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Abstract 
Despite the claimed prioritization of democratic values such as gender equality, the EU is 

frequently criticized for sidelining gender equality promotion in times of crisis. The European 

Economic Recovery Plan (EERP) created during the Global Financial Crisis is claimed to have 

neglected to consider gender, supposedly setting the tone for future economic crisis policy 

response. The gender equality promoting nature of the Next Generation EU (NGEU) economic 

recovery package, created as a response to the Covid-19 Crisis, is subsequently debated in the 

literature, some scholars claiming that a continued gender-blindness can be seen and others 

arguing that signs of gender equality promotion are indeed present. This thesis aims to 

contribute to the debate by conducting a qualitative two-step analysis, first comparing the full 

and final documentation of the EERP and NGEU from a gender equality perspective and then 

attempting to explain perceived stability or change between the two with the theoretical 

framework of Historical Institutionalism (HI). The study finds that change by increased gender 

equality promotion can be seen in the NGEU as opposed to the EERP, which is then explained 

with the HI concept of critical junctures.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bachelor thesis: 15 credits 
Program: European Studies Program 
Level: First Cycle 
Semester year: Autumn 2022 
Supervisor: Monika de Silva 

Keywords: 
European Union, gender, gender equality, crisis, Covid-19, 
Global Financial Crisis, historical institutionalism 

Word count: 12 898 



 

Contents 
1. Introduction ............................................................................................................................ 1 
2. Gender Equality and Crisis Policy-making ............................................................................ 3 

2. 1. Gender equality in the EU in times of crisis ................................................................... 3 
2. 2. The Global Financial Crisis ............................................................................................ 4 
2. 3. The Covid-19 Crisis ........................................................................................................ 5 
2. 4. Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 8 

3. Understanding Gender Equality in Policy-making ................................................................ 9 
3.1 Gender Equality ................................................................................................................ 9 
3.2 Historical Institutionalism .............................................................................................. 10 
3.3 Operationalization ........................................................................................................... 11 

4. Specified Aim and Research Questions ............................................................................... 14 
5. Method and Material ............................................................................................................ 15 

5.1 Research design .............................................................................................................. 15 
5.2 Qualitative content analysis ............................................................................................ 15 
5.3 Material ........................................................................................................................... 16 

6. Gender Equality in the EERP and NGEU ............................................................................ 21 
6.1 The EERP ....................................................................................................................... 21 
6.2 The NGEU ...................................................................................................................... 23 
6.3 Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 26 

7. Change between the EERP and NGEU ................................................................................ 28 
7.1 Explaining change with Historical Institutionalism ....................................................... 28 
7.2 Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 31 

8. Conclusion ............................................................................................................................ 33 
References ................................................................................................................................ 35 
Appendix .................................................................................................................................. 39 
 

Tables 
Table 1 - Analytical framework: comparison of EERP and NGEU…………………………...9 

Table 2 - Analytical framework: factors suggesting stability and change.........……………...13 

Table 3 - Material EERP……………………………………………………………………...17 

Table 4 - Material NGEU…………………………………………………………….……….18



 

 1 

1. Introduction 
The European Union (EU) claims gender equality to be a priority, as reflected by the Von der 

Leyen Commission (European Commission, 2022a). Despite this, the EU is frequently 

criticized for failing to promote gender equality in times of crisis, down-prioritizing the 

principle as opposed to economic objectives (see for ex. Allwood, 2020 & Guerrina, 2017). 

This brings the EU’s commitment to gender equality into question and, in turn, its commitment 

to such democratic values. Consequently, it becomes important to study the EU’s gender 

equality promotion in times of crisis in order to investigate whether and how gender equality is 

sidelined or supported. In doing so, this thesis focuses on the cases of the Global Financial 

Crisis (GFC) and the Covid-19 Crisis.  

Previous literature on the EU’s gender equality promotion in times of crisis claims that 

the EU has continuously sidelined gender equality (Allwood, 2020; Guerrina, 2017; O’Dwyer, 

2022 & Wright & Guerrina, 2020). The GFC economic policy response – the European 

Economic Recovery Plan (EERP) – was blamed for failing to include gender, by not mentioning 

the differentiated impact on men and women and ignoring the fact that the measures were more 

beneficial to men (see for ex. Kantola & Lombardo, 2017 & Weiner & MacRae, 2017).  

Furthermore, a debate exists in the literature regarding if the current Covid-19 Crisis 

economic policy response – the Next Generation EU (NGEU) – follows the gender-blind path 

of the EERP or deviates from the trend by promoting gender equality. While Klatzer and Rinaldi 

(2020) and O’Dwyer (2022) argue that the package follows the gender-blind approach, by 

strengthening traditional gender roles and continuing a tradition of male-biased policy, Elomäki 

and Kantola (2021) and Sapala (2022) claim the opposite, that the NGEU does consider gender 

equality through the Member States (MS) including it as a horizontal objective in their National 

Recovery and Resilience Plans (NRRPs) and the European Parliament (EP) inserting it into the 

creation of the plan on the EU-level.  

The aim of this thesis is consequently to contribute to the debate, by conducting a 

comparative analysis of the EERP and NGEU in two steps. First, contrary to previous 

scholarship, the full and final documentation of both packages will be compared from a gender 

equality perspective using text-based content analysis, in order to discover stability or change 

in gender equality promotion between the packages. Second, as opposed to by the other 

scholars, the theoretical framework of Historical Institutionalism (HI) will be used to analyze 

the results, specifically the concepts of path dependency and critical junctures, in order to 
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explain said stability or change. Consequently, the study will broadly aim to contribute to the 

important question of the EU’s promotion of democratic values, such as gender equality.  

In the section that follows, the literature review is presented. Section three sets out the 

theoretical framework and section four specifies the aim and research questions of the paper. 

Following is section five which describes methods and material and section six presenting the 

main results of the first step of the analysis. In section seven these results are analyzed in a 

second step using the theoretical approach of HI. Finally, section eight summarizes the main 

conclusions and discusses implications of these.  
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2. Gender Equality and Crisis Policy-making 
This section brings together literature on the subject of the EU’s gender equality promotion in 

times of crisis in general as well as on the EU’s crisis response to the GFC and the Covid-19 

Crisis. The main conclusions drawn are that due to a prioritization of economic objectives, 

gender equality in EU policy in times of crisis is sidelined and the crisis policy response from 

the GFC, the EERP, was deemed gender-blind. There is an ongoing debate on whether the 

Covid-19 policy response, the NGEU, follows the path of the EERP or deviates from the trend 

by promoting gender equality. This thesis aims to contribute to said debate and fill the gaps in 

existing contributions.  

2. 1. Gender equality in the EU in times of crisis  

It is well established in the literature that in times of crisis, the EU’s gender equality promotion 

is down-prioritized in relation to competing economic objectives (Allwood, 2020; Guerrina, 

2017; Miró, 2022; Muehlenhoff, Van der Vleuten & Welfens, 2020; Weiner & MacRae, 2017 

& Wright & Guerrina, 2020). However, there are different explanations as to how. Guerrina 

(2017, p.111) claims that the traditional split between high and low politics is at play. Gender 

equality is considered low politics and is treated as less acute than the high politics of 

economics. Weiner and MacRae (2017, p.86) and Wright and Guerrina (2020, p.527) claim that 

gender equality is only prioritized when it assists in achieving other higher objectives such as 

the common market’s growth and competitiveness.  

Moreover, Miró (2022, p.313) shows in his analysis of arguments used to justify the 

NGEU fund, that the EU prioritizes a pragmatic response to crisis above all else. Taking it 

further, Allwood (2020, p.330) claims that even where different policy areas intersect, gender 

equality will still not be prioritized. This is shown in the context of the climate-security-

development policy overlap, where policy sectors interact but consistently forget gender 

equality despite a claimed simplicity in keeping it on the agenda.  

Furthermore, O’Dwyer (2022, p.156) states that the variation in conceptualization of 

gender and gender equality results in a confusion and de-prioritization of gender equality 

promotion. Muehlenhoff et al. (2020, p. 324) explain this specifically by saying that crises are 

disruptive and threaten a pre-established order which results in a situation in need of action. 

The crises, in turn, are constructed by people and their different ideas and values - not least 

regarding gender equality - which generates a contest between frames and counter frames. 
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These frames consist of different power relations between men and women. The dominant 

frame and view on femininity and masculinity reproduces power and hierarchies between the 

genders. In a further step, O’Dwyer (2022, p.155) says, the winning frame structures the crisis 

policy response. Depending on which definition of gender equality that is accepted in the frame, 

it can either help or hurt gender equality promotion. For instance, if the definition takes the 

approach of women’s equality on men’s terms, it may not be particularly encompassing.  

