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As J. Ann Tickner stated back in 1997: states are gendered. We ought to point out that our societies, cultures, and
international relations are also gendered, since gender influences all of the agents and actors’ behavior, impacting all
dimensions of decision-making inside and outside political institutions. Therefore, a political decision on if, why and
how to act, including during a global health pandemic can be influenced by gender. With this in mind, I would like to
invite the reader to reflect with me on the impact of gender on the fight against COVID-19 – which insights, if any, do
gender-sensitive lenses offer us? Over recent decades, feminists have been shining a light on the importance of
taking gender into consideration in the analysis of international phenomena and state behavior. This theoretical and
analytical wake-up call took first and foremost the path of studying men’s roles in political leadership and its global
consequences. Since 1995, however, thanks to the Beijing guidelines and conjunctures for increasing women’s
political representation – and also for creating institutional mechanisms for women, promoting women’s participation
in decision-making processes, and supporting their emergence into political leadership – new analytical frameworks
have emerged, whilst new female leaders begun to appear in several democratic countries. Now, it has become
possible – and necessary – for us to look at the other side of the gender spectrum and reflect on the consequences of
having these women in positions of power.

My goal in this article is to offer some thoughts on this matter and make modest contributions to the debate. This will
be in consonance with similar works which shed light on many aspects of gender and female administrative efficiency
in private corporations and also political governance. The objective, then, will be to discuss the affirmative and
efficient policy strategies played out by three female political leaders during the COVID-19 pandemic. Although the
choice of Angela Merkel, Jacinda Ardern, and Mette Frederiksen in the analysis refers to a very specific profile of
women leading strong social democracies with fairly strong economies – not to mention that they are all white and
from the irregular global north – their success in fighting COVID-19 carries a certain inventiveness and has paved the
way for many interesting discussions. I say this, and look at the issue, from the perspective of a young female
researcher from the global south. Or, to be more specific, from a country whose first (and only) female president was
impeached, and whose current president is consistently trying to sweep the pandemic under the rug by spreading
misinformation, by neglecting the poorer population that rely on the public health service, and actively performing a
necropolitics of abandonment, in an attitude that has cost the lives of more than 300 thousand human beings – and
counting. It is with this stark contrast in the horizon that I wish to elaborate on positive examples of transparency,
responsiveness and empathy provided by these women, and on how they can be powerful traits of character that
contribute to political coordination and efficiency.

Women in Political Leadership Worldwide

According to the World Economic Forum’s 2020 Gender Gap Report, 53% out of 153 countries haven’t had a single
woman taking the head of the state office in the last 50 years. In the political representation dimension, on average
women occupy 25% of the lower house parliamentary seats and 21% of ministries around the world. Currently, 29
countries have women serving as heads of state or government, whereas more than 50% took office in European
countries. Even if women’s political under-representation has been declining throughout the years, the current
numbers still remind us of the challenges posed by an international order intrinsically permeated by inequalities in the
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form of gender disparity. Internationalists confronted by the scarcity of observations available in our international
system ought to weight case studies differently, and perhaps extract larger insights from the specific political
pathways. I hope to impart to the reader that studying the existing experiences of women’s political leadership can be
part of a growing initiative for improving women’s political empowerment worldwide. If women are promoting good
political coordination, they can set the example for overcoming gender gaps in other countries.

With this in mind, let us look at how female political leaders have been dealing with the current global pandemic, and
what the impact was of Angela Merkel’s, Jacinda Ardern’s, and Mette Frederiksen’s governance on the fight against
COVID-19.

Angela Merkel: transparency

This is part and parcel of an open democracy: But we also make political decisions transparent and explain them. We
justify and communicate our actions as well as possible so that they are comprehensible.

