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Gender and the Faculty Care Gap: “The Obvious 
Go-To Person” for Canadian University Students’ 

Personal Problems

Tracey Peter
University of Manitoba

Abstract
A mixed methods analysis of Canadian natural sciences and engineering faculty’s workplace experiences revealed a gendered 
care gap with women reporting greater responsibility for students’ personal and mental health problems, including suicidal 
thoughts and behaviour, and sexual assault. Statistical results demonstrated that women were approached by a significantly 
greater number of students to discuss serious non-academic issues and experienced more stress as a result. A comparative 
qualitative analysis found faculty’s responses to students’ problems were informed by gendered cultural care expectations that 
require women to be more supportive than men. However, female and male faculty’s care burden may also be exacerbated 
by institutional factors, including senior administrative positions, undergraduate class loads, and teaching courses with mental 
health-related content. As such, the care gap is relevant to understanding the extent to which gender inequality is embedded 
within the structure of universities. 
Keywords: science, engineering, Canada, faculty, gender, caregiving

Résumé
Une analyse à méthode mixte effectuée auprès du corps professoral canadien en sciences naturelles et en ingénierie signale 
un écart entre les genres/les sexes quant au soutien fourni auprès de la population étudiante. En effet, les femmes rapportent 
une responsabilité accrue à l’égard de la santé personnelle et mentale de la population étudiante, y compris la gestion des 
pensées suicidaires et des cas d’agression sexuelle. Selon les statistiques, les femmes seraient approchées par un plus grand 
nombre d’étudiants et d’étudiantes pour discuter de sujets non universitaires, ce qui entraînerait pour elles un taux de stress 
accru. Une analyse comparative de nature qualitative indique que le corps professoral a tendance à gérer les cas d’étudiants 
et d’étudiantes selon des normes culturelles genrées, en vertu desquelles les femmes seraient plus disposées à offrir du sou-
tien que les hommes. Toutefois, certains facteurs institutionnels contribuent à accroître cette charge émotionnelle, notamment 
les postes administratifs, la charge d’enseignement et l’enseignement de cours dont le contenu touche les questions de santé 
mentale, et peuvent exacerber l’écart entre les genres/les sexes. Afin de mieux comprendre comment et pourquoi l’inégalité 
entre les sexes est structurante dans le contexte universitaire, il ne faut pas négliger le rôle de l’écart quant au soutien offert à 
la population étudiante.
Mots-clés : sciences, ingénierie, Canada, la faculté, le genre, soins

Introduction
Universities are argued to be gendered organizations, 
characterized by a division of labour and “asymmetric” 
reward hierarchy that disproportionately assigns wom-
en the least valued work (e.g., service), detracting from 
highly valued research activity (Bird, Litt, & Wang, 2004; 
Misra, Lundquist, Holmes, & Agiomavritis, 2011; Park, 
1996). This research investigates an additional task for 

which women appear disproportionately responsible, 
one even less visible than service: caring for students 
(Acker & Feuerverger, 1996). 

We focus on the division of care work within 
male-dominated natural sciences and engineering (NSE) 
units. Women remain underrepresented in American 
NSE and continue to experience harassment and dis-
crimination, exclusion within their units, and report less 
access to equipment, for example (Fox, 2010; Settles, 
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Cortina, Malley, & Stewart, 2006). Similarly, women are 
underrepresented in Canadian NSE, are less likely than 
men to be full professors, and may experience promotion 
delays (Canadian Association of University Teachers, 
2018; Ornstein, Stewart, & Drakich, 2007). Thus, greater 
responsibility for student care would constitute another 
gender-based barrier to equality for women in NSE.

Our mixed methods analysis describes instances in 
which Canadian NSE faculty interact with students fac-
ing personal and mental health-related issues. Bivariate 
statistical analyses answer the following questions: Do 
women have more non-academic interactions with stu-
dents than men do and do they experience more stress 
as a result? An inductive qualitative analysis explores the 
ways in which faculty’s perceived behaviour reproduces 
gendered care expectations (e.g., men are more emo-
tionally distant than women). We ask: How do male and 
female faculty perceive their role in students’ personal 
lives and potential consequences for non-academic stu-
dent engagement?

Literature Review
We begin by describing the gendered distribution of stu-
dent care work, including possible cultural and institution-
al explanations. We then explore one potential pathway 
between student care work and faculty well-being via 
emotional labour (Hochschild, 2012). By considering ev-
idence of a gendered division of academic labour within 
the framework of “doing gender” (West & Zimmerman, 
1987), we emphasize the role of gendered faculty-stu-
dent interactions in maintaining and reproducing structur-
al gender inequality within academia (e.g., Acker, 1990).

