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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic and the public policies adopted to cope with the ensuing crisis 
had a significant impact on higher education and research institutions, and this captured the 
attention of numerous scholars. However, most of the analyses, especially those adopting a 
gender perspective, have focused on the impact of the pandemic on women as individuals 
(individual capabilities), while little attention has been paid to the impact on institutions and 
processes of structural change (collective capabilities). The capabilities approach (CA) is use-
ful for analysing gender inequalities in higher education, and has also been used to examine 
the impact of the crisis on certain groups and situations. Based on the adaptation of this 
approach by Robeyns (2003) and Baser and Morgan (2008) to emphasise the importance of 
collective capabilities for individuals, institutions and society at large, this paper examines the 
institutional impact of the pandemic by drawing from the experiences of the six institutions 
in the GEARING-Roles project implementing gender equality plans (GEPs). To this end, we 
combine desk research of secondary sources with qualitative analysis of in-depth interviews 
with representatives of the GEP implementers and observations of project meetings carried 
out between April 2020 and June 2022. Our findings indicate a considerable impact on the 
collective capabilities of the change agents in the participating institutions, which stem mainly 
from a lack of institutional commitment to the gender equality agenda, mobility restrictions 
and limited social relations. However, some positive elements also emerge, such as the teams’ 
exceptional capacity to adapt to adverse circumstances.
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Resumen. El impacto de la pandemia de COVID-19 en los procesos de cambio institucional y 
las capacidades colectivas de las instituciones de educación superior e investigación

La pandemia de COVID-19 y las políticas públicas adoptadas para hacer frente a la crisis 
subsiguiente tuvieron un impacto significativo en las instituciones de enseñanza superior 
(ES) y de investigación, lo que captó la atención de numerosos estudiosos. Sin embargo, 
la mayoría de estos análisis, especialmente los que adoptan una perspectiva de género, se 
han centrado en el impacto sobre las mujeres como individuos (capacidades individuales) 
y han prestado poca atención al impacto sobre las instituciones y los procesos de cambio 
estructural (capacidades colectivas). El enfoque de las capacidades (CA) es útil para analizar 
las desigualdades de género en la ES y también para examinar el impacto de la crisis en 
determinados grupos y situaciones. Partiendo de la adaptación de este enfoque de Robeyns 
(2003) y de Baser y Morgan (2008) para subrayar la importancia de las capacidades colec-
tivas para los individuos, las instituciones y la sociedad en general, este artículo examina el 
impacto institucional de la pandemia basándose en la experiencia de seis instituciones imple-
mentadoras de los planes de igualdad de género (GEP) en el proyecto GEARING-Roles. 
Para ello, combinamos la investigación de fuentes secundarias con el análisis cualitativo  
de entrevistas en profundidad realizadas a representantes de estas entidades y observa-
ciones de reuniones del proyecto llevadas a cabo entre abril de 2020 y junio de 2022. 
Nuestros hallazgos indican un impacto considerable en las capacidades colectivas de los 
agentes de cambio de las instituciones participantes, que derivan principalmente de la falta de 
compromiso institucional con la agenda de igualdad de género, las restricciones de movilidad 
y las limitadas relaciones sociales. No obstante, también emergen algunos elementos positi-
vos, como la excepcional capacidad de los equipos para adaptarse a circunstancias adversas.

Palabras clave: igualdad de género; cambio estructural; universidades; Unión Europea; 
pandemia

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has had an undeniable impact on higher educa-
tion institutions. In a short space of time, universities and research centres 
had to adapt their activity to an online environment and adjust to new 
scenarios and educational models. The crisis did not affect women and men 
equally, and this must be addressed so that the efforts made by public ins-
titutions and universities in favour of equality over the last few decades do 
not become undone.

There is clear evidence of the impact that lockdown and remote working 
had on women in universities. For example, several studies show that the 
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scientific productivity of women during the crisis was seriously affected (Fre-
derickson 2020; Vincent-Lamarre et al., 2020; Wiegand et al., 2020; Dolan 
& Lawless 2020; Alon et al., 2020), with a notable decrease in the number of 
articles with women as sole authors submitted for publication, and a general 
decrease in the participation of women in collective articles across all disci-
plines. This results in less visibility given to research by women compared 
with research by men (Diario Público, 2020). Several factors can explain this 
differential impact on female academics, including their load of caregiving and 
family-related responsibilities on top of most of the so-called domestic work 
in universities (Heijstra et al., 2017), which includes student care, tutoring 
and supervision. Moreover, male academics are more likely to have a partner 
who does not work outside the home, while their female colleagues, especia-
lly those in the natural sciences, are more likely to have an academic partner 
(Schiebinger et al., 2008). Even in dual-career households, evidence shows that 
women do more housework than men (Molly King, cited by Viglioni, 2020).

This situation may contribute to a further widening of the gender gap in 
science, making it more important than ever to reinforce and sustain actions to 
advance equality in these organisations. Given the urgency of managing the cha-
llenges faced by universities and research centres in dealing with the pandemic, 
the design, approval and implementation of gender equality plans (GEPs) in these 
institutions have been seriously affected. However, most research on the impact of 
the pandemic has ignored the collective and institutional impact that COVID-19, 
lockdown and the measures associated with management of the pandemic have 
had on implementation of GEPs and institutional equality policies. 

The capabilities approach (CA), originally developed by Amartya Sen 
(1999) and later by Martha Nussbaum (2000) for the field of economics, is a 
useful tool for analysing gender inequalities in higher education institutions 
(Unterhalter 2007; Robeyns 2006; Boni & Walker, 2013) and has also been 
used to examine the impact of the crisis on certain groups and situations, such 
as humanitarian contexts (López Belloso & Mendía Azkue, 2009). Baser and 
Morgan (2008) adapted it to emphasise the importance of collective capa-
bilities for the development of individuals, institutions and society at large. 
Several studies have used CA to analyse the situation of gender equality in 
the context of higher education (Aristizábal et al., 2010; Córdoba 2006) and 
some researchers have deployed it to analyse the impact of COVID-19 (Simon 
et al., 2020; Meili et al., 2022), since it provides an adequate and coherent 
framework for measuring quality of life while accounting for the multiple 
effects of the pandemic. Other authors have analysed the implications of the 
pandemic itself for the CA and have considered the predominance of some 
capabilities over others (primacy of life and health over other capabilities) 
(Manley 2020). The contribution that the CA makes by giving education a 
central role is particularly relevant since it helps to clarify institutional impact 
and the collective capabilities of higher education institutions and thus helps to 
anticipate how the pandemic will impact the equality agenda in the European 
Research and Education Area in the medium and long term.
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This paper aims to examine the institutional impact of the pandemic at 
the six institutions in the GEARING-Roles project1 implementing GEPs. For 
this purpose, we combine documentary analysis of secondary sources with a 
qualitative analysis of in-depth interviews conducted with representatives of 
the GEP implementers to determine how the pandemic has affected collective 
capabilities and institutional change.