2. 2. The Global Financial Crisis 

The GFC hit the world economy in 2007, stemming from high risk house loans associated with 

high levels of debt being taken in countries around the world, subsequently spreading the 

heightened risks to the global financial system. Combined with rising interest rates, inflation 

and the frailties of the new euro, this amounted to crisis in Europe, having negative 

consequences for economic growth, investment, employment and the fiscal position of EU MS 

(Szczepanski, 2019, p.1-2). The consequences were gendered, meaning that men and women 

were hit differently, contributing to worsening inequalities. In their report, the European 

Women’s Lobby (2012, p.2) explain that public-sector cuts resulted in women’s unemployment 

increasing and progress in closing the gender pay gap being undermined. Cutbacks in childcare 

and health services resulted in the return of traditional gender roles, since the unpaid work 

burden fell on the women mostly, compromising their economic independence. 

In light of the consequences of the crisis, the EU called for a coordinated response. Due 

to the difference in budgetary situations, the EERP presented in late 2008 was only a plan of 

coordinated action, containing measures to dampen the effects of the crisis focusing on smart 

investment and employment (European Commission, 2008). The package was replaced in 2010 

by the European Financial Stability Facility and the European Financial Stability Mechanism 

since the measures set out in the EERP did not appear to achieve the initial goals (Weiner & 

MacRae, 2017, p.83-84).  

When discussing the EERP, it is broadly claimed that the neoliberal economic tradition 

dominating during the time of the crisis systematically left out gender equality (Guerrina, 2017; 

Kantola & Lombardo, 2017; O’Dwyer, 2022 & Weiner & MacRae, 2017). Kantola and 

Lombardo (2017, p.2) explain that the boundaries between politics and economics were blurred, 

the latter said to be dominating on the basis of not having a choice but to implement austerity 

and fiscal discipline. This focus on economics reflects the neoliberal ideologies of the EU MS 
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governments and politicians of the time and is claimed by Vida (2019) to have led to a de-

democratization of decision-making bodies through 

“moving decision-making power away from democratically elected and representative 
institutions at the national level of the member states to new undemocratic actors and 
bureaucratic institutions at the EU level” (Vida, 2019, p.13).  

The focus on economic policy sidelined gender equality promotion and, in turn, some MS (for 

ex. Poland and Hungary) turned away from the EU’s normative values, which later enabled the 

rise of right-wing movements intending to mobilize against the “gender ideology” of Europe 

(Vida, 2019, p.13).  

Moreover, several authors emphasize how the tradition of neoliberalism goes hand-in-

hand with male power (Guerrina, 2017; O’Dwyer, 2022 & Weiner & MacRae, 2017). O’Dwyer 

(2022, p.156-158) studies the GFC, explaining that the legitimation process of the policy 

response was male-biased due to male-dominated decision-making bodies. Plainly put, the 

male-dominance in decision-making bodies which gave the economic policies their legitimacy, 

led to “male-ness” itself becoming the main component of legitimacy. Leaving out gender 

actually generated more legitimacy, since the male-dominated decision-making bodies 

approved of the male-biased neoliberal economic policies. Apparent is that a trade-off between 

neoliberal principles and gender equality was made, where the latter paid the price, setting the 

tone for future crisis policy-making. 

2. 3. The Covid-19 Crisis 

The Coronavirus first identified in China in 2019, had reached all EU MS in March 2020 and 

the World Health Organization declared Covid-19 a global pandemic the same month. Health 

measures such as social distancing, testing, national lock-downs and a shift to working from 

home were taken in most MS to prevent the spread (European Council, 2022). These measures 

had severe economic consequences, causing a global economic slow-down and resulting in 

crisis. National expenses were increased due to the need of a medical response, households and 

businesses could not maintain normal consumption becoming indebted and poverty and 

unemployment increased (The World Bank, 2022).  

Moreover, the consequences of the crisis were gendered, worsening inequalities. The 

increased unpaid work burden resulting from the national lock-downs preventing childcare 

services hit women most, reinforcing traditional gender roles. In turn, women were often forced 
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out of employment hurting their economic independence (Saujani, 2022, May 4th). 

Additionally, female-dominated employment sectors were unproportionally affected, for 

instance the service and health sector (O’Dwyer, 2022, p.152-153).  

It became clear that an EU-wide response was necessary. The European Commission (the 

Commission) therefore proposed an economic recovery package in May 2020, the NGEU worth 

€750 billion, aiming to aid the economic recovery of the MS in light of the crisis’ consequences. 

After being thoroughly negotiated, the recovery package together with the EU’s long-term 

budget for 2021-2027 was agreed upon by the European Council in July 2020 and is still 

ongoing (European Commission, 2022b).  

There is a debate among scholars investigating the NGEU, pertaining to the question if 

the NGEU follows the proclaimed gender-blindness of the EERP or deviates from the trend by 

promoting gender equality. In their gender impact assessment of the initial proposal for the 

NGEU on behalf of the Greens’ party coalition in the European Parliament (EP), Klatzer and 

Rinaldi (2020, p.5-8) deem the proposal gender equality-jeopardizing, meaning that traditional 

gender roles are reinforced by the program causing a negative impact on equality. They evaluate 

potential gender impacts of key areas of the package, highlighting how each area fails to take 

gender equality into account. It is claimed that 

“The Recovery Plan, and especially the legislative proposals, are gender-blind. The 
significant funds, in particular, fail to address the challenges related to the Covid-19 Crisis 
in the care sector and the specific challenges for women, nor do they address increasing 
inequalities.” (Klatzer & Rinaldi, 2020, p.8).  

The allocation of funds is said to be male-biased, meaning that the sectors receiving most money 

have a high share of male employment. Consequently, the goal of increasing equality on the 

labor market is undermined. Additionally, funds to build a resilient care economy are small, 

preventing necessary investment in care infrastructure made apparent by the pandemic. In turn, 

the unpaid care work burden mostly carried out by women is neglected, resulting in increased 

inequalities (Klatzer & Rinaldi, 2020, p.35-36). 

In agreement with Klatzer and Rinaldi (2020), O’Dwyer (2022, p.153) makes use of a 

feminist critical framework with a focus on legitimacy in studying the crisis policy response 

from the GFC. Factors are identified indicating that the NGEU will follow the same gender-

blind path. First, O’Dwyer (2022, p.155-158) explains that the dominant framing of the crisis 

decides the dominant view on hierarchies between the genders and is therefore of utmost 

importance for gender equality promoting outcomes. During the GFC, the framing was 



 

 7 

constituted by male-dominated decision-making bodies, where male-ness itself was the source 

of legitimacy. In the case of the NGEU, although some key positions are now held by females 

(for ex. Commission President Von der Leyen), there is still a dominance of men in most 

decision-making bodies, indicating a repetition of the pattern.  

Second, O’Dwyer (2022, p.159-162) claims that gender equality lacked priority during 

the GFC, being sidelined by policy actors staying silent on the gendered impacts of the crisis. 

Despite increased political will to support gender mainstreaming in recent years, economic 

policies in the EU are claimed to construct and maintain gender inequalities, pointing at a 

continued pattern in the NGEU. Third, O’Dwyer (2022, p.153) says that the policy measures of 

the GFC – such as the EERP - were of a voluntary nature, resulting in MS easily sidelining 

gender equality requirements in their national budget plans. However, NGEU is more 

compulsive, where the issuance of grants and loans to MS can only be spent in line with 

National Action Plans approved by the Commission. Due to the outspoken priority of gender 

equality in the NGEU by the Commission, this points at avoidance of the subject being difficult 

(European Commission, 2022b).  

In an analysis of the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF), one part of the NGEU, 

aiming to highlight how gender equality is promoted in the NRRPs, Sapala (2022, p.5-6) 

confirms O’Dwyer’s prediction, showing how gender equality has been deemed a horizontal 

objective in all NRRPs. However, not all MS included dedicated reforms or investments to 

gender-related challenges specifically.   

Sapala (2022) generally disagrees with both Klatzer and Rinaldi (2020) and O’Dwyer 

(2022) on the RRF (as part of the NGEU) being gender-blind and instead claims that measures 

ensuring gender equality are included thanks to the pressure of civil society organizations and 

the EP. It is argued that the RRF acknowledges women as one of the hardest hit groups during 

the pandemic as well as the importance of investment in robust care infrastructure in combatting 

the unpaid work burden, subsequently economically empowering women. Despite these efforts, 

flaws can be seen. No minimum for spending relating to gender equality was set and the issue 

of gender equality in the 11 main criteria for assessing the NRRPs was not included (Sapala, 

2022, p.2-3).  