A substantial literature describes women’s greater 
responsibility for “tak[ing] care of the academic family” 
(Guarino & Borden, 2016, p. 19). “Care” often refers to 
service (e.g., committees) (Bird et al., 2004; O’Meara, 
2016), since service, teaching, and research are the ac-
tivities traditionally assessed in tenure decisions (Acker, 
Webber, & Smyth, 2012). However, female faculty from 
Canada, the United Kingdom, and the United States also 
felt pressure to tend to students’ emotional needs (e.g., 
Acker & Feuerverger, 1996; Bagilhole & Goode, 1998; 
Barnes-Powell & Letherby, 1998). Yet, faculty’s care ef-
forts may not always align with research, teaching, or 
service. Care is connected to teaching insofar as stu-
dents seek concessions to manage personal challenges 
(e.g., requesting a deadline extension). It may be cred-

ited as service if faculty are acting as student advisors 
(e.g., Barnes-Powell & Letherby, 1998). Even so, the in-
stitutional worth of advising pales in comparison to publi-
cations and successful grants (Nadler, M. K. & Nadler, L. 
B., 1993). Thus, in and outside of these scenarios, caring 
for students appears largely taken for granted (Acker & 
Feuerverger, 1996).

Acker and Feuerverger (1996) described students 
coming to Canadian female education faculty’s offices 
in tears, displaying delusional behaviour, and discuss-
ing self-harm. Similarly, American female faculty from 
various departments felt they “should” listen to students’ 
problems outside of the classroom, linking their students’ 
personal issues to subsequent academic difficulties 
(Statham, Richardson, & Cook, 1991, p. 95). Indeed, 
many students expected female advisors would be “there 
for them” and provide support (Barnes-Powell & Leth-
erby, 1998, p. 74; Bellas, 1999). Male faculty were more 
likely to consider personal problems as an annoyance, 
with some discouraging further interaction by explaining 
that they were “not a counselor” (Statham et al., 1991, 
p. 97). 

Cultural and Institutional Explanations 
for the Gendered Care Gap
Because they have traditionally done more unpaid labour 
(e.g., childrearing), the expectation that women are more 
nurturing can “silently” become part of their paid job de-
scriptions (Hochschild, 2012, p. 170). Indeed, perceiving 
women to be warmer and more empathetic, U.S. stu-
dents preferred female advisors (Mottarella, Fritzsche, 
& Cerabino, 2004; Nadler, M. K. & Nadler, L. B., 1993), 
which may lead to heavier student loads. Junior students 
with female advisors were more likely to discuss person-
al problems and the likelihood of such interactions grew 
over time. Ultimately, this increases the amount of time 
that female faculty spend on non-academic issues, de-
tracting from their scholarly work (Nadler, M. K. & Nadler, 
L. B., 1993). 

Similarly, women are more likely to occupy the junior 
faculty ranks in Canada and these positions can include 
teaching large undergraduate classes (CAUT, 2018; 
Park, 1996). Women may also be more likely to teach 
courses that can encourage disclosures of domestic 
violence, eating disorders, and substance abuse (e.g., 
women’s studies) (Barnes-Powell & Letherby, 1998). As 
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such, institutional roles may position certain faculty (of 
both genders) to encounter more students seeking sup-
port. So, why don’t women, in particular, “just say no” to 
devalued labour (Pyke, 2011)?

Many women genuinely care for students and value 
this work (Acker & Feuerverger, 1996). However, women 
may also be held accountable when they deviate from 
notions of “appropriate” feminine behaviour (West & Zim-
merman, 1987). To avoid falling short as female profes-
sors (Acker & Feuerverger, 1996), they “do” their gender 
by aligning their conduct with cultural expectations (e.g., 
showing concern) (West & Zimmerman, 1987). Similar-
ly, by declining to become involved in students’ personal 
lives, male faculty may also be doing gender; aligning 
their conduct with expectations of emotionally-reserved 
masculinity. Indeed, students evaluated female instruc-
tors more harshly on measures of support than men. De-
spite giving more time and attention to students, women 
were still more likely to be rated insufficiently available 
(Bennett, 1982). 