This paper is structured into three main sections: the first presents the 
application of the CA to gender equality and higher education and research 
institutions; next, we explore the impact of the pandemic on implementation 
of GEPs at the institutions in the GEARING-Roles project, and the resultant 
effects on the capability of their working groups to continue promoting chan-
ge in their organisations during the crisis; lastly, we explain how the project 
consortium and structural change community contributed towards sustaining 
progress on the GEPs during the pandemic, and suggest possible ways in which 
the CA could be used to harness institutional resilience in times of crisis, as 
well as to inform and implement public policies on research and innovation.

2.  Theoretical framework: Application of the capabilities approach  
to gender equality and higher education and research institutions

The theoretical proposal of the CA developed by authors such as Amartya Sen 
and Martha Nussbaum represented a turning point in development approaches 
during the 20th century and acquired wide dissemination that has been reflec-
ted in a broad set of theoretical discussions and political proposals (Dubois, 
2008), including educational policies. Its interest stems from the fact that, 
apart from being a theoretical proposal aimed at reversing poverty, it assigns 
education a central role (Córdoba, 2006). For Sen, education functions as a 
catalyst for the acquisition of other capabilities, understood as the real and 
current opportunity that people have to make informed decisions such that 
they guarantee themselves a life and activities that they have reason to value 
(Sen, 1999). Once achieved, these capabilities take the form of what Sen calls 
“functionings” or “the various things that a person can value doing or being” 
(Sen, 1999, 75). As such, the CA aspires to well-being beyond economic well-
being. It is not based solely on income or consumption, but argues that resou-
rces create opportunities rather than constitute an end in themselves, and 
therefore it attributes an instrumental dimension to education (Aristizábal et 
al., 2010; Córdoba, 2006).

Nussbaum’s contribution is linked to a social justice dimension. Her addi-
tion is directly linked to the usefulness of this approach as an evaluative fra-

1. GEARING-Roles is part of the European Commission’s commitment to promote structural 
change processes and the equality agenda in research. To this end, GEPs have become a 
key tool. For more information on gender policies in research and the implementation of 
equality plans, please visit the DG Research and Innovation website. For information on 
the project and on the institutions implementing the GEPs and the texts of the GEPs,  
see the project webpage.
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mework for gender equality, since she criticises Sen for lacking definitions, thus 
weakening the evaluative potential of the CA (Dubois, 2008). Nussbaum revi-
ses the concepts of functionings and capabilities to make them more concrete, 
proposing a simpler interpretation of them and a defined list of capabilities 
that incorporate social virtues (Nussbaum, 2002: 120-123). 

Nussbaum specified her proposal in ten key capabilities, including life, 
bodily health, bodily integrity, senses, imagination and thought, emotions, 
practical reason, affiliation, relation with other species, play, and control over 
one’s environment (political and material) (Nussbaum, 2007: 23).

Bozalek and Dison (2013) apply the CA to teaching and learning in higher 
education, and understand that the purpose of its application in this domain 
is to provide opportunities for both students and teachers to progress acade-
mically and to assess what is meaningful for this progress. They distinguish 
three categories of conversion factors, defined by Robeyns as “the ability of the 
individual to translate resources into desired functionings” (Robeyns, 2011, 
cited by Bozalek & Dison, 2013: 385): personal or internal factors such as 
prior teaching experience and academic literacy; social conversion factors such 
as educational policies and power relations (gender, race, class); and environ-
mental conversion factors such as facilities, location or environment (Bozalek 
& Dison, 2013: 385). Loots and Walker (2016: 262) advocate methodological 
approaches based on the CA h to address equality (or inequality) in higher 
education as a means of making it possible to go beyond numerical analyses, 
and to incorporate social structures, which maintain gender norms, as well as 
individual factors, interpersonal comparisons and complex conversion factors. 
They state that “gender equality would include the availability of opportunities 
for development for both genders, while also taking into account social and 
institutional structures as conversion factors which demand equity interven-
tions” (Loots & Walker, 2016: 262). This view resonates with Robeyns, since 
it advocates analysis of existing policies and power inequalities at institutions, 
and posits that these may be structural (2011).

A significant contribution made by Robeyns (2011) is her definition of 
how the CA can be used as a normative framework in higher education, with 
normative frameworks being directly related to policy frameworks and goals 
(Walker, 2010: 488), namely to assess and evaluate (1) individual well-being; 
(2) social arrangements; and (3) social interventions, including social policies. 

The role that the CA assigns to education contrasts with the current trend 
towards academic capitalism, in which the influence of the so-called “knowled-
ge-based economy” paradigm calls on education and research “to meet the 
human capital needs of a changing labour market and economy, provide infras-
tructure and services to businesses, and transfer knowledge so that it contribu-
tes to capital accumulation” (Jessop, 2018). Furthermore, academic capitalism 
suggests that actors in the higher education environments, such as students, 
faculty and researchers, become enterprising bearers of intellectual capital. 

This neoliberalisation of higher education is of concern to authors such 
as Walker who defend the application of the CA in the education sector, 
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with an emphasis on human development, agency, well-being and freedom, 
to ask a different set of questions about education, since it offers a “compe-
lling and assertive counterweight to dominant neoliberal interpretations of 
human capital in education as something that only serves economic produc-
tivity and employment, and asks instead what education enables us to do and 
be” (Walker, 2006: 164).

Thus, in a context in which the crisis caused by COVID-19 highlighted 
the need to strengthen public policies and the capacity for collective action, the 
CA is an appropriate tool for analysing institutional responses. For the mat-
ter under consideration (equality policies in higher education), this approach 
can help to measure not only the impact that the crisis had on the individual 
capabilities of female academics, but also on the equality agenda of university 
institutions, which is the purpose of this article.

2.1.  Suitability of the capabilities approach for analysing the impact of 
COVID-19 on the gender equality agenda in higher education institutions 

The pandemic has highlighted the weaknesses in welfare systems, not only 
because of the challenges posed by the pandemic itself, but also through the 
public policies and measures adopted by countries to cope with the crisis 
(Biggeri, 2020). The CA can help us understand the impact of the pandemic 
on well-being, but also works as a critical frame to the dominant approaches, 
by questioning the impact of some of the measures adopted (Venkatapuram, 
2020). Some authors, such as Venkatapuram, focus on analysis of specific 
capabilities such as health, while Anand et al. claim that the CA can help us 
understand some of the main policy responses by highlighting the importance 
of public deliberation and demonstrating the value of awareness of or sensi-
tivity to a wide range of concerns within society (Anand et al., 2020). These 
authors list some of the capability deprivations that have been documented 
in the media or by researchers which address capabilities related to the home, 
places of work, community, the physical environment and access to services. 
This list shows that the impact of COVID-19 is profound but also broad, and 
affects all aspects of life. Thus Anand et al. argue that the CA is particularly 
useful as a structure that fits with empirical data and experiences as well as with 
theoretical criteria, and helps to identify what is needed for recovery. 

