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ISU EXTENSION AND OUTREACH WELL-BEING SUMMARY 

We wanted to hear from you, Iowa State University Extension and Outreach’s faculty and staff, about 

your well-being. In a survey that was open November 16-30, 2020, we asked you about your overall 

well-being and your physical, behavioral, and financial health. You also had an opportunity to answer 

four open-ended questions to provide information for action for administration, supervisors, and 

councils. 

Summary of numeric ratings 

Nearly 500 people responded to the survey and the responses were well distributed across the age 

groups in our organization. Age was the demographic variable used to organize the responses. The 

findings, summarized in the following tables, are informative and important. 

On a five-point Likert scale our average scores for overarching well-being, physical health, and 

financial health are above average (3.0) and most respondents reported average and above in all but 

one area of well-being. For level of overall stress, the average scores were below the mid-point of the 

range (meaning a higher level of stress) for all age groups. Responses did not vary widely across age 

groups except for the over 60 age group, which reported better scores across all categories. 

While the average scores may not be concerning, it is important to look at the distribution of the 

scores across the five-point scale. For example, the average score for overarching well-being across 

all ages is 3.52, but several individuals responded as having a very (2.45%) or moderately (18.20%) 

unhealthy level of well-being. The employees in the 31-40, 41-50, and 51-60 age groups reported 

percentages of very and moderately unhealthy overarching well-being responses above the share for 

all ages. The 41-50 and 51-60 age groups reported a share of very or moderately unhealthy physical 

health responses above the share for all ages also. 

Respondents indicated that the overall level of stress average score (2.72) fell between a moderate 

level of stress (3.0) and a lot of stress (2.0). In particular, the under 30, 31-40, and 41-50 age groups 

reported higher percentages of either extreme stress or a lot of stress. Conversely, nearly 20 percent 

of all respondents report mild or no stress. 

Financial stress is experienced across all age groups, but less so by the over 60 group. Nearly 20 

percent of the under 30 group reported financial stress as extreme (7.41%) or a lot (12.35%). Except 

for the 31-40 and over 60 groups, 45 percent or more of the other employees were experiencing at 

least moderate financial stress. 
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Table 1. Summary of Extension and Outreach Employee Well-being Survey November 16-30, 2020,  
Overall and by Age Group 

          

  Likert Scale 1 2 3 4 5 

  Distribution  (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) 

  Overarching Well-being 

  Responses Average Very Moderately  Moderately Very 

    Numeric Unhealthy Unhealthy Neutral Healthy Healthy 

All Ages 489 3.52 2.45 18.20 17.59 48.88 12.88 

   Under 30 81 3.60 2.47 11.11 20.99 54.32 11.11 

   31-40 99 3.43 1.01 22.22 17.17 51.52 8.08 

   41-50 108 3.35 1.85 23.15 20.37 47.22 7.41 

   51-60 113 3.36 4.42 23.01 15.93 45.13 11.50 

   Over 60 77 3.97 2.60 5.19 14.29 48.05 29.87 

          

  Physical Health 

  Responses Average Very Moderately  Moderately Very 

    Numeric Unhealthy Unhealthy Neutral Healthy Healthy 

All Ages 488 3.51 2.66 18.44 18.65 45.90 14.34 

   Under 30 81 3.57 2.47 16.05 19.75 45.68 16.05 

   31-40 99 3.51 3.03 19.19 17.17 45.45 15.15 

   41-50 108 3.30 2.78 24.07 20.37 46.30 6.48 

   51-60 113 3.37 3.54 23.01 19.47 40.71 13.27 

   Over 60 77 3.97 1.30 3.90 14.29 57.14 23.38 

          

  Level of Overall Stress 

  Responses Average (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) 

    Numeric Extreme A Lot Moderate Mild No 

All Ages 489 2.72 6.34 35.38 39.47 17.79 1.02 

   Under 30 81 2.67 3.70 39.51 43.21 13.58 0.00 

   31-40 99 2.49 9.09 45.45 32.32 13.13 0.00 

   41-50 108 2.58 8.33 38.89 40.74 10.19 1.85 

   51-60 113 2.71 6.19 34.51 41.59 17.70 0.00 

   Over 60 77 3.25 3.90 14.29 38.96 38.96 3.90 

          

  Level of Financial Stress 

  Responses Average (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) 