Emotional labour and well-being
Faculty may also be performing “emotional labour” when 
approached by students; actively reconciling their actual 
feelings with how they should ideally feel (or appear to 
feel), given their work context (and gender) (Hochschild, 
2012). Not actually feeling as an (male or female) employ-
ee “should” can create strain and aligning actual and ideal 
feelings, by either pretending or genuinely changing one’s 
emotional state, requires effort (Hochschild, 2012). 

Repeated interactions with students, pressure of 
course evaluations, and ambiguous rules governing pro-
fessors’ emotional displays may increase faculty’s emo-
tional labour (e.g., to create a favourable impression) 
(Mahoney, Buboltz, Buckner, & Doverspike, 2011, pp. 
407-408). Accordingly, if female faculty are expected to be 
more caring, have more non-academic encounters, and 
do more emotional labour, we might also expect gender 
differences in faculty stress. However, existing evidence 
linking emotional labour and faculty well-being is limited. 
Ogbonna and Harris (2004) found an increase in emo-
tional labour and stress amongst U.K. university lecturers 
related to work intensification (e.g., pretending not to care 
about publishing). In contrast, American professors ex-
pressing genuine negative emotions (as one might expect 
to accompany distressing student disclosures) reported 
more emotional exhaustion than those who suppressed 
or faked their feelings (Mahoney et al., 2011).

The literature suggests that expectations of women’s 
caring “natures” and institutional roles (e.g., advisor) may 
interact to increase their number of non-academic stu-
dent encounters (e.g., Barnes-Powell & Letherby, 1998). 
Moreover, women may be penalized for not acting suffi-
ciently supportive (Bennett, 1982; West & Zimmerman, 
1987). Therefore, we expect female NSE faculty to report 
having more non-academic student disclosures and to 
do more care work than their male colleagues; and to de-
scribe more professional penalties and stress as a result.

Methodology
We administered a cross-sectional workplace experienc-
es survey to NSE faculty from five Canadian universi-
ties, including medical/doctoral and comprehensive in-
stitutions. The sampling frame was constructed through 
university websites: 1,883 NSE faculty were emailed a 
link to complete the survey online and 421 completed the 
survey, representing a response rate of 22%. The survey 
covered a number of topics expected to influence work-
place climate, including harassment, discrimination, and 
workload density. 

Nearly two-thirds (65.4%) of the sample was male 
and 34.6% was female. Half were full professors (49.7%) 
and the mean age was 50 years old. Associate and 
assistant professors accounted for 25.9% and 16.8%, 
respectively, while 7.6% were teaching stream faculty. 
Most were tenured (75.9%), white (86.1%), and identified 
as heterosexual (94.2%). Over half worked in science-re-
lated departments (54.8%), followed by engineering 
(20.9%), agriculture (18.8%), and other fields (5.5%), 
such as environmental sciences.

We calculated gender differences in non-academic 
interactions using chi-square tests, including Cramer’s V 
analyses of effect size and strength of association. The 
statistical associations were then contextualized through 
a comparative analysis of responses to an open-ended 
question concerning instances that go above and beyond 
academic learning. The independent and dependent 
measures are described next, followed by an explanation 
of the qualitative analysis procedure. 

Measures  
The independent variable is faculty gender (male, fe-
male, transgender, and non-binary). Less than 2% of re-
spondents identified as transgender or non-binary. As it 
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was impossible to conduct robust statistical analyses, the 
transgender and non-binary respondents were excluded, 
and the measure of gender used in these analyses is 
dichotomous (0=male, 1=female).  

Dependent variables
The outcome variables include two sets of student ex-
perience measures and self-reported stress. The first 
set of experience questions asked faculty the number of 
times during their career that they have had a student 
cry in their presence (office or lab), as well as whether 
students have talked to them about feelings of extreme 
stress, distress, or longer-term mental health problems. 
These two items are measured separately on a 4-point 
Likert scale (0=never; 1=1-2 times; 2=3-5 times; 3=more 
than 5 times).

The second set asked faculty whether their students 
have ever disclosed having suicidal thoughts or engag-
ing in suicidal behaviour; talked about problems with sub-
stance abuse (drugs or alcohol); disclosed sexual harass-
ment or assault; or dating physical violence or domestic 
violence (0=no, 1=yes). The suicide, violence, and sex-
ual harassment/assault items were also combined into 
a standardized index for an independent samples t-test. 
Respondents’ scores on these items were combined and 
converted into z-scores (i.e., mean=0, sd=1), for group 
mean comparisons between men and women.