Furthermore, the implications of the analysis of the pandemic on the 
approach itself have been highlighted (Manley, 2020). Manley argues that 
the pandemic reaffirms “the centrality of bodily health and life capabili-
ties in Nussbaum’s list of capabilities, as well as the importance of publicly 
available health care” (2020: 288). On the other hand, in his view, the 
pandemic has shown that, when faced with a threat, individuals are willing 
to allow, or even demand, adoption of certain drastic measures (such as 
lockdowns) that diminish many individual and collective capabilities for 
the sake of protecting certain capabilities. He points out that cultural diffe-
rences have substantially affected perception of these measures, which are 
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more readily accepted in some countries than others. Thus Manley suggests 
a new (collective) capability: resilience. He argues that the lack of resilience 
in public welfare systems has translated into an additional cost in the agency 
of individuals (2020).

This impact of the pandemic on the CA model emphasises one of its most 
quoted weaknesses, namely its predominant individualism as opposed to  
a broader approach that also considers collective capabilities. We argue that a 
collective CA can help to determine the impact of the pandemic on the Euro-
pean higher education equality agenda. 

2.2.  Main critiques of the capabilities approach: from individual to collective 
capabilities

An important point of critique of the CA is its individualistic approach 
(Ibrahim, 2006; Stewart, 2005; Comim & Kuklys, 2002; Evans, 2002, Comim 
& Carey, 2001). Robeyns structures the main criticisms around three main 
issues: (1) individualistic bias; (2) scant attention to groups; and (3) limited 
attention to social structures (Robeyns, 2005: 107). She acknowledges some 
of the criticisms made and incorporates them into her proposal.

A complement to this theoretical framework has been developed in respon-
se to criticism of the CA. It is based on collective capabilities, defined as “those 
capabilities exercised by a group – or more generally by a collective subject 
– that acts to secure a capability for the members of that group” (Robeyns, 
2017: 116). Baser and Morgan (2008: 25) define collective capability as “the 
collective ability or capability of a system or organisation to carry out a parti-
cular function or process, within or outside the system.”

For the purpose of incorporating a review of the CA from the perspective of 
collective capacities, for this article we consider the proposals made by Robeyns 
and Dubois in their reviews of Baser and Morgan’s proposal on collective capa-
bilities. Despite being a priori individual capabilities, given that she considers 
the limitations of the individualistic bias of the approach, Robeyns’ list for the 
evaluation of equality processes in the post-industrial societies of the West is 
nevertheless relevant to our analysis.

Our analysis of the capabilities proposed by Robeyns begins with the diffe-
rentiation made by Alkire (2005) between evaluative and prospective appli-
cations of the CA: an evaluative analysis focuses on which capabilities are 
expanded, for whom and to what extent; a prospective analysis focuses on how 
and why capabilities are expanded. Our initial hypothesis is that even though 
both individual and collective capabilities have been impacted, the impact 
on the latter is directly linked to institutional commitment towards gender 
equality, and could harness policies on gender equality.

Baser and Morgan’s discussion of collective capabilities, as reviewed by 
Dubois, is relevant from an institutional point of view since they enable an 
organisation to do things and sustain itself (Dubois, 2019).  Baser and Morgan 
identify five concrete collective capabilities: 1) commitment and attraction;  



8 Papers 2023, 108/3 Fernanda Campanini Vilhena; María López Belloso; Lut Mergaert

2) performing logistical tasks or functions, offering services and techniques;  
3) relating and obtaining support and resources; 4) adapting and renewing 
itself; and 5) balancing coherence with diversity.

Thus, the theoretical framework chosen for analysis of the impact of 
COVID-19 on equality policies and structural change processes combines 
approaches based on human capability (Robeyns) and organisational capabi-
lity (Baser and Morgan), since structural change processes are based both on 
institutional commitment and stakes, and on the agents of change (people) 
who promote, drive and sustain them.

With regard to analysis of the available institutional capabilities for miti-
gating the impact of the pandemic, we find the combination of both elements 
of the CA interesting: on the one hand, (a selection from) the defined list of 
capabilities in Robeyns’ extended version, since it explicitly and consistently 
incorporates gender equality into this conceptual framework and because it 
incorporates an extended interpretation of the CA itself that includes social 
structures and attention to different groups; and on the other hand, the ins-
titutional approach provided by the five collective capabilities described by 
Baser and Morgan. The combination of both approaches to the CA allows 
us to analyse institutional impact from the perspective of the specific aspects 
contained in Robeyns’ list (more closely linked to change agents), but also from 
Baser and Morgan’s procedural perspective (institutional change). 

2.3.  Assessing the impact on the gender equality agenda and structural change: 
personal and institutional collective capabilities

Ingrid Robeyns has explored application of the CA in depth and proposes five 
criteria for selecting the capabilities employed for evaluative use (Robeyns, 
2003: 70-71): (1) explicit formulation; (2) methodological justification; (3) 
context sensitivity; (4) different levels of generality; (5) exhaustion and non-
reduction. 

If we consider that context plays a key role in the CA and its implemen-
tation, Robeyns emphasises the importance of social structures and groups 
that affect individual capabilities and that these, in turn, are influenced by 
political frameworks. Thus, the political equality agenda, especially in the case 
of Europe, has played a fundamental role. However, while we acknowledge 
the importance of the policy and normative context, our focus is on the 
actions and initiatives that have been or could have been implemented at 
institutional level.

When Robeyns reviews the individualism of the CA, she argues that Sen’s 
ethical individualism that permeates the CA places individuals/people at the 
centre of moral concern. Moreover, as Dubois points out, the CA introdu-
ces the social approach through two avenues: recognition of social and envi-
ronmental factors; and prioritisation of capabilities over functionings in the 
assessment (Dubois, 2019). The 14 capabilities proposed by Robeyns are listed 
in Table 1.
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As noted above, we build on Alkire’s (2005) understanding of evaluative 
and prospective applications of the CA, whereby an evaluative analysis focuses 
on which capabilities are expanded, for whom and to what extent; whereas a 
prospective analysis focuses on how and why capabilities are expanded. For 
our analysis, it is helpful to determine which of the 14 capabilities suggested 
by Robeyns have been affected by the pandemic (not all 14 apply to higher 
education institutions) and which have not.