Elomäki and Kantola (2021, p.2-3) study the EP’s role in promoting gender equality in 

the NGEU, using a model of feminist governance focusing on dedicated gender equality bodies 

and gender mainstreaming, agreeing with Sapala (2022) that the NGEU did display signs of 
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gender equality, even if in a watered-down manner. It is argued that, as opposed to during the 

GFC, the Committee on Women’s Rights and Gender Equality (FEMM) of the EP were 

successful in inserting a gender perspective into the NGEU. By using its main strategy of 

drafting non-legislative reports, raising awareness of the gendered consequences of the crisis, 

the committee brought gender equality onto the agenda, sparking discussions on the matter. 

Additionally, proposals for amendments to include gender equality in the legislation were made 

by the Committee, leading the way in gender mainstreaming the documents (Elomäki & 

Kantola, 2021, p.11-15).     

2. 4. Conclusion 

Apparent from above is that gender equality promotion in the EU in times of crisis is flawed. 

Prioritization of economic objectives results in gender equality being sidelined, as seen in the 

EERP. Regarding the NGEU, there is a debate among scholars if the package follows the 

gender-blind path of the EERP or deviates by showing promotion of gender equality. While 

Klatzer and Rinaldi (2020) and O’Dwyer (2022) predict the NGEU to be gender-blind based 

on the initial proposals for the NGEU and patterns from the GFC, Elomäki and Kantola (2021) 

and Sapala (2022) study parts of the final outcome of the NGEU and argue that it deviates from 

the trend and promotes gender equality.  

This thesis aims to contribute to the debate by conducting a comparative analysis of the 

two final packages, aiming to detect stability or change in gender equality promotion between 

the two. Contrary to the other scholars, this study scrutinizes the full and final documentation 

of both packages, which is important since previous conclusions have been drawn from either 

predictions or studies of single parts of the process or packages. Additionally, the theoretical 

framework of HI is used in this study, which is appropriate when investigating potential path 

dependency. Although making use of some process tracing, the current contributors to the 

debate neglect the fact that in order to prove that an outcome is path dependent, the infeasibility 

of other options needs to be proved (Kay, 2005, p.554). HI allows for filling this gap.  
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3. Understanding Gender Equality in Policy-making 
This section starts by defining the concept of gender equality and presenting the analytical 

framework for the first step of the analysis. Following, the theoretical framework of HI is 

described, including an operationalization of the explanatory factors of stability and change 

summarized into an analytical framework for the second step of the analysis.  

3.1 Gender Equality  

The way the EU defines gender equality has in the past been criticized for pertaining only to 

employment equality which would not disrupt dominant neoliberal conventions (Weiner & 

MacRae, 2017, p.82). A focus on employment equality during the GFC noted by Szczepanski 

(2019, p.1-2) is therefore not surprising. The EU’s current definition found in its Gender 

Equality Strategy, applicable during the Covid-19 Crisis, is broader including dimensions such 

as freedom from violence, a gender equal economy and female empowerment (European 

Commission, 2022a). 

Although of interest, the EU’s definition is not the basis of this study. Instead, Klatzer 

and Rinaldi (2020) capture the more relevant political intensions of gender equality promotion 

in policy through their definition used in their gender impact assessment of the proposal for the 

NGEU. The specified dimensions of gender equality are relevant for the nature of the NGEU 

economic recovery package, including (1) Textual references to gender equality, (2) male 

employment-bias, (3) focus on employment sectors with low share of total employment, (4) 

down-prioritizing investments in care, (5) missed opportunities to build a resilient care 

economy, (6) increased inequalities due to excess unpaid care work burden and (7) gender 

equality jeopardizing governance arrangements (Klatzer & Rinaldi, 2020, p.33-37). In order to 

make this analytical framework fit the EERP as well for this study, a few adjustments are made. 
 

Table 1 - Analytical framework: comparison of EERP and NGEU 

Dimension of gender equality Analytical question 
Explicit references Are there textual or other explicit references to 

gender equality? 
Employment Does the allocation of funds to different 

employment sectors reflect a gender-bias? 
Unpaid care work Does the recovery package address the gendered 

unpaid care work burden?  
Institutional structure Do the proposed governance arrangements 

reflect a gender-bias? 
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In identifying which employment sectors are male- or female-biased, statistics on male and 

female employment shares in various sectors presented by Klatzer and Rinaldi (2020, p.70) are 

mainly used. Moreover, gender-biased governance arrangements include how any controls or 

monitoring of efficiency, transparency, accountability or representation proposed in the 

packages affect gender equality promotion. For example, if gender equality promoting bodies 

have a place in the package. Lastly, it is important to note, that an openness for inductive 

definitions and categories of gender equality is deployed.  

3.2 Historical Institutionalism  

The study uses the theoretical framework of HI, specifically the theory’s concepts of path 

dependency and critical junctures since they offer suitable explanations to stability and change, 

which is what the first step of the analysis, namely a comparison of the EERP and NGEU from 

a gender equality perspective, aims to detect. HI defines institutions as formal organizations 

such as parliaments, executives and judicial courts, but also informal institutions consisting of 

patterns of the structured interaction between groups, constraining or forming behavior which, 

in turn, affects the relationships between states, markets and market actors (Ansell, 2021, p.135-

138 & Verdun, 2015, p.221).  

Furthermore, an emphasis on timing and sequence of events as shaping the political 

process is central to the HI approach, but nevertheless criticized by some. Kay (2005, p.554, 

562) argues that HI analyses neglect the fact that to prove that an outcome is path dependent, it 

must first have happened and second, what did not happen must be explained as something that 

could not happen due to the infeasibility of the option based on earlier decisions in history. The 

latter becomes important in this study, in the case that the analysis shows signs of path 

dependency between the EERP and the NGEU.  

Path dependency is the concept where once one decision is made, it is more likely that 

policy continues in the same direction, making it difficult for political actors to change course 

(Ansell, 2021, p.139). Criticism has been directed at the unlikeliness of one choice being that 

decisive, especially in a democratic climate of political debate (Thelen, 1999, p.385), 

nevertheless, it is argued that institutions create incentives for behaviors which, in turn, 

reinforce certain paths and power relations. Consequently, even in a situation where 

circumstances initially motivating a policy have changed along with government preferences, 
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policy sectors have become institutionalized and incentives to maintain status quo have 

emerged (Thelen, 1999, p.392-394).  

In the context of the EU in crisis, Ansell (2021, p.147) claims that incomplete governance 

structures contribute to the EU being path dependent in its crisis policy response. For ex. 

Verdun (2015, p.226, 231) mentions the difficulties of MS coming to an agreement due to 

differences in opinion and the time-consuming nature of EU voting procedures resulting in path 

dependent crisis solutions. The solutions are what Ansell (2021, p.147) refers to as lowest 

common denominator bargains, the least bad option able to be agreed upon in the limited time. 

However, the inadequacy of the solution is likely to cause additional problems, which are then 

also unlikely to be dealt with, due to the difficulties of reaching new agreements under time 

pressure. A path dependent circle is formed.  

The concept of critical junctures refers to a relatively short period of time in which it is 

possible to shift paths (Capoccia & Kelemen, 2007, p.348). Two types of conditions need to be 

present in order for the critical juncture to lead to change (a reassertion of status quo is possible), 

permissive conditions relaxing structural constraints on action creating a window of opportunity 

and productive conditions fostering particular outcomes (Soifer, 2012, p.1573-1574). In the 

context of the EU, external factors such as crises can potentially disturb the current balance, 

acting as permissive conditions. Informal institutions can then function as productive 

conditions, fostering certain types of crisis response. This response depends on the degree of 

institutionalization of the policy sector and the degree of agency of the policy actors. Highly 

path dependent outcomes derive from strong institutionalization and weak agency, whereas 

change occurs from strong agency and weak institutionalization (Ansell, 2021, p.146).  

Furthermore, the logic of critical junctures can be criticized for minimizing the long-term 

efforts aiming to achieve gradual change in promoting gender equality. To address this issue, 

HI identifies four main types of gradual change. (1) Displacement – old rules are removed and 

replaced by new, (2) layering – new rules are added on to the already existing, (3) drift – the 

impact of existing rules is changed due to change of environment and (4) conversion – existing 

rules are made into law in new strategic ways (Ansell, 2021, p.140).  

3.3 Operationalization 

To operationalize the theoretical concepts, it is necessary to consider potential factors 

suggesting stability or change between the EERP and NGEU, by not only studying the end 
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results, but rather similarities and differences between the circumstances and processes of 

creating the packages. Due to time constraints, a detailed study is not possible, but a few 

potential factors identified in relevant literature, media and statistics are briefly brought forward 

here and further developed in section 7.1.  