If faculty experienced any non-academic interactions 
with students, they were asked to indicate how stressful 
these experiences were (1=not at all/not very stressful; 
2=somewhat stressful; 3=very/extremely stressful). Facul-
ty who did not have any of these student experiences were 
recoded into the “not at all/not very stressful” category.

Qualitative Analysis Procedure
An open-ended question asked faculty to elaborate on any 
experiences with students that went above and beyond 
academic learning. In total, we compiled statements from 
122 faculty (63 males and 59 females). This constitutes 
a response rate of 42.1% when calculated based on the 
290 respondents included in the bivariate analyses (189 
men and 101 women). We conducted multiple rounds of 
open and focused coding, comparing men’s and wom-
en’s statements, including concurrent conceptual memos 
(Corbin & Strauss, 1990, 2008). The advantage of these 
inductive techniques is the ability to generate concepts 
and associations unrestricted by closed-ended response 

options. However, our data do not permit a full ground-
ed theory analysis, as we cannot ask probing questions 
or saturate conceptual categories to the same degree 
as through in-depth interviews and purposive sampling 
(Corbin & Strauss, 1990, 2008). Nevertheless, the con-
stant comparative approach produced highly valid data 
to complement the statistical analyses. 

An initial round of open coding distinguished levels 
of faculty engagement with students’ personal problems: 
low (e.g., denying conversations), moderate (e.g., giving 
advice), and high (e.g., defining student success “holisti-
cally”). Male and female comments were compared sep-
arately and then cross-compared to identify distinguish-
ing features (e.g., the “low engagement” men vs. the “low 
engagement” women). 

Two separate rounds of focused coding further in-
vestigated: 1) Gender differences in number of student 
interactions; and 2) The impact of these interactions on 
faculty. The first round of focused coding examined facul-
ty behaviour. We looked for descriptions of the concrete 
steps women and men took, constituting their “respons-
es” to students’ disclosures. A total of 61 response-spe-
cific comments were compiled (35 male and 26 female). 
The second round of focused coding emphasized the 
impact of these interactions on faculty. Only 13 men and 
12 women discussed the impact of these encounters for 
a total of 25 impact-specific statements and, therefore, 
those results must be interpreted with caution. In each of 
the focused coding rounds, male and female statements 
were, again, compared to each other separately and then 
against one another to refine the different dimensions of 
men’s and women’s experiences (e.g., amount of labour 
performed) (Lofland, J., Snow, & Lofland, L. H., 2006).

The authors are all white women: two sociologists, 
who specialize in gender; and one soil scientist, who has 
been the sole female in her department for 20 years, and 
whose scholarship and advocacy work promotes the 
advancement of women in NSE. As such, our work has 
often prioritized the structural barriers women encounter 
in gendered contexts. Mindful of this predisposition, we 
sought to identify similarities in male and female faculty’s 
experiences as much as differences, where appropriate. 
We did not examine racial differences but are mindful 
that racial minority status interacts with gender to pro-
duce different outcomes for racialized faculty; and that, 
as white women, we are in a privileged position with re-
spect to race.

http://journals.sfu.ca/cjhe/index.php/cjhe
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Results
Univariate results showed that most faculty (88.6%) had 
at least one student cry in their presence, with 29.7% 
estimating they had this experience with more than five 
students. Similarly, 90.3% had at least one student dis-
cuss extreme stress, distress, or long-term mental health 
issues, with 27.7% indicating that they had more than 
five students do so. Just under a quarter (23.8%) had 
at least one student disclose domestic/dating violence, 
27% had at least one disclose suicidal thoughts, 18.8% 
had at least one discuss problems with drug or alcohol 
abuse, and 29.9% had at least one disclose sexual as-
sault/harassment. Taken together, almost half (46.2%) of 
faculty had at least one student disclose incidents of do-
mestic violence, sexual harassment/assault, substance 
abuse, or suicidal behaviour.

Bivariate analyses indicated that students disclosed 
particular issues to comparable proportions of male and 
female NSE faculty. Nearly all women (97%) and most 
men (84.1%) had at least one student cry in their pres-
ence. Similarly, most women (93.1%) and men (88.8%) 
also had at least one student approach them to discuss 
extreme stress, distress, or chronic mental health issues 
during their career. 