At the same time, Baser and Morgan’s collective capabilities, as reviewed by 
Dubois, are relevant from an institutional point of view, since they enable an 
organisation to do things and sustain itself (Dubois, 2019). Baser and Morgan 
propose five concrete collective capabilities, as summarised in Table 2.

In the section on methodology below, we describe how the human capa-
bilities (Robeyns, 2003) were merged with the organisational approach (Baser 
& Morgan) and translated into interview questions.

Table 1. Robeyns’ list of capabilities 

 1. Life and physical health: being able to be physically healthy and enjoy a life of normal length.

 2. Mental well-being: being able to be mentally healthy.

 3. Bodily integrity and safety: being able to be protected from violence of any sort.

 4. Social relations: being part of social networks and giving and receiving social support.

 5.  Political empowerment: being able to participate in and have a fair share of influence on political 
decision-making.

 6. Education and knowledge: being able to be educated and to use and produce knowledge.

 7. Domestic work and nonmarket care: being able to raise children and take care of others.

 8.  Paid work and other projects: being able to work in the labour market or to undertake proj-
ects, including artistic ones.

 9.  Shelter and environment: being able to be sheltered and to live in a safe and pleasant envi-
ronment.

10. Mobility: being able to be mobile.

11. Leisure activities: being able to engage in leisure activities.

12. Time-autonomy: being able to exercise autonomy in allocating one’s time.

13. Respect: being able to be respected and treated with dignity.

14. Religion: being able to choose to live or not to live according to a religion.

Source: Robeyns, 2003: 71-72

Table 2. Baser and Morgan’s proposal of collective capabilities 

1. Commitment and attraction.

2. Performing logistical tasks or functions, offering services and techniques.

3. Relating and obtaining support and resources.

4. Adapting and renewing itself.

5. Balancing coherence with diversity.

Source: Dubois, 2019:41
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3. Methodology

We adopted a qualitative methodology in the form of semi-structured in-depth 
interviews and observation techniques. Specifically, interviews were conducted 
with eight representatives of the six GEARING-Roles institutions implemen-
ting GEPs and one representative of the evaluating partner. Also, participant 
and non-participant observations were carried out during project meetings and 
events held by the partner institutions between April 2020 and June 2022. 
With the exception of one event in mid-2022, observations were conducted 
online, since COVID-19 enforced limits on international travel and project 
meetings, so events were organised remotely during this period.

Within the scope of GEARING-Roles, the GEPs under analysis were desig-
ned, implemented, monitored and evaluated at six academic institutions across 
different countries: five research-performing organisations located in Portugal, 
Spain, Slovenia, Turkey and the United Kingdom; and one Estonian research-
funding organisation. With the exception of the partners in Spain and the UK, 
who did have previous experience of implementing GEPs or consistent change 
initiatives, the GEPs represent the first ever experience of implementation 
of a GEP for the organisations that were observed. While the six plans have 
minimum common intervention areas, as self-tailored documents adapted to 
their specific contextual and institutional settings, there are differences bet-
ween them in terms of structure and content, and in the different priorities 
at each institution they address. In this paper, the similarities and differences 
between the GEPs that were observed are not considered, because, according 
to the data that was collected, these did not affect how institutions managed 
the COVID-19 crisis in terms of gender. 

For confidentiality purposes, throughout the discussions in this paper the 
institutions are named numerically, and direct references to names of insti-
tutions, departments, cities and countries have been removed from quotes.

During the research design phase, we drew up a list of questions combi-
ning seven of the 14 individual capabilities proposed by Robeyns and Baser and 
Morgan’s lists of core collective capabilities (see Table 3). We selected seven of 

Table 3. Combination of CA perspectives to measure the institutional impact of COVID-19 in 
GEARING-Roles partners implementing GEPs

Capabilities selected 
from Robeyns’ list Analysis from the collective/institutional perspective

Life and physical  
health

Commitment and attraction
What measures taken by institutions demonstrate their commitment to protecting the health of higher 
education institutions’ academic/institutional communities?

Performing logistical tasks or functions, offering services and techniques
What services did institutions provide to protect staff?

Relating and obtaining support and resources
Did institutions create/implement health-support mechanisms?

Adapting and renewing itself; and, balancing coherence with diversity
Did institutions take diversity into account when defining measures to promote health? Are those 
measures sustainable?



The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on institutional change… Papers 2023, 108/3 11

Table 3. Combination of CA perspectives to measure the institutional impact of COVID-19 in 
GEARING-Roles partners implementing GEPs

Capabilities selected 
from Robeyns’ list Analysis from the collective/institutional perspective

Mental well-being Commitment and attraction
Did institutions concern themselves with the mental health of staff? Did they commit to staff mental 
well-being?

Performing logistical tasks or functions, offering services and techniques
What services did institutions promote to protect the mental well-being of staff?

Relating and obtaining support and resources
Did institutions create/implement mental health support mechanisms?

Adapting and renewing itself; and, balancing coherence with diversity
Did institutions take diversity into account when defining measures to promote mental well-being? 
Are those measures sustainable?

Social relations Commitment and attraction
Did institutions commit to maintaining and sustaining staff social relations?

Performing logistical tasks or functions, offering services and techniques
Did institutions offer any services/measures for promoting social relations?

Relating and obtaining support and resources
Did institutions formally or informally promote social interactions? 

Adapting and renewing itself; and, balancing coherence with diversity
Did institutions endure social inclusion and diversity?

Education  
and Knowledge

Commitment and attraction
Did institutions commit to keeping teaching and research activities active?

Performing logistical tasks or functions, offering services and techniques
What measures were taken by institutions to keep academic activities in place?

Relating and obtaining support and resources
Did institutions provide material conditions and other relevant resources for sustaining academic work?

Adapting and renewing itself; and, balancing coherence with diversity
Did institutions consider diversity when taking measures?

Domestic work and 
non-market care

Commitment and attraction
Did institutions establish measures to promote a fair work-life balance (WLB)?

Performing logistical tasks or functions, offering services and techniques
What services did institutions offer (if any) to promote a WLB and fair distribution of care work?

Relating and obtaining support and resources
Did institutions they formally or informally promote a WLB?

Adapting and renewing itself; and, balancing coherence with diversity
Did institutions consider diversity when defining WLB measures?

Mobility Commitment and attraction
What was the institutions’ policy regarding mobility?

Performing logistical tasks or functions, offering services and techniques
Did institutions provide researchers affected by mobility restrictions with alternatives?

Relating and obtaining support and resources
Did institutions offer mobility support?