Considering factors suggesting stability, O’Dwyer (2022, p.156-158) discusses an 

example of persisting informal institutions in the processes of creating the packages, namely 

the continued male-dominance of EU decision-making bodies, resulting in male-ness 

constituting legitimacy. The value of male-ness shapes the behavior of the actors, creating an 

incentive to maintain male-biased policy. Adding another potential factor of stability, Verdun 

(2015, p.226-227) mentions the time-consuming nature of EU-level decision-making and the 

difficulties of MS to reach an agreement as a reason for “copying” old institutions. The male-

dominated institutions in place therefore strengthen a certain distribution of power, 

undermining new paths.  

Furthermore, the continued prioritization of economic objectives over gender equality 

promotion noted in EU crisis policy-making in the past decades acts as another factor indicating 

stability between the packages. The neglect of gender equality is claimed to derive from gender 

equality being viewed as low politics and at best a tool to achieve economic goals (Guerrina, 

2017, p.111; Weiner & MacRae, 2017, p.86 & Wright & Guerrina, 2020, p.527).  

Lastly, Vida (2019, p.13) claims that the established focus on economics over gender 

equality reflects the continued neoliberal ideologies of EU MS governments. The ideology 

focused on economic austerity and fiscal discipline is said to sideline gender equality, resulting 

in some MS (for ex. Poland and Hungary) slipping in their gender equality promotion.  

Turning towards potential factors of change, Welfens (2020, p.511) argues that crises 

bring neglected issues into light, presenting a context perceptive to change if utilized. Both the 

GFC and the Covid-19 Crisis brought gender inequalities into light, however, as opposed to 

during the GFC, gender equality was able to be put on the agenda more easily during the Covid-

19 Crisis, seeing as the EU now had a Gender Equality Strategy in place as well as an outspoken 

priority of gender equality in the current Commission (European Commission, 2022a).  

Moreover, if the male-biased decision-making bodies mentioned by O’Dwyer (2022, p. 

156-158) are replaced by gender equality promoting bodies, these can act as another factor of 

change. For instance, Elomäki and Kantola (2021, p.3) suggest that in the context of the creation 
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of the NGEU, the strong feminist body of the FEMM-committee in the EP pushed for gender 

equality to be incorporated into the policy response.  

Another potential factor of change is the noted will among certain MS to “save” the Union 

from existential crisis through the “necessity” of change. The acute nature of the crisis forces 

reluctant policy actors to agree to policy that they normally would not accept (Ladi & 

Tsarouhas, 2020, p.1043). For instance, in negotiating the NGEU, the traditionally austere 

Germany sided with the southern MS advocating solidarity instead, aiming to ensure the 

creation of the NGEU and subsequently the “survival” of the EU. Without this act of necessity, 

the policy response would not have been possible and new content, such as gender equality 

promotion, would have been continuously absent (Ferrera, Miró & Ronchi, 2021, p.1330).  

Lastly, the factor of gradual change should be considered. The EU’s main gender equality 

promoting policy tool gender mainstreaming, entailing the insertion of gender into all policy 

activity, can be pointed out as a potential force enabling layering of new principles on top of 

old (EIGE, 2022a). Following are the potential factors of stability and change between the 

EERP and NGEU summarized into an analytical framework for the second step of the analysis.  
 

Table 2 – Analytical framework: factors suggesting stability and change  

Stability Change 

Male-dominance of decision-making bodies Gender equality on the agenda 

Old structures copied due to time-constraints and 

difficulties agreeing 

Gender equality promoting governance bodies 

Prioritization of economic objectives  Desire to “save” the EU  

Neoliberal economic ideology Gender mainstreaming 
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4. Specified Aim and Research Questions 
The aim of this thesis is to contribute to the debate on the EU’s gender equality promotion in 

its economic crisis policy response from the GFC – the EERP - and the Covid-19 Crisis – the 

NGEU. This study investigates if the NGEU follows the claimed gender-blind path of the EERP 

or deviates from the trend by showing signs of gender equality promotion. The analysis will be 

conducted in two steps, first, the EERP and the NGEU will be compared from a gender equality 

perspective focusing on political intensions. Second, an attempt will be made to explain the 

perceived stability or change between the two packages with the theoretical concepts of path 

dependency or critical junctures within HI. 

In conducting the analysis, the study also aims to investigate if the EU is on its way to 

becoming more gender equal, if its proclaimed gender equality priorities (European 

Commission, 2022b) prevail even in times of existential and economic crisis tending to stabilize 

inequalities (O’Dwyer, 2022, p.153). In turn, this can give an indicator of the EU’s commitment 

to ensuring equality between all of its citizens, and subsequently its commitment to democratic 

values. Finally, the study seeks to answer the following research questions:  

 

• Can a greater attempt at promoting gender equality, and if so how, be seen in the Next 

Generation EU Covid-19 Crisis recovery package than in the European Economic 

Recovery Plan Global Financial Crisis recovery package?  

• How can the improvement of gender equality promotion or lack thereof be explained by 

the theory of Historical Institutionalism?  
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5. Method and Material 
This section outlines the choices of method and material. First, the research design is described 

followed by a discussion on qualitative text-based analysis. The choice of material for the 

analysis of the EERP and NGEU is then explained and discussed.  

5.1 Research design 

The analysis of this study will be done in two steps. First, qualitative content analysis will be 

used in comparing the EU’s crisis policy response from the GFC - the EERP – and the Covid-

19 Crisis – NGEU – from a gender equality perspective. The aim is to examine if a greater 

attempt at promoting gender equality, and if so how, can be seen in the NGEU as opposed to 

the EERP, by using the analytical framework set out in section 3.1. The framework will function 

as deductive codes and, based on findings not captured by these, inductive codes will be created 

during the process.  

Second, the results from the comparative analysis will be analyzed using the theoretical 

framework of HI. The analytical framework consisting of potential factors suggesting stability 

or change outlined in section 3.3 will be used. By discussing each potential factor through the 

lens of HI, an attempt will be made to explain the perceived stability or change between the 

packages.   

5.2 Qualitative content analysis 

Qualitative text-based content analysis in this thesis is a systematic breakdown and 

categorization of parts of texts in order to answer a set of questions. The aim is to analyze the 

texts pertaining to the economic recovery packages continuously, following the structured lines 

of deductive and inductive codes allowing for a comprehensive analysis, enabling dimensions 

of gender equality to be continuously discovered (Boréus & Kohl, 2018, p.50-52). The codes 

connect different pieces of material to each other highlighting similarities or differences (David 

& Sutton, 2016, p.271), which is precisely the interest of this study. However, to ensure high 

validity it is important that the connection to the context is not lost when highlighting pieces of 

text, since this could result in drawing false conclusions from the single passage alone. In turn, 

the reliability would be weakened since said conclusions out of context are unlikely to be drawn 

identically by others (Boréus & Kohl, 2018, p.80). 
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Furthermore, when coding for textual references, importance lies in remembering that 

meanings of words change over time (Esaiasson et al., 2017, p.224). Regarding gender equality, 

this becomes critical. As mentioned in section 3.1, the concept of gender equality has been 

developed by the EU since the time of the EERP, adding dimensions other than employment 

equality. In terms of validity and fairness, this is problematic since the same benchmark for 

gender equality is used for both packages. Meaning, that the first package created with a simpler 

understanding of gender equality, will be judged based upon a more developed definition setting 

higher expectations. The dilemma must be considered when drawing conclusions about the 

extent of perceived stability or change, to avoid exaggerating results due to the difference in 

conceptualization rather than active gender equality promotion.  

Using text-based content analysis in this study is meaningful, since it allows for a 

consideration of how and under what circumstances something is said, rather than a quantitative 

analysis, which only shows statistical patterns (Boréus & Kohl, 2018, p.79). Additionally, 

content analysis is suitable when trying to detect a theme that is not the main subject of the 

large number of texts – such as gender equality in an economic policy (Bergström & Boréus, 

2018, p.24-25).  

However, content analyses tend to focus on explicit messages in texts, forgetting the 

equally important implicit messages. In the context of this study, missing the implicit messages 

can have negative consequences for the validity of the results. That something is not said can 

act as a stronger message than the explicitly stated (Boréus & Kohl, 2018, p.79). Additionally, 

the question of transparency is important in maintaining high quality of qualitative studies. To 

ensure transparency, citations of texts will be important, as well as a clear use of the analytical 

framework (Bergström & Boréus, 2018, p.41).   