However, consistent with gendered care expec-
tations, women (43.6%) were almost twice as likely as 
men (22.2%) to have in excess of five students come to 
them in tears. Although female faculty (32.7%) were also 
more likely to have more than five students disclose feel-
ings of extreme stress, distress, or longer-term mental 
health issues than men (25%), this difference was not 
statistically significant. However, women (33.7%) also 
encountered significantly more disclosures of domestic/

dating violence than men (18.5%). Women (40.6%) re-
ported having significantly more discussions involving 
sexual harassment/assault than men (24.1%); and sui-
cidal thoughts/behaviour were significantly more likely to 
be reported to female (34.7%) than male (22.9%) fac-
ulty. An independent samples t-test of mean differences 
further indicated that women (M=0.33) were more likely 
than men (M=-0.12) to have students disclose dating/do-
mestic violence, sexual assault/harassment, and suicidal 
thoughts/behaviour (t =-3.6, df=179, p<.001).

When asked about impact, both men and women 
reported experiencing stress. Almost three-quarters 
(73.4%) characterized non-academic encounters as ei-
ther somewhat, very, or extremely stressful. Yet, consis-
tent with the number and nature of the interactions that 
women experienced, female faculty (39.6%) were signifi-
cantly more likely to find the encounters very or extremely 
stressful, relative to men (24.9%) (χ²=8.2, p<.05, V=.17). 
Analyses examining rank (instructor, assistant, associ-
ate, and full professor) did not indicate any significant dif-
ferences in number of interactions or stress. Thus, for our 
sample, longer careers did not appear associated with a 
greater number of non-academic interactions. Similarly, 
we found no significant differences between the five in-
stitutions. 

As expected, the statistical analyses demonstrat-
ed that women were more likely to be approached by 
a greater number of students and for serious issues in-
volving violence and suicidal thoughts and behaviour. 
In addition, the encounters appeared more stressful for 
women. Nevertheless, it is important to analyze the qual-
itative data to further contextualize faculty’s experiences.

Table 1. Gender Differences in Student Interactions.

Interaction Female Male χ² df Cramer’s V

+5 crying (office or lab) 43.6%*** 22.2% 20.8 3 .27

+5 extreme stress/mental health issues 32.7% 25% 5.5 3 .14

Substance abuse 20% 18.1% .20 1 .02

Dating or domestic violence 33.7%** 18.5% 8.3 1 .17

Sexual harassment or assault 40.6%** 24.1% 8.6 1 .17

Suicidal thoughts or behaviour 34.7%* 22.9% 4.6 1 .13
Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001
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Number of Student Disclosures: Gen-
dered Expectations and Institutional 
Factors 
Several women connected their number of student in-
teractions to cultural assumptions of women as more 
interpersonally-inclined, including being compassionate, 
accommodating, and helpful. One woman noted she 
has “received the feedback that I am very approachable 
and responsive to student problems. Compassionate 
but rational […]”. Women were more likely than men to 
describe weak borders between their personal and work 
time. At least one prioritized her students’ needs: “I make 
time to help students at all hours and am available most 
nights until midnight or 1:00 A.M. […] I do not put a time 
limit on students when they need assistance”. 

Overall, these data suggested that female faculty ex-
pected more non-academic interactions because of their 
gender: “As the only female faculty in [my department], 
I think that students are more likely to approach me with 
personal concerns than they would my male colleagues”. 
Indeed, several women made reference to gender but 
only one man referred to it at all (and did so to point out 
the exceptional nature of discussing sexual assault with 
a man): “Many students feel comfortable (at least relative 
to other profs) in talking about these issues [with me], 
accepting that I am white, male, and middle-aged and so 
not the obvious go-to person in this regard”.

Further, women were more likely than men to express 
feeling “a responsibility to talk these problems through 
with students” or that their “presence [is] important for the 
student’s well-being”, despite feeling “overwhelmed and 
totally unqualified to deal and cope with the situations”. 
Asserting student care as their “responsibility” suggested 
that some women considered it to be part of their role as 
professors. If students define female faculty’s jobs in a 
similar way (as the statistical results suggest), then re-
fusing to engage with non-academic problems would not 
expose male faculty to the same professional risks (e.g., 
poor student evaluations). Refusals from female faculty, 
however, may result in negative judgments of both their 
job and gender “performance”.

In addition, institutional roles and course topics 
may increase the number of non-academic interactions 
(Barnes-Powell & Letherby, 1998; Nadler, M. K. & Nadler, 
L. B., 1993). A few women linked large undergraduate 
classes, coordinating undergraduate courses, and men-

tal health course components to care work. One com-
mented that, “as a teaching stream faculty member who 
deals almost exclusively with large enrollment courses, 
just by statistical laws I have some students in distress 
in my course every term. […]. [M]ost struggling students 
end up in my office eventually”. Similarly, another noted 
that she “was teaching a course on professional develop-
ment and I would discuss mental health issues with the 
students. This generally resulted in students coming to 
my office with several of these disclosures”.