Adapting and renewing itself; and, balancing coherence with diversity
Was mobility available to everyone?

Time autonomy Commitment and attraction
Did institutions commit to employees’ autonomy and to their right to disconnect?

Performing logistical tasks or functions, offering services and techniques
Did institutions offer mechanisms for managing time spent working?

Relating and obtaining support and resources
Did institutions provide employees with support for timing self-management?

Adapting and renewing itself; and, balancing coherence with diversity
Did institutions take diversity into account when considering time autonomy issues during the pandemic?

Source: self elaboration



12 Papers 2023, 108/3 Fernanda Campanini Vilhena; María López Belloso; Lut Mergaert

the 14 capabilities listed by Robeyns using the five criteria she suggested and, in 
particular, those with a specific formulation that best fits the context that was 
examined and that are adapted to the methodology we used. This combination 
enables us to examine the adequacy of the CA for determining the gendered 
institutional impact of the pandemic, since the focus on collective capabilities 
facilitates assessment of its critical function and its capacity to create collective 
awareness from a solid theoretical base, and to identify the institutionalisation 
and consolidation of the processes of structural change (Dubois, 2008: 7).

4. Findings

The initial timeframe for the GEARING-Roles project (2019-2022) was 
seriously affected by the COVID-19 pandemic and the political measures 
that were adopted. When the pandemic was officially declared and the first 
lockdowns and restriction measures were implemented, most of the GEPs were 
in the approval phase just after completion of institutional diagnosis. Although 
the original plan was to develop in-person mutual learning activities and co-
creative training with stakeholders from the GEP-implementing institutions 
during that period, these were seriously affected by restrictions to interna-
tional mobility and closure of institutional premises. As the crisis evolved, 
implementation of the GEPs began in a context in which social interactions 
were restrained and all the institutions were working entirely remotely or on a 
hybrid basis. As the respondent from Institution 5 said: “Basically, the whole 
GEP is a pandemic GEP.”

If promoting structural change in traditional institutional settings is cha-
llenging due to resistances to institutional change, it is particularly tough in 
times of crisis. In a group of six institutions implementing gender equality 
plans, the capacity of the different GEP implementing task forces was limited 
by partners that were newcomers to the process of structural change, the lack 
of physical contact, the shift in institutional priorities, and the additional bur-
den generated by the pandemic on all academic and administrative activities. 
This impact was highlighted by all institutions, and Institution 1’s statement 
describes the general context well: 

In the context of a pandemic, in which the university had to face significant 
challenges, such as moving all activities online, guaranteeing access to educa-
tion and ensuring that all sectors would remain active, everything related to 
the equality agenda gets pushed into the background [...] Suddenly, equality 
policies stop being a priority, stop being important, and there is a legitimation 
of this backlash. (Institution 1)

4.1. Mobility

Mobility restrictions were identified by all participating institutions as one 
of the elements that affected performance of the GEP task forces and acti-
vities most. 
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In the first phase of the project, the consortium members met in person 
at the annual conference (November 2019) and at in-person mutual learning 
and pairing events. As Institution 2 stressed, these initial face-to-face meetings 
helped the partners to establish a cohesive manner of working and to build up 
a team identity, which contributed towards the consortium’s later adaptation 
to an entirely online environment during lockdown. While the cancellation 
of face-to-face meetings seriously affected mutual learning meetings and co-
creation events, the shift to an online environment provided the partners with 
the option of new settings for working and communicating, which resulted in 
positive results for the consortium as a whole, as noted by Institutions 2 and 5:

At this phase of the project, we have all these international workshops, pai-
ring events and things like that. If pairing events are physical, only a couple 
of people can go, or for an annual conference, for instance, only a couple of 
people can attend. But when it was made available to more people, more 
people could join. (Institution 2).

Before the pandemic, we did not have regular meetings with each other. We 
had these trips where we met each other, but after the pandemic started,  
we started to have these bimonthly meetings in which we could see everybody 
face-to-face, even if it was just through Zoom or other ways. At first, it seemed 
that after the pandemic [outbreak] we saw the project partners more than 
before. (Institution 5).

While this new online reality resulted in positive effects at consortium level, 
the scenario at institutional level was far more complex. Overall, GEPIs repor-
ted that the lack of physical contact had negative implications for the entire 
GEP process. Closure of the institutions’ facilities and national lockdowns 
impacted institutional agendas and the priority assigned to gender equality. 
The lack of physical interaction hindered definition of GEP actions, approval 
of plans and leverage of institutional commitment. Moreover, participation 
and engagement of diverse stakeholders in implementation of the plans, as 
well as more subjective aspects of GEP implementation such as dealing with 
resistance, were also stalled:

We have not returned to work in person, there is no one there [at the institu-
tion] […]. There is a lack of ownership and identification with the organisa-
tion and colleagues. (Institution 3)

If we were working face-to-face, it would have been easier to include more 
people, to be more active in this process, but because of Zoom fatigue and so 
on, it was harder to get people involved and quite often people said: I would 
join this event if it was not online. (Institution 5)

The main impact, especially in the first period, was a lot of difficulties in 
getting access to the organisational stakeholders […], how difficult it became 
to talk to people in corridors, to understand the atmosphere in a room and to 
see where the resistances were. (Institution 7)
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These difficulties affected the institutions’ capacity for engagement and 
attractiveness, limiting their collective capability for change. Therefore, these 
constituted conversion factors for GEPIs.

Despite the additional difficulties with regards to implementing gender 
equality initiatives at institutional level during the pandemic, some partners 
also reported some benefits, particularly those related to performing logistical 
tasks or functions. For example, some institutions reported advantages and 
benefits of remote working for the task forces:

For instance, the [Gender Equality Department] has not come back to physical 
work, although most units at the university have. More people have moved 
out of town now, they cannot afford to live in [city X] now because rent prices 
have gone up. So, distance remote work has worked beautifully and the [Gen-
der Equality Department] has grown enormously and is incredibly effective 
with this kind of distance work. (Institution 2)

We have a lot of foreign students who, rather than having to stay here for the 
entire degree, can go back home when they need to, because it is not always 
easy to stay here in Europe alone. (Institution 6)

4.2. Social relations

The consequences of the pandemic on social relations, both at consortium 
and institutional level, are directly linked to mobility restrictions. Firstly, the 
aforementioned sense of community created during the first few months of 
the project contributed towards keeping informal spaces alive during run-
ning of the consortium when face-to-face meetings were no longer possible. 
While it cannot be denied that the decrease in in-person meetings limited the 
consortium’s capacity for mutual support and exchange beyond formal lines, 
the experience of the GEARING-Roles project has also shown that informal 
connections and alternative means of building trust relationships are viable. 
In this regard, respondents from all institutions stressed the attention the con-
sortium paid to sustaining a space for informal exchanges in online meetings 
to ensure that receptiveness to listening to the personal needs of the team and 
providing continuous mutual support was sustained. 