5.3 Material 

In order to determine which documents to use in the analysis, it is necessary to take the decision-

making process and nature of the recovery package into account. The initial proposal for the 

EERP was put forward by the Commission in 2008. The proposal for the EERP was endorsed 

by the Council of the European Union (Council of EU) in its Presidency Conclusions from its 

meeting in late 2008 (Council of EU, 2008, p.1). In March of 2009, the EP reached agreement 

on the package, established in its resolution (European Parliament, 2009, p.5). The EERP was 

not a one-size-fits-all plan and MS did not make payments into a central “pot”, rather it was a 
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coordination of action (European Commission, 2008, p.3). Consequently, no particular 

regulation establishes the EERP. Instead, the plan must be read as is in the COM(2008)800 in 

the context of the COM(2008)706. The regulation related to the package (Reg. 2009/663/EG) 

aims to enable the MS to implement the EERP, not force them. Additionally, guidelines for MS 

were formulated regarding economic- and employment policies (Council of EU, 2009). On the 

basis of the nature of the EERP as well as an established focus on political intensions of the 

recovery packages, the following documents have been chosen for the analysis of the EERP.  
 

Table 3 – Material EERP 

BODY YEAR TITLE 
Commission 2008 COM(2008)706. Communication from the Commission – From 

financial crisis to recovery: A European framework for action. 
Commission  2008 COM(2008)800. Communication from the Commission to the 

European Council – A European Economic Recovery Plan. 
Council of EU 
 

2008 Brussels European Council 11 and 12 December 2008 – 
Presidency conclusions. 17271/08. CONCL 5. 

EP & Council of EU 2009 Regulation 2009/663/EG of the European Parliament and of the 
Council of 13 July 2009 - Establishing a programme to aid 
economic recovery by granting Community financial assistance to 
projects in the field of energy. 

Council of EU 2009 Council Recommendation of 25 June 2009 on the 2009 update of 
the broad guidelines for the economic policies of the Member States 
and the Community and on the implementation of Member States’ 
employment policies. 2009/531/EC. 

 

The NGEU differs from the EERP, being of enormous size, consisting of both the Recovery 

and Resilience Facility and contributions to sectoral programs, and planned as a part of the 

EU’s long-term budget for 2021-2027. Additionally, it is legally binding i.e., all MS do have to 

contribute to the central “pot” (European Commission, 2021). After the initial proposal by the 

Commission in May 2020 and the following negotiations, the European Council agreed upon 

the long-term budget and the NGEU in its meeting in July 2020, as stated in the meeting 

conclusions (European Council, 2020). In December of 2020, the EP and Council of EU also 

agreed to the package and an Interinstitutional Agreement between the two and the Commission 

could be sealed (European Parliament, Council of EU & European Commission, 2020).  

Following, multiple regulations establishing the package were legislated (see below) as 

well as regulations pertaining to the sectoral programs, namely Horizon Europe, InnvestEU, 

Just Transition Fund, ReactEU and the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development 
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(European Commission, 2021). Lastly, a Commission Staff Working Document with guidance 

for MS in creating NRRPs was created (SWD(2021)12). Due to a desire to capture the broad 

nature of the NGEU, but simultaneously remaining within the scope of this thesis, the following 

documents have been chosen for the analysis. 
 

Table 4 – Material NGEU 

PERTAINS TO BODY YEAR TITLE 
NGEU in general European Council 2020 Special meeting of the European Council 

(17, 18, 19, 20 and 21 July 2020) – 
Conclusions. EUCO 10/20. CO EUR 8. 
CONCL 4. 

 EP, Council of 
EU, Commission 

2020 Interinstitutional Agreement of 16 December 
2020 between the European Parliament, the 
Council of the European Union and the 
European Commission on budgetary discipline, 
on cooperation in budgetary matters and on 
sound financial management, as well as on new 
own resources, including a roadmap towards 
the introduction of new own resources. OJ L 
4331. 

 Council of EU, 
EP 

2020 Regulation 2020/2092/EU, Euratom of the 
European Parliament and of the Council of 16 
December 2020 – on a general regime of 
conditionality for the protection of the Union 
budget. 

 Council of EU 2020 Council Regulation 2020/2093/EU, Euratom of 
17 December 2020 – laying down the 
multiannual financial framework for the years 
2021 to 2027. 

 Council of EU 2020 Council Regulation 2020/2094/EU of 14 
December 2020 – Establishing a European 
Union Recovery Instrument to support the 
recovery in the aftermath of the COVID-19 
crisis. 

Sectoral Programs 
 
European Agricultural 
Fund for Rural 
Development 

EP & Council of 
EU 

2020 Regulation 2020/2220/EU of the European 
Parliament and of the Council of 23 December 
2020 – laying down certain transitional 
provisions for support from the European 
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development 
(EAFRD) and from the European Agricultural 
Guarantee Fund (EAGF) in the years 2021 and 
2022 and amending Regulations (EU) No 
1305/2013, (EU) No 1306/2013 and (EU) No 
1307/2013 as regards resources and 
application in the years 2021 and 2022 and 
Regulation (EU) No 1208/2013 as regards 
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resources and the distribution of such support 
in respect of the years 2021 and 2022. 

ReactEU EP & Council of 
EU 

2020 Regulation 2020/2221/EU of the European 
Parliament and of the Council of 23 December 
2020 – amending Regulation (EU) No 
1303/2013 as regards additional resources and 
implementing arrangements to provide 
assistance for fostering crisis repair in the 
context of the COVID-19 pandemic and its 
social consequences and for preparing a green, 
digital and resilient recovery of the economy 
(REACT-EU). 

Just Transition Fund EP & Council of 
EU 

2021 Regulation 2021/1056/EU of the European 
Parliament and of the Council of 24 June 2021 – 
establishing the Just Transition Fund. 

Recovery and 
Resilience Facility 

EP & Council of 
EU 

2021 Regulation 2021/241/EU of the European 
Parliament and of the Council of 12 February 
2021 – establishing the Recovery and Resilience 
Facility. 

InvestEU EP & Council of 
EU 

2021 Regulation 2021/523/EU of the European 
Parliament and of the Council of 24 March 
2021 – establishing the InvestEU Programme 
and amending Regulation (EU) 2015/1017. 

Horizon Europe EP & Council of 
EU 

2021 Regulation 2021/695/EU of the European 
Parliament and of the Council of 28 April 2021 
– establishing Horizon Europe – the 
Framework Programme for Research and 
Innovation, laying down its rules for 
participation and dissemination, and repealing 
Regulations (EU) No 1290/2013 and (EU) No 
1291/2013. 

Member State 
guidance 

Commission 2021 Commission staff working document – 
Guidance to Member States Recovery and 
Resilience plans. 

 

A broad material has been chosen, highlighting the political intentions in the finalized economic 

recovery packages, ensuring as interesting and fair results as possible within the scope of the 

thesis. The material is critical, pinpointing the subjects of interest rather than acting as an 

example of a broader theme, which is important in this study, since interest lies specifically 

with the EERP and NGEU rather than other policy. The precise choice of material consequently 

contributes to higher validity (Esaiasson et al., 2017, p.220). 

A disadvantage of the material is that the area of interest – gender equality – is not the 

main topic of the economic recovery packages. Consequently, the material risks not being as 

explicit as the chosen method calls for, making desired patterns of stability or change of gender 

equality promotion difficult to identify. To tackle this problem, the analytical framework (see 
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section 3.1) is designed with inspiration from the gender impact assessment conducted by 

Klatzer and Rinaldi (2020) which successfully assessed economic policies from a gender 

equality perspective.  

Lastly, it is important to consider what conclusions can be drawn from the material. Since 

it pertains to political intensions of the recovery packages, rather than displaying results of 

implementation, mechanisms regarding the EU’s gender equality promotion in the specific 

recovery packages can potentially be discovered. However, a general pattern in all EU policy 

will not be possible to detect. Nevertheless, the study is useful since it aims to contribute to the 

scholarly debate on gender equality promotion in crisis recovery packages, and will be able to 

draw conclusions on one piece of the larger puzzle.  
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6. Gender Equality in the EERP and NGEU 
In this section the results are presented from the analysis of each recovery package – the EERP 

and NGEU – from a gender equality perspective. A concluding section follows summarizing if 

stability or change can be seen between the packages and the first research question is 

consequently answered.   

6.1 The EERP 

Textual or other explicit references to gender equality are continuously absent throughout the 

Communications outlining the EERP (COM(2008)706; COM(2008)800), the main regulation 

(Reg. 2009/663/EC) and the Presidency Conclusions (Council of EU, 2008) endorsing the 

package. However, it can be argued that the pattern of gender absence is broken in the Council 

guidelines for the MS on implementing the EERP (Council of EU, 2009). In its specific country 

recommendations, it is stated that Malta should “step up efforts to attract more people, 

particularly women and older workers, into the labour market” (Council of EU, 2009, p.17), 

and that the Netherlands should “…improve the participation of women, older workers and 

disadvantaged groups with a view to raising overall hours worked.” (Council of EU, 2009, 

p.18). Viewing these comments in the 2008 context, they coincide with the EU’s employment-

centered definition of gender equality aiming to include women in the employment context 

(Weiner & MacRae, 2017, p.82). Even though women’s employment is only one part of the 

EU’s current definition of gender equality (European Commission, 2022a), it should 

nevertheless not be ignored.  