In contrast, men did not reference their teaching 
duties. Thus, to the extent that faculty (male or female) 
have greater responsibility for undergraduate courses or 
are more likely to have mental health-related course con-
tent, we may expect them to have more non-academic 
student interactions. Indeed, a handful of both men and 
women noted that, during their time as senior adminis-
trators, it was their “job to deal with distress[ed] students’ 
problem cases”:

I served briefly as the Associate Dean. During this pe-
riod, I had to deal with four sexual assault cases, two 
cases of physical/verbal abuse, two cases of instruc-
tor misconduct, in addition to the monthly pantheon 
of student academic misconduct (plagiarism, etc.). 
Several of these cases involved engagements with 
lawyers for plaintiffs and the accused. I found these 
situations very stressful. (male)

The qualitative results are generally consistent with the 
cultural and institutional findings put forth in the existing 
literature. However, because only a handful of female 
faculty commented on the connection between teaching 
roles and numbers of student interactions, these results 
should be interpreted with caution. We now turn to an 
examination of gender differences in stress.

Stress: Gendered Approaches to Student 
Problems
The qualitative analysis yielded three types of faculty 
responses, reflecting either low, moderate, or high en-
gagement with students’ personal lives: 1) distancing, 2) 
listening and directing to support services, and 3) pro-
active prevention. Contrary to Statham and colleagues’ 
(1991) findings that U.S. male faculty were more likely to 
avoid outside-of-class personalizing with students than 
female faculty, there was no obvious gender difference 
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in Canadian NSE faculty’s responses. Roughly the same 
proportion of men and women employed each response, 
highlighting the importance of within-gender variation 
(i.e., not all women engage with student’s personal prob-
lems).

Distancing
A few male and female faculty members preferred to 
compartmentalize their role as professors through “poly-
morphism”. Thus, university interactions were limited to 
“strictly professional encounter[s]”. This reaction contra-
dicts expectations of feminine care, possibly increasing 
women’s risk of being penalized by students if they take 
this approach (Bennett, 1982). In contrast, the male “dis-
tancers” worried that they “could easily be accused of 
anything” and felt it was better to remain “on the side”, 
implying they risk institutional consequences, as op-
posed to gender sanctions:

I try to have fewer personal interactions with students 
than in the past because 1) they are stressful, 2) it's 
easy to get blamed for doing the wrong thing, and 3) 
I've had a previous university administrator blame me 
unfairly for a problem… (male)

At the surface level, men also linked “distancing” with 
a lack of training (e.g., worried about “doing the wrong 
thing”). Indeed, feeling ill-equipped to handle mental 
health problems was the most common theme across 
gender and explained why the majority of male and fe-
male faculty preferred to listen and direct students to 
qualified professionals. 

Listen and direct
“Listen and direct” required a moderate degree of faculty 
engagement and there were notable differences in the 
way that men and women “listened and directed” that are 
relevant to women’s significantly higher levels of reported 
stress. The men’s approach required a smaller invest-
ment of time and effort, as most made no mention of ad-
ditional steps taken to aid students. One man explained 
that he was “completely ill-equipped to deal with student 
mental health issues, but…happy to give time and to lis-
ten, and to direct to university resources”.

In contrast to female faculty, who were more likely 
to assert it was their “responsibility” to support students’ 
well-being, men’s style of “listen and direct” established 
a boundary between personal and academic matters: “I 

know my limits. I serve as a sounding board, and engage 
the appropriate mental health services [...]”. Even the few 
men in this group who indicated they would take addi-
tional steps restricted these to giving personal advice, 
consulting with their immediate superior (or others), and 
giving course concessions. 