We expected it would have been a very social process in the beginning, when 
there is a lot of information exchange also in casual environments, not just in 
official meetings, but the pandemic meant that there was much less connection 
to people and everything we did was mostly via videoconferences, adding a 
different mood to this whole thing. (Institution 5)

At institutional level, all respondents referred to the significant impact of 
the online environment and a limited ability to attract resources for the GEPs 
and to support the work of the task forces. Nevertheless, as Institution 7 recalls, 
despite these difficulties, all task forces succeeded in getting access to relevant 
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stakeholders. Most GEPs were approved by institutional leaders in due course, 
and implementation of many of the actions in the different GEPs began before 
formal approval of documents, thanks to the task forces’ capability to renew 
and adapt to this unforeseen context. This collective capability to adapt to 
new circumstances continued during implementation of GEPs. For example, 
Institution 2 described an interesting initiative to foster engagement and par-
ticipation among diverse stakeholders:

We tried to get more people on board, as much as possible, and at some point, 
we thought it was a better strategy to have individual meetings or smaller 
meetings. Thematic meetings with different people, for instance, to talk about 
research, to talk about curriculum, really helped. People are more involved and 
they become more active when it is their field of study or work.

Even though this initiative meant investing additional time and resour-
ces, it succeeded in engaging diverse actors. It is worth noting, however, that 
this investment was a task force initiative and not proof of institutional com-
mitment to gender equality.

4.3. Education and knowledge

Universities and higher education institutions faced significant challenges, 
with little room for manoeuvre when confronted with the measures imposed 
by governments. This included guaranteeing the security of the university 
community, the quality of teaching and equal opportunities. Institutions were 
forced to train their teachers, maintain student care, increase their technologi-
cal infrastructure to overcome obstacles and ensure that student training and 
other substantive processes did not come to a halt. (CRUE, 2020: 8). 

At the same time, as noted above, within the GEARING-Roles project, res-
trictions on in-person consortium meetings directly impacted how knowledge 
exchange activities were delivered. All respondents referred to the differences 
between using co-creative and participatory techniques in face-to-face and 
online training. 

The whole set of mutual learning was under pressure as well. Mutual learning 
is more complicated when you do it online than when you meet physically. 
The most sensitive issues are discussed during the breaks, at the coffee table. 
(Institution 7)

Given the complexity of change processes, the role of the consortium as 
a knowledge exchange community was crucial. Although partners commonly 
believe that certain exchanges can only take place in face-to-face meetings, 
overall, adapting to the online format also brought positive results. Respon-
dents stated that the solution devised by the consortium of holding online 
meetings more frequently to compensate for the lack of physical contact meant 
that they were able to keep more up to date with the change processes in the 
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different GEP implementing institutions. This enabled them to learn from 
their peers’ experiences and guide each other in similar situations. Moreover, 
respondents also drew attention to the fact that, since meetings and training 
workshops were held online, more people from the task forces were able to 
participate regularly:

If [the meetings and training workshops] had not been online, we would not 
have had such detailed knowledge of what our colleagues were experiencing 
in their GEPs. We were constantly learning from each other. (Institution 6)

A positive consequence was maybe getting more access to information because 
we tended to be online and share more. (Institution 7)

Use of digital tools was essential to keeping these activities going. In this 
regard, respondents also referred to the pandemic as an opportunity to adapt 
to alternative ways of working online without neglecting creativity and fluidity. 

The digital tools indeed give us the chance to maintain training and meetings, 
which had an exponential impact that physical meetings do not have. (...) in 
a very short time, we became professional and learned a lot of techniques. 
(Institution 1)

At institutional level, meanwhile, the task forces faced issues convincing 
institutional actors to participate in training and get involved in the gender 
equality training initiatives provided for them in the GEPs. In this regard, 
Institutions 2, 3 and 6 expressed particular difficulties getting institutional 
actors involved in the training sessions on offer in the project, due to shifting 
priorities in the organisations; and Institution 6 reported that institutional 
members were particularly resistant to using the online format for gender 
equality training.

Despite this, respondents also reported aspects of the online format that 
ended up triggering positive results for women, especially students:

Acceptance by the institution of an online format for activities facilitates sup-
port in thesis orientations, helps people who need to work to fund their stu-
dies, people who live outside the city and abroad [...]. And I think it has had 
a positive effect on women. [...] They were working but kindergartens were 
still closed, so we could connect via Zoom and do classes in a hybrid format. 
(Institution 6)

Likewise, at Institution 2, the Gender Equality Unit noted the fact that 
a significant number of people from the staff and student communities were 
seriously affected by the economic crisis caused by the pandemic, and moved 
from metropolitan areas to live far away from the campus. In this context, 
adaptation of the main activities to a hybrid format was a means of ensuring 
that this new situation did not prevent certain groups from participating in 
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academic projects, training initiatives and regular teaching activities, and the-
refore allowed the institution to adapt and promote diversity in GEP imple-
mentation.

With regard to online teaching, one of the institutions implementing GEPs 
noted that, even though the institution did not adopt a gender perspective 
in its organisation of compulsory online teaching, teaching staff did notice a 
difference in behaviour of female and male students (Institution 1). Female 
students were perceived as more active and participative in online classes, while 
male students were more active in face-to-face classes. This was especially true 
in knowledge areas in which female students constituted the majority of stu-
dents in the group but were less active in class. This reflection resulted in a 
shared task group discussion about class management that was then included 
in an institutional guideline. 

4.4. Time autonomy

While digitalisation meant that activities could continue, the additional burden 
on academic and administrative tasks linked to the pandemic was mentioned 
by all respondents as a salient factor that hindered smooth execution of project 
and GEP actions, limiting their collective capability to perform logistical tasks 
and offer services. 