Furthermore, the focus of the EERP is economic recovery through securing energy and 

investing in infrastructure, the green transition and employment (COM(2008)800). In the 

Presidency Conclusions (Council of EU, 2008) it is stated that 

“measures to support demand must aim to produce immediate effect, be of limited duration 
and be targeted at the sectors most affected and the most important as regards to the 
economy (e.g the automotive industry and the construction sector)” (Council of EU, 2008, 
p.6).  

Both the automotive and construction sector have continuously been male-dominated (Eurostat, 

2018 & ILO, 2021, p.38), reflecting a male-bias in the prioritization of sectors when it comes 

to investment and funding through the EERP. This is also reflected in the Communication 

defining the EERP, where it is stated that 
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“Any state aid should be channeled through horizontal schemes designed to promote the 
Lisbon objectives, notably research, innovation, training, environmental protection and in 
particular clean technologies, transport and energy efficiency” (COM(2008)800, p.12). 

Again, all listed sectors are male-dominated (Eurostat, 2018; King, 2022) reflecting a male-bias 

in the EERP indirectly contributing to gender inequality by supporting men more than women.  

Missing sectors such as education, health and services for children and elderly, all impact 

the gendered unpaid work burden, where women are overrepresented. For instance, women 

have to leave employment due to childcare needs significantly more often than men (EIGE, 

2021). In the EERP, measures to help with the unpaid work burden are proposed, however, it 

is not acknowledged that this is a gendered problem. An example of the lack of 

acknowledgement can be found in the COM(2008)800 stating that 

“Member states should also consider the introduction of innovative solutions (e.g service 
cheques for household and child care, temporary hiring subsidies for vulnerable 
groups),…” (COM(2008)800, p.11). 

However, in the Council recommendations for MS (Council of EU, 2009) it is stated that 

specifically Malta should  

“step up efforts to attract more people, particularly women and older workers, into the 
labour market by, inter alia, facilitating childcare; intensifying efforts to tackle undeclared 
work…” (Council of EU, 2009, p.17).  

As opposed to in the COM(2008)800, this statement indicates an understanding of the unpaid 

work burden as gendered and consequently recommending measures which would reduce the 

inequality.  

Regarding the institutional structures surrounding the EERP, the COM(2008)800 (p.8) 

discusses the global architecture to ensure financial stability. Efficiency, transparency, 

accountability and representation are listed as key factors, creating a natural place for gender 

equality in the latter category. However, no such considerations are listed and no specific gender 

equality promoting body has a place in the structure. Only MS as entities are mentioned, leaving 

out individuals and, consequently, gender.  

While conducting the analysis, it became clear that the absence of gender was apparent 

throughout the documentation constituting the EERP and an inductive code was created to 

capture this absence. For example, the first and second step of the EERP pertaining to “people” 

consists of (1) launching a major European employment support initiative and (2) Creating a 

demand for labor. For instance, it is stated that MS should  
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“Refocus their programmes to concentrate support on the most vulnerable, and where 
necessary opt for full Community financing of projects during this period” 
(COM(2008)800, p.11).  

Additionally, measures to combat the unpaid work burden are presented here. It is clear that the 

proposed measures in this section should take gender into account, seeing as they will have 

different effects on men and women, but this is not acknowledged. A gender-neutral approach 

in the shape of “people” is taken instead. 

6.2 The NGEU 

Throughout the documentation of the NGEU, textual and explicit references to gender equality 

appear quite frequently. Interestingly, the regulations establishing the NGEU 

(Reg.2020/2092/EU; Reg.2020/2093/EU; Reg. 2020/2094/EU), the accompanying Institutional 

Agreement (European Parliament et al., 2020) as well as the European Council conclusions 

(2020) display the least references, often being unprecise using vague language.  

As opposed to the vagueness of the regulations, the guidelines for MS on the 

implementation of their NRRPs (SWD(2021)12, p.10-11) includes a full section on “gender 

equality and equal opportunities for all”, outlining several key areas of gender equality 

promotion, including (1) equality of treatment and opportunities within the labor market, terms 

and conditions of employment and career progression, (2) the right to equal pay for work of 

equal value, (3) equality of treatment and opportunities regarding social protection, education 

and access to public goods and services and (4) equal opportunities for under-represented 

groups.   

Furthermore, the sectoral instruments within the NGEU vary when it comes to gender 

equality references. ReactEU (Reg. 2020/2221/EU), the Just Transition Fund (Reg. 

2021/1056/EU), InvestEU (Reg. 2021/523/EU), Horizon Europe (Reg. 2021/695/EU) and the 

Recovery and Resilience Facility (Reg. 2021/241/EU) all have clear and precise references. For 

instance, Regulation 2021/695/EU on Horizon Europe states  

“The activities developed under the Programme should aim to eliminate gender bias and 
inequalities, enhancing work-life balance and promoting equality between women and men 
in R&I, including the principle of equal pay without discrimination based on sex,…” (Reg. 
2021/695/EU, p.8).  

Surprisingly, the clear gender equality references disappear in the Rural Development Program 

(Reg. 2020/2220/EU). This program was developed and established before the context of the 
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NGEU, but is nevertheless receiving financing from it, which indicates a possible explanation 

for this deviation.   

In Reg. 2020/2094/EU establishing the NGEU it is specified that employment sectors 

such as research and innovation, energy, agriculture, construction and transport shall be 

prioritized. This reflects a gender-bias, seeing as these sectors are male-dominated (Klatzer & 

Rinaldi, 2020, p.70). However, the sectoral program receiving the most funds (European 

Commission, 2021), ReactEU (Reg. 2020/2221/EU), also mentions hospitality, tourism and 

culture as important employment sectors, which are female-dominated sectors (Klatzer & 

Rinaldi, 2020, p.70), “evening out” the gender-bias.  

The unpaid care work burden is absent from the general legislative documents 

constituting the NGEU, however, they are addressed by several of the sectoral programs 

mentioning factors such as education, childcare, elderly-care, social inclusion and health. 

Further, it is also clear that there is an understanding that the unpaid care work burden is a 

gendered issue, which is made apparent in the Recovery and Resilience Facility (Reg. 

2021/241/EU): 

”Women have been particularly affected by the COVID-19 crisis as they represent the 
majority of healthcare workers across the Union and balance unpaid care work with their 
employment responsibilities. The situation is especially difficult for single parents, 85% of 
whom are women. Gender equality and equal opportunities for all, and the mainstreaming 
of those objectives should be taken into account and promoted throughout the preparation 
and implementation of recovery and resilience plans submitted pursuant to this Regulation. 
Investment in robust care infrastructure is also essential in order to ensure gender equality 
and the economic empowerment of women,…” (Reg. 2021/241/EU, p.21).  

Furthermore, in the Institutional Agreement (European Parliament et al., 2020) where the main 

institutional structures on the EU-level regarding the budget including the NGEU are discussed, 

it is established that the Commission should issue an annual report accompanying the general 

budget. This report should contain information on the promotion of gender equality, specifically 

“the promotion of equality between women and men as well as rights and equal 
opportunities for all throughout the implementation and monitoring of the relevant 
programmes, and the mainstreaming of those objectives as well as gender mainstreaming, 
including by strengthening the assessment of gender impact in impact assessments and 
evaluations under the Better Law-Making frameworks.” (European Parliament et al., 2020, 
p.31).  

Interestingly, requirements of monitoring and controlling on the national level in regard to 

gender equality are absent from the MS guidelines. Instead, it is said that MS are themselves 

responsible for monitoring and controls and may make use of already existing national 
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management and control systems. Nowhere is there a written requirement of including gender 

equality promoting bodies or gender equality checks (SWD(2021)12, p.48).  

Continuing, two of the sectoral programs explicitly mention the importance of gender 

balance in expert groups, advisory panels, etc. In the regulation establishing Horizon Europe 

(Reg.2021/695/EU) it is said that  

“particular attention shall be paid to ensuring, to the extent possible, gender balance in 
evaluation panels and in other advisory bodies such as boards and expert groups.” (Reg. 
2021/695/EU, p.21). 

The regulation on InvestEU (Reg. 2021/523/EU, p.39) additionally states that “The overall 

composition of the governance structure should strive to achieve gender balance.”. 

Even though there is an apparent awareness of the importance of gender balance and 

gender equality in the governance arrangements in some of the documentation, it is not clear in 

the majority of the material. Furthermore, nowhere is it suggested to include interaction with 

specific gender equality promoting bodies in order to ensure that gender is considered. 

Throughout the documentation of the NGEU, the active absence of gender is apparent in several 

places and consequently captured by the additional created inductive code of gender absence. 