    Numeric Extreme A lot Moderate Mild No 

All Ages 477 3.59 4.61 10.90 26.83 36.27 21.38 

   Under 30 81 3.26 7.41 12.35 38.27 30.86 11.11 

   31-40 99 3.68 4.04 13.13 15.15 46.46 21.21 

   41-50 108 3.41 6.48 11.11 31.48 37.04 13.89 

   51-60 113 3.59 4.42 11.50 29.20 30.09 24.78 

   Over 60 77 4.08 0.00 5.19 19.48 37.66 37.66 
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Over half of employees in each age group except for 31-40 are moderately or very satisfied with their 

work life balance. However, on the other end of the scale all age groups but the over 60 had 28-33 

percent of employees who are very or moderately dissatisfied with their work-life balance.  

Table 2. Summary of Work-Life Balance Ratings 
 

      (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) 

  Responses Average Very Moderately   Moderately Very 

    Numeric Dissatisfied Dissatisfied Neutral Satisfied Satisfied 

All Ages 477 3.39 5.24 23.06 17.61 35.43 18.66 

   Under 30 81 3.31 7.41 22.22 17.28 38.27 14.81 

   31-40 99 3.22 7.07 26.26 21.21 28.28 17.17 

   41-50 108 3.32 5.56 23.15 17.59 40.74 12.96 

   51-60 113 3.36 3.54 25.66 18.58 35.40 16.81 

   Over 60 77 3.82 2.60 16.88 11.69 33.77 35.06 

 

While there are multiple causes for the pressure on employee well-being, resources are available to 

help employees deal with stress. Employee Assistance Program and Iowa Concern are well known 

by respondents. Therapy Assistance Online is relatively new and less well known. It is an online 

resource available at no cost to anyone with an iastate.edu email. However, very few employees 

have used these resources. 

Table 3. Percent Answering "Yes" to Awareness and Use of Employee Assistance Program (EAP),  
Therapy Assistance Online (TAO), and Iowa Concern (IC) 

 

  Responses Are you aware Have you used 

    EAP TAO IC EAP TAO IC 

All Ages 478 91.00 52.93 89.33 15.06 1.26 6.49 

   Under 30 81 83.95 51.85 88.89 8.64 3.70 4.94 

   31-40 99 91.92 49.49 91.92 14.14 1.01 4.04 

   41-50 108 91.67 50.00 89.81 16.67 0.93 3.70 

   51-60 113 95.58 52.21 88.50 18.58 0.00 10.62 

   Over 60 77 89.61 62.34 87.01 15.58 1.30 9.09 

 

Summary of open-ended questions 

In addition to the numeric ratings, the survey also asked for responses to open-ended questions 

regarding well-being and what employees would like administration, supervisors, and councils to 

know. There were 70 pages of comments in the Qualtrics output report. We have reviewed the 

comments and have summarized some of the common themes. 

One common theme that shouldn’t be lost is that people are passionate about their work and that 

much of their stress is due to COVID-19 disruptions to doing what they enjoy. A digital poll at all the 

area-wide meetings identified cancelled meetings as the greatest source of stress. Many surveyed 

commented positively about the quantity and quality of communication during this challenging time. 
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There were also many who appreciated the flexibility, support, and appreciation that they have 

received. 

Causes of stress 

Based on the comments received, there are multiple causes of stress and they are reflected in overall 

well-being, physical health, and level of overall stress. This added to the financial stress some people 

are experiencing and impacted people’s attitude about their work-life balance. 

Many stressors were related to COVID-19 and the implications for concern about personal health, 

rapidly changing school decisions, meeting cancelations, and things out of their control. Working with 

the public and partners included dealing with skeptics relative to health risks or masks, and with the 

frustration and lack of civility that is sometimes directed at staff by stakeholders and partners. Another 

perennial stressor mentioned that has been heightened by COVID-19 is concern about budget cuts 

and possible furloughs or layoffs. 

There were also internal stressors related to colleagues not wearing face coverings or respecting 

distance, some staff being able to work from home while others must be in the office, and a lack of 

consistency across counties and programs. Some commented that while Iowa State and councils 

recognized that these are extraordinary and challenging times, they still felt pressure to maintain 

normal levels of programming. 

