Less than five 
·      Five to ten 
·      Eleven to twenty 
·      Twenty or more 
·      I prefer not to answer 

8. Which group do you identify with? 
·      Men 
·      Women 
·      Non-binary 
·      Other 
·      I prefer not to answer 

9. If answered other, please specify 
10. Which group do you identify with? Select all that apply. 

·      Asian/Asian American 
·      Black/African, African American 
·      Hispanic/Latino/Latina 
·      Indigenous/Native American 
·      White/Caucasian 
·      I prefer not to answer 

11. To what extent do you feel that SUNY’s and your campus’s responses to COVID were 
effective and supported its students, faculty, and staff?  5-point scale 
1-Not at all effective 
5-Highly effective 

12. How would you rate your campus’s support for faculty and staff well-being during the 
COVID-19 pandemic? 5-point scale 
1-Very Poor 
5-Excellent 

13. To what extent do you feel the pandemic continues to impact your sense of control over 
your teaching, research, service, and daily workload? 5-point scale 
1-Not at all 
5-Extremely 

14. Have you experienced an increased workload due to colleagues leaving or a decrease in 
staff/faculty numbers? 
·      Yes 
·      No 

15. Have you experienced an increased workload due to institutional expectations? 
·      Yes 
·      No 

16. Do you feel that your campus’s workload expectations are equitable among your 
colleagues? 5-point scale 
1-Very Inequitable 
5-Extremely Equitable 

17. If you have experienced an increased workload, how much has this affected your feeling of 
control over your responsibilities? 5-point scale 
1-Not at all 
5-Extremely 

18. If feelings of control are affected, in what ways? (Open Ended 1) 
19. How well do you believe campus administrative leaders and top-level decision makers 

understand and take into consideration the well-being and concerns of faculty and staff? 5-
point scale 
1-Seldom or not at all 
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5-Always 
20. Have there been instances where you felt that decisions made by upper management were 

not in the best interest of faculty and staff well-being 
·      Yes 
·      No 

21. Please provide examples if you are comfortable to do so: (Open Ended 2) 
22. To what extent do you feel that the administration on your campus genuinely hears and 

considers your concerns and suggestions? 5-point scale 
1-Not at All 
5-Very much so 

23. How confident are you in the financial stability of your campus? 5-point scale 
1-Not confident at all 
5-Very confident 

24. How often do you feel pressure to “do more with less” in your role? 
1-Always 
2-Often 
3-Sometimes 
4-Occassionaly 
5-Never 

25. How effective would you rate SUNY’s and your campus’s communication of important 
information that impacts your work and well-being on your campus? 5-point scale 
1-Very Poor 
5-Excellent 

26. In your experience, in what ways might your campus leadership’s decisions and/or 
institutional policies be contributing to faculty and staff feelings of burnout? (Open Ended 3) 

27. Do you see your well-being as an individual responsibility or something the institution should 
actively support? 5-point scale 
1-Entirely Individual Responsibility 
5-Entirely Institutional Responsibility 

28. Why?  (Open Ended 4) 
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