For instance, in the regulation (Reg. 2020/2094/EU) establishing the NGEU it is stated that 

”The support […] should in particular focus on measures to restore labour markets and 
social protection as well as health care systems, to reinvigorate potential for sustainable 
growth and employment in order to strengthen cohesion among Member States and support 
their transition towards a green and digital economy, to provide support to businesses 
affected by the impact of the COVID-19 crisis, in particular small and medium-sized 
enterprises, as well as support for investment in activities that are essential for 
strengthening sustainable growth in the Union including direct financial investment in 
enterprises, measures for research and innovation in response to the COVID-19 crisis, for 
capacity building at Union level to enhance future crisis preparedness, for maintaining 
efforts to ensure a just transition to a climate-neutral economy, and support for agriculture 
and development in rural areas in addressing the impact of the COVID-19 crisis.” (Reg. 
2020/2094/EU, p.24).  

The support instrument’s many measures and objectives are defined and described, but gender 

is left out. Gender equality is not explicitly mentioned throughout this regulation (the word 

“inequalities” is mentioned but not specified) even though the Commission claims that it is a 

priority within the NGEU (European Commission, 2022b).  
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6.3 Conclusion 

Overviewing the results, a few key points for each dimension of gender equality set out in the 

analytical framework in section 3.1 should be mentioned. Regarding explicit references to 

gender equality, the EERP does not specifically mention gender equality. However, references 

to women’s employment are present, which touches upon the definition of gender equality of 

the time (Weiner & MacRae, 2017, p.82). In the NGEU on the other hand, there are generally 

explicit references to gender equality throughout the documentation. Although this indicates 

change between the two packages, it should be mentioned that even in the NGEU references 

vary in their preciseness and depth.  

Moreover, both recovery packages set down priorities of employment sectors such as 

construction, infrastructure, energy and the green transition (COM(2008)800 & Reg. 

2020/2094/EU). A clear gender-bias can be perceived, since these are all male-dominated 

sectors (Klatzer & Rinaldi, 2020, p.70). In the NGEU on the other hand, the sectoral program 

ReactEU (Reg. 2020/2221/EU) prioritizes the female-dominated sectors hospitality, tourism 

and culture (Klatzer & Rinaldi, 2020, p.70). It is clear that improvement can be seen in the 

NGEU as opposed to the EERP which again indicates change between the packages.  

Regarding the unpaid work burden, the EERP addresses the issue quite extensively. 

However, it is generally not acknowledged that it is a gendered problem. Nevertheless, support 

of gender equality through addressing the unpaid work burden is indirectly showed. The NGEU 

continues to address the problem and additionally shows signs of understanding the gendered 

nature of the issue (Reg. 2021/241/EU, p.21). Progress in the NGEU can therefore be seen. 

Furthermore, the EERP lacks gender considerations in its institutional structures. No 

specific gender equality bodies have a place within the package and the sections on governance 

arrangements mention the EU- and MS-level, leaving out individuals and consequently gender. 

In contrast to the EERP, the NGEU includes gender considerations in its governance 

arrangements by firstly, having the Commission draft an annual progress report including a 

section on gender equality (European Parliament et al., 2020, p.31). Secondly, by ensuring 

gender balance of expert groups, advisory panels, etc. in some of its sectoral legislation (Reg. 

2021/523/EU, p.39; Reg. 2021/695/EU, p.21). However, no such considerations are part of the 

guidelines for MS (SWD(2021)12) and specific gender equality promoting bodies do not have 

a place in the package. Although somewhat lacking, the NGEU clearly displays improvement 

compared to the EERP, pointing at change.  
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Lastly, both packages display an absence of gender, in places it could arguably fit in. The 

EERP directs measures at helping “people” instead of women, showing a clear lack of gender 

consideration. The NGEU, in turn, leaves out gender in some places where it arguably needs to 

be, despite gender equality being a claimed priority of the NGEU (European Commission, 

2022b).  

After comparing the results of the analysis of both packages, the first research question 

can be addressed: Can a greater attempt at promoting gender equality, and if so how, be seen 

in the Next Generation EU Covid-19 Crisis recovery package than in the European Economic 

Recovery Plan Global Financial Crisis recovery package? A greater attempt at promoting 

gender equality can arguably be seen in the NGEU as opposed to the EERP. The NGEU 

displays more explicit references to gender equality, it has a smaller gender-bias in its allocation 

of funds to different employment sectors, it addresses the unpaid work burden as well as 

acknowledges the gendered nature of the issue and lastly, its institutional structures, although 

few, include gender considerations as opposed to in the EERP.  
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7. Change between the EERP and NGEU 
In this section the results from the first step of the analysis, namely that the NGEU does show 

signs of change compared to the EERP in the way gender equality is promoted, will be analyzed 

according to the theoretical framework of HI. The analysis will follow the structure of the listed 

factors suggesting change set out in section 3.3. Lastly, based on the analysis, the concluding 

section attempts to answer the second research question. 

7.1 Explaining change with Historical Institutionalism 

Applying the HI perspective, it can be argued that both the GFC and the Covid-19 Crisis acted 

as critical junctures enabling a context open to change (Capoccia & Kelemen, 2007, p.348). 

Both crises had gendered consequences (O’Dwyer, 2022, p.152), however, during the Covid-

19 Crisis these were brought into light and onto the agenda in an extensive way, acting as a 

permissive condition relaxing structural constraints on action and enabling a window of 

opportunity for change (Soifer, 2012, p.1573-1574). Factors enabling this were for instance, the 

existence of the EU’s Gender Equality Strategy, an outspoken priority of gender equality in the 

Commission (European Commission, 2022a) and an extensive visibility of inequalities through 

media. An example of the latter is how Saujani (2022, May 4th) highlights the issue of 

availability of childcare dictating women’s ability to work. When the pandemic hit and schools 

and childcare facilities closed, many women were forced to leave the workforce completely. It 

is explicitly claimed that “Without affordable, reliable, quality childcare, we cannot work. Our 

livelihood literally depends on this.” (Saujani, 2022, May 4th).  

Following the logic of permissive and productive conditions, a second factor suggesting 

change between the packages is the emergence of gender equality promoting governance bodies 

in connection to the NGEU. In their analysis of the EP’s response to the pandemic from the 

perspective of feminist governance, Elomäki and Kantola (2021, p.2, 11-14) identify the 

FEMM committee as a key gender equality promoter in the process of establishing the Covid-

19 Crisis policy response. The FEMM committee used its main strategy of drafting a non-

legislative report in order to raise gender issues onto the agenda, specifically highlighting the 

apparent lack of a gender perspective in discussions on the pandemic. As intended, and as 

opposed to during the GFC, the adoption process resulted in expansive discussions on the 

gendered nature of the crisis, entailing harsh debates between the different political groups of 
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the EP, but nevertheless resulting in the inclusion of gender equality in the final report on the 

NGEU adopted by the Parliament.  

Viewing the work of the FEMM committee from a HI perspective, structural constraints 

on acting for the promotion of gender equality were relaxed by the issue being brought into 

light. The process of the FEMM committee’s report could, in turn, work as a productive 

condition fostering a gender equality promoting outcome (Soifer, 2012, p.1573-1574). In 

addition, according to the HI logic, the apparent weak institutionalization of the gender equality 

sector on the EU-level in combination with the rather strong agency of the FEMM committee 

resulted in change being achieved easier than if the conditions were reversed (Ansell, 2021, 

p.146).  

Broadening the perspective, gender equality promoting bodies can also be detected in 

connection to the other two main bodies involved in the decision-making process of the NGEU, 

namely the Council of EU and the Commission. In regard to the first, statistics from the 

European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE) (2020) from 2019 shows that 22 of the EU-28 

MS of the time had a dedicated body in their parliament to oversee gender equality in 

governmental action. In addition, the score on the status of commitment to the promotion of 

gender equality in the EU-27 combined has increased from 8.375 in 2005 (the closest time to 

the EERP) to 9.1 in 2021 (the time of the NGEU). The score considers responsibility of 

promotion of gender equality on a governmental level, the position of the gender equality body 

within the government structure, the main functions of the governmental gender equality body 

and accountability of the government in regard to gender equality promotion (EIGE, 2022b).  