These COVID-19 related stressors come on top of system-wide initiatives that created their own level 

of stress such as implementing Structured for Success, beginning COVID Recovery Initiatives, 

changes to the P&S Classification and Compensation system, and reduction in benefit contributions 

for ISU employees. Finally, while Zoom replaced in-person meetings, the number of meetings has 

increased and are often stacked non-stop. There is no time between meetings to process or 

decompress. Zoom fatigue is real. 

What employees like 

People value flexibility to adjust their schedule to accommodate changes at home such as children in 

hybrid or online learning. They like clear, consistent, and concise communication about COVID-19 

restrictions for staff and councils. Those who have been able to work remotely value the flexibility. 

Some of those who are not able to work remotely like the support of councils to close the office when 

positivity rates are high in their county. 

Many, many people commented that they appreciated the additional vacation days following 

Thanksgiving and would appreciate additional time off during the upcoming holidays. Not surprisingly, 

employees would like to know that they are respected, trusted, and valued. 

What we can do to improve workplace well-being and support staff 

Many of the stressors related to the pandemic and economy are beyond our control, but there is 

reason for optimism. Soon a vaccine will be available and in the coming months will be widely used to 

protect individuals, greatly reduce the spread of COVID-19, and return us to a more normal economy 

and society. While the United States is still in a recession, Iowa’s economy is recovering quicker than 

most. The state ended the fiscal year with a surplus; unemployment, while above pre-pandemic 

levels, was third lowest in the nation in October; and in December the Revenue Estimating 

Committee predicted Iowa’s economic growth in FY 21 and FY22. Farm income for 2020 is the 
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highest since 2013 and we will get an update on Iowa land values in mid-December, but indications 

are that they are stable. Property valuation drives county budgets. Iowa State’s budget pressures 

come largely from reductions in tuition revenue, which has some, but limited impact on ISU Extension 

and Outreach’s budget. The cuts we took last summer and conservative planning have positioned us 

well for the future. We are not out of the woods yet, and uncertainty around meetings and school will 

continue, and it will be necessary to follow the practices shown to reduce the spread of the virus until 

herd immunity is achieved. However, there are things under our control that we can do to lessen the 

stress. 

First, we can all show empathy and appreciation for our colleagues, support them, and give 

them grace during these challenging times. Take time to listen and understand what is on their mind 

or simply visit, as many of us are missing the personal connections. 

Second, supervisors and councils can call and check on staff. An email isn’t enough. Talk with 

them, ask about how COVID-19 is impacting them, and listen to their response. Provide flexibility for 

them to adjust their schedules to meet family needs, trust them to do their work, value their 

contribution, and show appreciation. Show that you care about their health and safety by enforcing 

the mask mandate, and when local conditions indicate, limit traffic in the office and allow virtual 

meetings. Respect and support staff when they take vacation time so that they feel that they can be 

away from the office. 

Third, value people’s time and limit virtual staff and committee meetings to truly important issues. 

Limit the length to give people time between meetings. Schedule 45 minutes rather than an hour. Cut 

down on redundant emails. If you believe it is important that others see an email that they have 

already received, then add value by telling them why it is important or highlighting the critical section. 

Finally, we all have a responsibility to ourselves to practice selfcare. Take time during the day to 

step away from the screen, move, stretch, and take a breath. Take vacation time to refresh and 

recharge. Use the resources such as EAP, TAO, or Iowa Concern when you need to talk to someone 

about things you cannot share with a coworker. Take advantage of the educational programming that 

we provide all Iowans regarding physical, behavioral, and financial well-being. 

The survey showed that while faculty and staff in general are doing well, feel valued, and love their 

work, many of our colleagues are struggling. The health and well-being of employees is essential to 

the success of ISU Extension and Outreach. We are a people organization and our faculty and staff 

are our greatest asset. Like any asset, we need to invest in its care and maintenance to help it grow. 

That is why we encourage professional development and career advancement opportunities. It is also 

why we offer EAP and other resources, devoted Second Monday Live in November and December to 

well-being, and conducted this survey. We will continue to listen and monitor employee well-being. 

Please continue to communicate and tell us how you are doing and provide suggestions on how we 

can help you be successful with ISU Extension and Outreach. 

While we cannot control the pandemic, federal or state policy, or the economy, there are actions we 

can take to lessen the stress and support one another. ISU Extension and Outreach is only as 

strong as the faculty and staff who engage, educate, and serve Iowans. If we are going to build 

a Strong Iowa, we must care for our greatest asset. 