The relatively arm’s length personal involvement of 
the men who “distanced” themselves and “listened and 
directed” to services may be evidence that they, too, are 
doing their gender (West & Zimmerman, 1987); and/or 
engaging in emotional labour by pursuing institutional-
ly-appropriate options, such as talking to their superior 
(Hochschild, 2012). If male faculty employ a lower effort 
response, even if approached by multiple students for 
serious reasons, this might help limit men’s stress. In-
deed, even though the statistical results indicated that 
24.9% of men found their student interactions very or ex-
tremely stressful, overall, men’s comments rarely men-
tioned stress. Lower reports of stress are, themselves, 
consistent with cultural perceptions of men being emo-
tionally “stronger” than women, so men may have felt 
more comfortable discussing guilt or regret. One partic-
ular man linked his regret to action he would have taken 
(and implied these actions would have been successful), 
reflecting understandings of men as more agentic, asser-
tive, and competent than women (e.g., Eagly & Wood, 
2012):

We have had our share of problems over the years, 
including… to my great regret, one who committed 
suicide. I still regret that I failed to recognize the warn-
ing signs for what they were and that I therefore failed 
to act to prevent this. (male)

The women’s “listen and direct” approach was more like-
ly to include additional assistance, which required extra 
time and engagement: “I have supported (walked over 
or counselled) numerous students to seek assistance 
from disability services for issues ranging from [Attention 
Deficit Disorder] and depression to migraines”. Insofar 
as this is the case, additional efforts are consistent with 
expectations of greater care and concern from women. 
Compared to men, women’s “listen and direct” reflected 
greater ownership of students’ well-being, even when 
passing the labour on to a trained professional:

I do not have any professional training but do listen 
and often suggest that they seek professional as-
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sistance. On numerous occasions I have personally 
walked individuals in distress to the medical facility on 
campus and waited with them until they were seen by 
a physician. (female)

Consequently, a larger expenditure of effort and time 
(perhaps multiplied by a greater number of students 
disclosing serious problems, like sexual assault) may 
require more emotional labour and/or contribute to wom-
en’s stress. Thus, by doing their respective genders, fe-
male faculty may be at greater risk for stress, while male 
faculty might be better protected from it.

Proactive prevention
A few faculty members described taking the proactive 
prevention approach, which involved the greatest en-
gagement with students’ personal lives. These faculty 
were rated higher on engagement because they con-
nected students’ personal and academic lives, check-
ing-in with students to see how they are doing through-
out the term, and defining success holistically (i.e., more 
than grades), for example:

I have worked with supervisors that are interested not 
only in my academic growth but also my personal […] 
well-being. I seek to do the same for my students and 
am [a] very approachable person when they need to 
talk about quite a variety of issues. (female)

Inquiring about students’ personal lives seems more con-
sistent with expectations of care from women than men. 
Yet, to the extent that preventive action ensures students’ 
and faculty’s scholarly activities are not affected by per-
sonal problems, this approach could also be consistent 
with doing gender for men (e.g., taking control).

The qualitative results indicated that women and men 
responded to non-academic student problems in similar 
ways while still “doing” their respective genders (West & 
Zimmerman, 1987). Most became moderately engaged; 
listening and directing to support services. The clearest 
gender difference was in the greater amount of time and 
effort some women appeared to have invested when they 
“listened and directed”, relative to men. However, there 
was one additional gender difference that may also be 
relevant to women’s stress levels: negative professional 
consequences.

Professional consequences
Female faculty could be so impacted by student disclo-
sures that they needed to stop working: “the experiences 
were extremely stressful for me and generally resulted 
in my leaving my work for the day to be able to clear 
my head, once the immediate danger to the student was 
resolved”. Another was proud that she helped one stu-
dent through a series of problems but felt, at times, it 
was difficult to maintain her research program. However, 
these problems could also simply appropriate the time 
that would, otherwise, be spent elsewhere:

All the time I spend on the "human" side of teaching, 
I do at the cost of my research, or at the cost of my 
own personal life. There are 24 hours in a day, and if 
I spend two counselling a student, that's two hours I 
don't read, write, or sleep. (female)

Thus, women’s stress might also be an indirect product 
of not having enough time to focus on primary work ac-
tivities. There was no evidence suggesting that one type 
of faculty response was more likely to result in negative 
professional effects. Regardless, no men reported any 
negative effects on their work productivity, as a result of 
students’ personal problems.

Discussion
Our analysis indicates that many Canadian university 
students are dealing with serious personal and mental 
health problems, including physical/sexual violence and 
suicidal thoughts and behaviour. The majority of NSE 
faculty encounter a variety of student disclosures during 
their career, most try to help, and these interactions are 
often stressful. However, female NSE faculty appear to 
have a heavier student care load, which may cause sig-
nificantly more stress or impede scholarly work (Acker 
& Feuerverger, 1996). As such, this labour could be an-
other gender-based obstacle to NSE women’s equality 
within already gendered academic units. Since cultural 
care expectations are not limited to NSE faculty, we join 
other scholars in asserting that the care gap is relevant 
to understanding the extent to which gender inequality 
is embedded within the structure of universities (Bel-
las, 1999; Bird et al., 2004). This labour illustrates two 
processes argued to gender organizations: interactions 
wherein actors replicate gender; and the ways in which 
individuals construct appropriately gendered identities 
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for their institutional setting (Acker, 1990).
Nevertheless, roughly the same proportion of male 