Compared with in-person meetings, we all have a great deal more work to 
do when organising everything via Zoom. It is the case with all activities, not 
only within the project or in the GEP. […] It is much more work than when 
we were on the faculty premises all the time. So people do not have, let’s say, 
“free time” for other activities. (Institution 1)

In the second part of the pandemic, the problem became time […]. Right now 
we are so stressed, we have to be available all the time, on the screen, through 
the phone, having these back-to-back meetings, so many more meetings  
that are taking place […]. The kinds of, for instance, co-creative work-
shops that we organised before the pandemic, we cannot find time for such 
events, now everything has to be condensed […] we are all overworked, ever-
yone is, all the administrators, the faculty, the leadership; it is hard to have 
them prioritise the GEPs given this time constraint. (Institution 2)

All respondents referred to what is known as “Zoom fatigue”, which affec-
ted the performance of activities in the consortium and at the institutions. 
Respondents expressed concerns about the dynamics of working from home 
and carrying out all activities online. They mentioned that being online can 
often be confused with always being available, and that dealing with the blu-
rred boundaries between work and leisure hours was particularly challenging. 
The consortium sought to minimise such fatigue by striving to keep the agenda 
flexible, either by rescheduling training sessions to more favourable periods or 
adapting the length of sessions and break times.
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In addition, respondents noted that gender equality issues were at risk 
of being dropped from the institutional agenda because priorities shifted to 
cope with the crisis and an additional burden was placed on all academic 
staff. Administration costs were often presented as a reason for putting GEP 
initiatives on hold. Moreover, all respondents reported that their institutions 
paid little attention to how COVID-19 disproportionately affected women 
and men.

Nonetheless, respondents also identified positive impacts on time auto-
nomy. At Institution 5, for example, application processes were extended 
during the pandemic which – although unintentionally – ended up benefiting 
women with care responsibilities and underprivileged groups. At Institution 
2, the respondent explained how the Gender Equality Unit was particularly 
mindful of how the pandemic affected different groups of people, with a view 
to ensuring flexibility and solidarity in operation of the unit.

4.5. Domestic work and non-market care

In close connection with the challenges generated by workload and time mana-
gement, domestic and care responsibilities also impacted consortium activities 
and institutional scenarios. Institutions 3, 4, and 6 reported particular issues 
making progress with GEPs due to the decreased availability of task force 
members during lockdown. According to the respondents, the fact that the 
task forces are mainly composed of women who have young children and/or 
other caregiving duties limited the capacity of the task force:

All my young colleagues, the ones that have small children, were ill in my 
department, in the working group as well. (Institution 4)

Many of my colleagues in the task force were women with young children.  
I also have caregiving responsibilities for elderly people. You cannot expect 
them to perform as usual when they are closed at home. (Institution 6)

At institution level, respondents from Institutions 2, 3 and 5 stated that, 
even though their organisations adopted measures for staff and students to 
reconcile their personal and professional lives during the crisis, the measures 
did not consider how the pandemic impacted women and men differently 
in the academic context. Specifically, Institutions 2 and 5 explained that, 
although the organisations were quite flexible with people who have children, 
the measures taken in this regard were not gender-sensitive and their imple-
mentation lacked a gender perspective. While the respondents agreed that 
the work-life balance (WLB) measures that were adopted turned out to be 
particularly beneficial for women, they also pointed out that these initiatives 
were not deliberately designed for that purpose, and that a result such as this 
confirms, once again, that women are disproportionately disadvantaged in 
reconciling their professional and personal lives.
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Institutions 1, 4 and 6, meanwhile, identified actions that adapted  
and renewed their traditional style of work with a more gender-sensitive and 
diverse perspective. At Institution 1, for instance, an analysis of work-life 
balance policies that were implemented ad hoc was carried out. Participants 
in this analysis stated that work-life balance measures that were implemented 
during the pandemic should be maintained in the long term. In other insti-
tutions, in addition to the special attention paid to people who have young 
children, the organisation changed internal rules that required academic staff 
to spend periods abroad in order to get promoted. Although the measure 
was taken as a means of coping with travel limitations during COVID-19, 
it will be maintained and replaced by a wider interpretation of international 
collaboration (Institution 4). As the respondent from Institution 4 noted, an 
approach of this kind affords caregivers and other people who do not have 
the option of being away for extended periods equal opportunities in career 
advancement.

Likewise, at Institution 6, a work group including members from the pro-
ject task force was created specifically to debate issues relating to the long-term 
impact of the pandemic, with particular emphasis on reconciling professional 
and family life. Both examples demonstrate institutional commitment to kee-
ping the spotlight on potentially distinct consequences suffered by different 
groups following the pandemic.

4.6. Mental well-being

The mental well-being of consortium partners and task force members 
became a major concern during the pandemic. In addition to the overall 
concern and uncertainty caused by the health crisis, the lack of in-person 
contact through which to share experiences and receive support, plus the 
additional workload and the need to adapt to new working modalities in 
a short period of time, affected people’s mental health. Respondents men-
tioned that, despite the significant challenges, the fact that they perceived 
the attention and empathy of their peers during difficult times helped them 
to maintain enthusiasm, optimism and resilience among the consortium 
and task forces.

At institutional level, the concern shown by institutions implementing 
GEPs regarding a gender perspective in measures designed to address the men-
tal health issues of staff and students during the pandemic was uneven. At Ins-
titution 5, for instance, risk assessments on working from home were organised 
but did not apply a gender lens. Nonetheless, these assessments remain in place 
following the end of the pandemic. At Institution 2 the Gender Equality Unit 
was invited to participate in the initial discussions to create a document on 
how to make life more comfortable during lockdown. The respondent noted, 
however, that the document that was released does not perceive differences in 
the consequences of working from home between women or men, especially 
those who have children.
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4.7. Life and physical health

During the pandemic, life and physical health were a primary concern. The 
GEARING-Roles task forces suffered from periods when several of their 
members were on sick leave simultaneously. This was the case at Institutions  
4 and 7. To deal with this, the teams redistributed tasks among their members 
and the consortium negotiated for deadlines to be extended.

Institutionally, all organisations adhered to national policies on lockdown 
and remote working, as well as to general restrictions such as mandatory use of 
facemasks and limitations on social interaction. Some of the institutions, such 
as Institution 1, adapted teaching schedules to avoid congregating large groups 
and to maintain social bubbles, and most of them adopted a hybrid format for 
meetings and lectures as a means of keeping activities going. However, none 
of the respondents declared that a gender perspective was taken into account 
when defining health policies. At Institution 1, for example, weekly newslet-
ters were distributed through internal communication networks to inform 
employees and students about the health of the academic community (i.e. the 
number of infections and deaths) and alert them to the risks of face-to-face 
activities and ways to prevent infection. Nonetheless, the information was not 
disaggregated by sex or any other intersecting category:

The university has been issuing periodic data when contagion at student and 
faculty level has been at its highest, but there has been no sex-disaggregated 
data. (Institution 1)

In other institutions, such as Institution 6, policies to deal with the pande-
mic had a “diversity perspective”, albeit without a gender lens:

The institution recognised the impact of the pandemic on the academic work, 
but with no gender perspective [...]. Concern was shown for diversities such 
as class, mental health conditions and economic conditions, but never gender.