Turning to the Commission, a few points should be highlighted. First, the Commission 

currently, and as opposed to during the GFC (European Commission, 2008), has a female 

president – Ursula von der Leyen – who in her political guidelines sets out gender equality as a 

priority stating that “On gender equality, the Commission will lead by example by forming a 

fully gender-equal College of Commissioners.” (Von der Leyen, 2019, p.11). Second, this 

apparent commitment to gender equality is reflected in the Gender Equality Strategy for 2020-

2025, where one of the main priorities is achieving gender balance in decision-making and in 

politics, ensuring that feminist voices are heard. No such document existed during the GFC 

(European Commission, 2022a). Lastly, in proposing the NGEU, the Commission explicitly 

listed gender equality as a main priority, emphasizing the importance of the issue, which was 

not done in the EERP (European Commission, 2008 & 2022b).  
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Apparent is that in connection to both the Council of EU and the Commission, gender 

equality promoting bodies or mechanisms were in place, acting as the HI concept of productive 

conditions fostering a gender equality promoting outcome (Soifer, 2012, p.1573-1574). 

Consequently, all three key bodies in the decision-making process of the NGEU, as opposed to 

the EERP, seem to have had gender equality promoting forces working during the process of 

establishing the package, potentially explaining the detected change.   

A third factor suggesting change between the EERP and the NGEU is the perceived 

necessity of change by some of the EU’s heads of MS stemming from a desire to “save” the EU 

from the crisis. Ladi and Tsarouhas (2020, p.1043) explain that crisis shapes and even fuels 

cooperation and integration. The urgent nature of the crises forces reluctant policymakers to 

agree to and develop policy that they normally would not, often resulting in a logic of the least 

bad choice. Ferrera et al. (2021) claim that the Covid-19 Crisis reawakened a divide of the EU 

MS – the Northern states advocating austerity and the Southern states advocating solidarity – 

stemming from the time of the GFC which had “shattered the EU several times during the 

2010s.” (Ferrera et al., 2021, p.1347).  

It is argued that in order to prevent the EU MS from going down the same path again, and 

subsequently causing another existential crisis for the Union, some EU MS leaders, especially 

Germany’s Angela Merkel, engaged in polity maintenance, meaning keeping the EU polity 

together out of necessity for its survival (Ferrera et al., 2021, p.1347). By using both economic 

and political arguments, Merkel is said to have convinced the German people of and legitimized 

the NGEU, enabling Germany to “switch sides” to the Southern states advocating solidarity. 

This act of necessity for change enabled the agreement of the NGEU and subsequently its new 

gender equality promoting content (Ferrera et al., 2021, p.1346). The polity maintenance 

conducted by Merkel out of necessity to save the EU from existential crisis hence followed the 

logic of HI critical junctures and posed as a productive condition, fostering a changed crisis 

policy outcome by breaking the persistent divide between the EU MS stemming from the 

previous crisis (Soifer, 2012, p.1573-1574). 

The last proposed factor suggesting change is the EU’s instrument gender mainstreaming 

enabling gradual improvement of gender equality promotion. Elomäki and Kantola (2021, p.15) 

suggest that gender mainstreaming has been resilient in the context of the Covid-19 Crisis as 

opposed to during the GFC. In their analysis of the EP’s position on parts of the Commission’s 

proposal on the NGEU drafted by the Committee on Budgets (BUDG) and the Committee on 



 

 31 

Economic and Monetary Affairs (ECON) they claim that despite the hostile environment 

stemming from the difficulty of the policy field as well as the responsible committees’ gender-

blind track record, gender mainstreaming was somewhat utilized. Additionally, amendments 

by the FEMM committee aiming to include more gender equality promotion were considered 

and incorporated. According to the authors, this indicates that lessons from the previous GFC 

and its invisibility of gender perspectives were learned.  

However, looking at the success of gender mainstreaming more broadly between the time 

around the GFC and the Covid-19 Crisis, statistics from EIGE (2022c) seem to indicate that the 

success of gender mainstreaming has actually decreased from a score of 8.44 to a score of 5.4, 

assessing the status of the national government’s commitment to it, the structures and 

consultation process of it, the use of the methods and tools for it and the consultation of 

independent bodies. This brings the effectiveness of gender mainstreaming outside of the EP 

into question, making it difficult to draw general conclusions about the role of the policy tool 

in the context of the perceived change between the EERP and the NGEU.  

On the other hand, viewing the issue from the perspective of HI, gender mainstreaming 

implies gradual change in the shape of layering, since new rules are added on top of or within 

already existing rules (Ansell, 2021, p.140 & EIGE, 2022a). Layering is explained by the 

existence of strong veto power but limited discretion. Arguably, the EP possesses strong veto 

power, seeing as it is one of the main decision-making bodies and hence a key player in the 

decision of the NGEU. However, for the same reasons, namely that it shares its decision-making 

power, it has limited discretion. Following the logic of HI it therefore becomes possible that 

gender mainstreaming is one of several contributing factors to the perceived change and 

improvement of gender equality promotion in the NGEU as opposed to the EERP (Ansell, 2021, 

p.140).  

7.2 Conclusion 

Overviewing the analysis presented above, it is clear that there are multiple potential factors 

suggesting change between the EERP and NGEU, many of which are not included here in the 

interest of time and brevity. Nevertheless, an attempt has been made to answer the second 

research question: How can the improvement of gender equality promotion or lack thereof be 

explained by the theory of Historical Institutionalism? 
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 Following the logic of HI it is clear that the Covid-19 Crisis in itself acted as a critical 

juncture, in turn, shedding light on the gendered nature of the issues and consequences of the 

crisis (Capoccia & Kelemen, 2007, p.348). The gender inequalities made clear acted as 

permissive conditions which relaxed the structural constraints on potential action to promote 

gender equality. Moreover, gender equality promoting bodies in connection to the three main 

bodies involved in the decision-making process of the NGEU – the Council of EU, the EP and 

the Commission – acted as productive conditions, fostering a gender equality promoting 

outcome. In addition, some heads of MS, particularly Merkel, engaged in polity maintenance 

out of necessity of saving the Union from existential crisis, also posing as a productive condition 

(Soifer, 2012, p.1573-1574). Lastly, the concept of gender mainstreaming is argued, despite 

some doubt, to have enabled gradual change in the shape of layering due to the strong veto 

power but limited discretion of the EP (Ansell, 2021, p.140). To summarize, following the logic 

of HI the visibility of gender inequalities provided by the Covid-19 Crisis is argued to have 

enabled gender equality promoting institutional structures to create an outcome of change.  
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8. Conclusion  
In order to contribute to the debate on whether the NGEU follows the gender-blind path of the 

EERP or deviates by showing signs of gender equality promotion, a two-step analysis has been 

conducted. First, the two recovery packages have been compared from a gender equality 

perspective, pointing at the NGEU showing signs of gender equality promotion in opposition 

to the EERP, by displaying explicit gender equality references, having a smaller employment 

related gender-bias, addressing the gendered unpaid work burden and including gender equality 

considerations in its institutional structures.  

Second, in an attempt to explain the perceived change in the case of the NGEU, the 

theoretical framework of HI has been used. Arguably, the Covid-19 Crisis and its gendered 

consequences functioned as a critical juncture. Gender inequalities brought into light posed as 

permissive conditions, enabling a window of opportunity for gender equality promoting action. 

Gender equality bodies in connection to the Council of EU, the EP and the Commission as well 

as some heads of MS engaging in polity maintenance functioned as productive conditions, 

fostering a gender equality promoting outcome. Gender mainstreaming also potentially 

contributed to gradual change in the shape of layering.  

Considering the implications of the above stated conclusions, it can be argued that this 

thesis contributes to the side of scholarship claiming that the NGEU does in fact promote gender 

equality as opposed to the EERP. However, it should be noted that the results only capture the 

political intensions of the EU displayed in the policy documentation, and do not pertain to the 

implementation of the packages. Additionally, the perceived change should be treated with 

caution and not be exaggerated, seeing as the definition of gender equality used in the analysis 

is more extensive than the definition at the time of the EERP, resulting in this package being 

judged more harshly than the NGEU (see section 3.1). Lastly, it is claimed that the theoretical 

framework of HI is useful in explaining the perceived change.  

Moreover, the work in this paper is only a small piece of the larger puzzle of the EU’s 

gender equality promotion in times of crisis. Future research needs to scrutinize the process of 

creating and coming to an agreement on the NGEU and identify in detail what enabled change 

in terms of gender equality promotion. For instance, which powers besides the EP played a key 

role and what governance structures were of importance needs to be investigated. Additionally, 

more cases of crises should be studied from a gender equality perspective in order to gain a 
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broader and more general idea of the EU’s gender equality promoting actions in its policy in 

times of crisis.  

Although only a first step, the findings of this thesis are nevertheless important in the 

broader context of the EU’s gender equality promotion in times of crisis. The conclusions give 

an indicator of the EU’s commitment to all of its citizens’ rights, women included. Arguably, 

it is important to know how policymakers in the EU will act under the pressure of crisis and 

subsequently existential threats and if gender equality will be a priority and anti-feminists will 

be combatted or if traditional gender roles will prevail.  
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