and female faculty employed low, medium, and high en-
gagement responses, contrary to some existing Ameri-
can evidence (Statham et al., 1991). The absence of a 
clearer gender division may be a product of our particu-
lar sample. Perhaps women in NSE feel more pressure 
to embody “masculine” behaviours because of their 
male-dominated work environments, as opposed to fe-
male faculty in the more “women-friendly” humanities, for 
example. Likewise, the underrepresentation of women in 
NSE may mean students have no choice but to approach 
a male faculty member to discuss their troubles, eliciting 
greater involvement from men. Thus, limiting the sample 
to NSE could have reduced some of the gender differ-
ences.

Similarly, our data suggest that some teaching and 
senior administrative positions may exacerbate care 
loads. More research is required to understand the de-
gree to which these patterns are gendered and unique 
to NSE; for example, are NSE men more likely to hold 
senior administrative positions? Are “token” NSE women 
more or less likely than female faculty from more gen-
der-balanced units to teach large undergraduate class-
es (Kanter, 1977)? Future research comparing different 
disciplines would help explain how work contexts affect 
student care responsibilities.

Limitations and Policy Recommenda-
tions
Our survey’s response rate is relatively low (22%). As 
such, our findings cannot be generalized to all Canadi-
an NSE faculty and additional research examining this 
population is necessary. Nevertheless, our sample size 
is sufficient to conduct the bivariate statistical and quali-
tative analyses described here.

In addition, we were unable to directly observe facul-
ty-student interactions, which limits our ability to examine 
actors’ thought processes. To that end, it would be bene-
ficial for future studies to carry out a more focused faculty 
survey on the topic of student care labour; or in-depth 
interviews with students and faculty to gain more insight 
into why certain faculty members are approached; how 
much time faculty spend caring for students; how gender 
may be reproduced through these encounters (e.g., why 
faculty react as they do); the personal and professional 

consequences for male and female faculty; and whether 
stress is a direct or indirect result of students’ problems 
(e.g., taking time away from research). Interviews may 
also permit a deeper exploration of the emotional labour 
that faculty perform (Hochschild, 2012). 

Even though the conclusions derived from the qual-
itative data cannot be generalized beyond this sample, 
two policy recommendations are still evident. First, 
student care work is not officially recognized (Acker & 
Feuerverger, 1996). To appropriately credit faculty’s care 
efforts, a systematic method of tracking is required (e.g., 
within annual activity reports or tenure and promotion 
documents). Second, most faculty feel unprepared to 
manage mental health disclosures (e.g., Storrie, Ahern, 
& Tuckett, 2012):

I felt overwhelmed and totally unqualified to deal and 
cope with the situations […] these experiences have 
required skills way above what my training had provid-
ed me with. It might be a good idea to prepare profes-
sors with such training to ensure that students’ health 
and safety are considered. (female)

Confiding in faculty is an encouraging sign for de-stigma-
tizing students’ mental health challenges (Stanley & Man-
thorpe, 2001). However, student and faculty well-being 
may be enhanced if universities explicitly recognized and 
valued student care labour (including mental health crisis 
response training for faculty). Moreover, a culture shift 
regarding the value of student care work may positive-
ly affect the retention of female and racial minority NSE 
students, specifically (e.g., Amelink & Creamer, 2010). 
Students may be more likely to perceive that trained fac-
ulty, who are willing and equipped to address students’ 
non-academic challenges, respect them and care about 
their learning, supporting their continued participation in 
NSE programs (e.g., Amelink & Creamer, 2010).

Conclusion
Most academic faculty are not trained counsellors. Nev-
ertheless, they may be called upon to serve in this role 
and, thus, the gendered nature of this work must be ac-
knowledged. A care gap would be further evidence of 
a hierarchical division of labour, with women bearing a 
greater responsibility for the most devalued job: “taking 
care of the academic family” (Guarino & Borden, 2016, 
p. 19). As such, student care work may act as yet anoth-
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er structural constraint on female faculty’s time and may 
diminish their well-being, better positioning men to focus 
on more institutionally valued tasks, like research (Bird et 
al., 2004; Misra et al., 2011; Winslow, 2010). 
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