5. Discussion and conclusion

We can draw two types of conclusions from the above: theoretical conclusions 
related to the suitability of the approach and its possible limitations; and con-
clusions that are more oriented towards the practices of the higher education 
institutions themselves.

Based on our review of the CA as an analytical framework, we argue that, 
although it is true that it has been modified by various authors to adapt it to 
specific contexts (such as higher education or the impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic), it is an appropriate framework for analysis of complex contexts 
in which the aim is to transcend merely quantitative approaches. Thus, the 
review of the CA shows that it is a useful tool for examining and identifying 
needs in terms of policy intervention. The critical dimension proposed by the 
CA aids analysis of complex processes by openly questioning the dominant 
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systems. For example, this critical contribution is particularly useful for addres-
sing the dominant system of academic capitalism, characterised by prioritising 
economic results (such as staff productivity) over the promotion of specific 
capabilities. For this reason, it has already been used by authors such as Walker 
(2010) or Dyer et al. (2018) to question the neoliberal model. 

It is precisely because of the prevailing neoliberal norm and perspective 
that during and after the COVID-19 pandemic, the focus has been on the 
impact the health crisis has had on the individual capabilities of academics. 
Indeed, the limited number of analyses that have been conducted in terms of 
gender equality in higher education institutions during and after the pande-
mic have focused on the impact on female academics. However, to date, there 
is a gap in the literature regarding analysis of the impact that the COVID-
19 crisis will have on institutional equality policies and agendas in the short 
and medium term. The contribution we make in this paper is an initial step 
towards filling this gap.

Our work is based on some of the main criticisms of the CA, namely its 
excessive individualism and scant attention to collective capabilities. These 
collective capabilities are essential to sustaining and promoting equality agen-
das in universities and higher education institutions, and should therefore 
be incorporated into analysis of the impact of this and future crises. Another 
question that emerges in terms of the implications for the CA of analysis of 
the pandemic is how to differentiate the concept of capability from that of 
capacity. If capabilities, as defined by Sen, are “the doings and beings that 
people can achieve” (whereby external factors are only implicitly considered), 
capacities would be those that one has or does not have depending on external 
constraints. These factors can make a difference in the process of acquiring 
capabilities and functionings, since it can mean that some groups or collectives 
are unable to acquire these doings and beings because they do not have, for 
example, an adequate environment. External factors, which are considered in 
the CA explicitly as conversion factors, but which in Sen’s interpretation also 
reside somehow in capabilities, deserve further disentanglement and analysis.

In this paper, we have seen how several authors (Venkatapuram, 2020; 
Walker, 2006; Robeyns, 2003) have focused their analyses on specific capa-
bilities or have made lists prioritising some capabilities over others. Precisely 
one of the most significant impacts of the COVID-19 crisis is evident in 
the reinforcement of the centrality of certain capabilities over others (Manley 
2020). In our opinion, adaptation of the approach itself and prioritisation of 
some capabilities over others is essential to its adaptation to analysis of specific 
contexts and fields. Specifically, we have opted to use Robeyns’ list as a starting 
point, because it is suitable for addressing gender equality in education, and 
the collective capabilities proposed by Baser and Morgan (2008).

Although we use the list and the prioritisation made by Robeyns as our 
starting point, we understand that the circumstances and characteristics of the 
crisis arising from the COVID-19 pandemic demand a reorganisation of this 
list to address the capacity thaties that have been impacted the most, according 
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to our qualitative analysis. Our results show the capabilities most affected by 
the pandemic within the context of a GEPI project are: 1) mobility; 2) social 
relations; 3) education and knowledge; 4) time autonomy; 5) domestic and 
non-market work; 6) mental well-being; and 7) life and physical health. As we 
have detailed in the section on methodology, we have not deployed Robeyns’ 
complete list, but commenced with a prioritisation of the capabilities that 
appeared in the in-depth interviews and observations. Moreover, the results 
of the analysis show that the characteristics of the crisis caused by COVID-
19 and by the measures adopted during the pandemic have meant that some 
capabilities have been more affected than others. It is precisely as a result of the 
measures adopted to deal with the pandemic, which involved lockdown and 
transfer of most higher education institutions’ activities to the online environ-
ment, that life and physical health, for example, have received less attention 
than mobility or social relations, since, a priori, this digitalisation of activity 
translated into a greater perception of security of life and physical health.

In terms of practical outcomes, two main conclusions can be drawn. First 
of all, it is evident that universities have largely ignored the gendered impacts 
of the pandemic in general, while even less attention has been paid to the 
impact on the collective capabilities of the teams in charge of steering change. 
According to the interviews, the institutions focused on adapting to the cir-
cumstances arising from the crisis, and paid little or no attention to the com-
mitments made in terms of equality. All the institutions that were analysed had 
“pandemic GEPs”, and this had an impact on both the design and approval 
of plans, on the implementation of actions, but above all on the task forces 
and researchers in charge of implementing the GEPs. The success of the six 
GEPs is inseparable from the effort and dedication of these groups, and the 
pandemic and the situation arising from it significantly affected their collective 
capabilities.

In all the capabilities analysed according to Robeyns’ list, there was an 
impact on the collective capabilities for engagement and attraction, for carrying 
out logistical tasks or functions and offering services, and for obtaining support 
and resources. The impact of COVID-19 on these collective capabilities shows 
a lack of focus on the gendered impact of the pandemic by the institutions 
analysed and the consequences that this has for task forces and change agents 
in these organisations. The main effects of this are gender fatigue and the fact 
that the additional effort made by these task forces may have significant conse-
quences for sustainability of the equality agenda. However, some of the collec-
tive capabilities were also identified as having been strengthened; particularly,  
the capacity to adapt and renew. All interviewees highlighted the ability of the 
participating task forces and researchers to adapt to an unprecedented context 
in which the restrictive measures that were adopted made it more difficult to 
exchange experiences and learn from each other than initially planned. The 
interviews and observations highlighted the capacity of task forces to incorpo-
rate new tools and means of achieving not only the actions within the plans but 
also the activities of the project. This was due mainly to mutual support, the 
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search for alternative ways to maintain informal spaces, and exchanges between 
partners about experiences, even at a distance. The lack of institutional com-
mitment was compensated by the undeniable commitment of the task forces 
and consortium members to weave a coherent and diverse support network 
that led to the success of the GEPs and project activities.

Finally, we believe that this paper is only an initial exploration into the 
impact of the pandemic on the collective capabilities and equality agenda 
in European higher education institutions. It would be useful to extend this 
research by incorporating additional experiences to identify common dynamics 
and specificities, and to compare the impact on institutions and consortia that 
were newcomers to the gender equality agenda when the pandemic was decla-
red with those of institutions and actors with a more consistent track record.
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