Angela Merkel 

On March 19th 2020 Chancellor Angela Merkel addressed Germany’s population and called on the people to take the
COVID-19 pandemic seriously. She openly stated that this could be the greatest challenge faced by modern
Germany since the end of the second world war and that it would require unprecedented joint solidarity. She also
exposed the government’s national strategy to deal with the pandemic, which consisted of three tactics: scientific
research-oriented guidelines, massive testing, and slowing the spread of the virus around the country by maintaining
social distancing. In doing so, Merkel mobilized a sense of community and joint effort, based on logic, effective
resource allocation, and cooperation. This was fundamental to ensure people would stick to the rules imposed by the
government and helped Germany’s population take into account the consequences of individual actions for the whole
community, from a democratic perspective. This collective effort was made possible by a series of financial
assistance measures and aid articulated between government and parliament to support the population and German
companies. From the perspective of Fox Keller and Elshtain, in which discourse and narratives about our reality
matter a great deal, we should see that when the time to deal with a national health crisis came, Merkel responded
affirmatively and established clear and transparent communication with its citizens to flatten the COVID-19
transmission curve.

Although Germany wasn’t able to prevent the COVID-19 outbreak right at the beginning, which resulted in the deaths
of at least 75,255 people, the government rapidly established a prevention protocol and high-level testing capacities
to mitigate its impact, recovering more than one million people from the disease by the end of November. With
assertive actions and national adherence, by April Germany began relaxing its social distancing measures, based on
data monitoring and science. Later in 2020, Merkel reinforced once again the importance of taking the pandemic
seriously and called for the maintenance of the social solidarity in the spirit of safeguarding lives amid the second
wave of the disease. Recently, with the new COVID-19 strains and the risk of new infection waves, the German
Chancellor had planned to extend its current restrictions and to impose a five-day nationwide lockdown in April.
However, after been widely criticized by business leaders and scientists, Merkel admitted that although there were
good reasons for imposing the lockdown it couldn’t have been implemented well enough in short time. Nevertheless,
the government asks for people to stay at home and to use single-use surgical or FFP2 masks.

Jacinda Ardern: responsiveness

Act now, or risk the virus taking hold as it has elsewhere.

Jacinda Ardern 

On March 19th 2020 New Zealand’s Prime Minister decided to act early and implemented with the aid of her Cabinet
a nationwide Level 4 Alert, which resulted in the adoption of lockdown policies in the early days of the disease. With
102 confirmed cases of the virus, Ardern decided it was time to act to spare lives, constrain the spread of COVID-19,
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and to preserve the national health system. By enacting a proactive political leadership, the Prime Minister took
responsibility for the outcome of the pandemic and stood up to the challenge of containing a health crisis. Ardern
reassured the population that the availability of essential services would be guaranteed and that as the population
moved into a condition of isolation, a vigorous contact trace of cases through efficient testing would monitor the
potential easing of these measures. After three months of intense commitment and sustained effort, New Zealand
declared the nation virus-free and lifted all COVID-19 restrictions, except for the reopening of borders to foreign
travelers.

Its largest city, Auckland had to go under lockdown again after another Coronavirus outbreak but was able to ease
the restrictions on August 30th. Then, Ardern reaffirmed her commitment to consistent testing in order to eliminate
the virus in the country and commented on the importance of people following the guidelines for the system to
continue working as it had been. By the end of November, New Zealand reported 2,032 recovered cases of
COVID-19 and 25 deaths. In the meantime, Ardern was re-elected in the best showing for the Labour Party in the
past 50 years. She won her second mandate with considerable support, and there’s no doubt her decisive response
to the disease helped pave the way for her electoral success. In the race against COVID-19, New Zealand has
already secured vaccines for everyone in the country and has provided a vaccine rollout plan on March 17th 2021 to
ensure early vaccination and safety.

Mette Frederiksen: empathy

Every death is a tragedy. The situation is serious.

Mette Frederiksen 

Following Italy, Denmark was the second European country to enter lockdown on March 11th 2020 due to the spread
of the Coronavirus. The country had isolated 1,303 people that could be contaminated by the virus but hadn’t had
any deaths reported at that point. In the face of the rising number of cases, the Prime Minister announced the
implementation of strict social distancing measures to prevent a more dangerous spread of the virus. All public-sector
employees, except for essential services providers, were immediately given two weeks’ leave, and private employers
were advised to take precautions and have their staff work remotely if possible. Moreover, Frederiksen announced
that the country would close all kindergartens, schools, and universities.

Amidst the changes and challenges imposed by the pandemic, Frederiksen opted for an empathic discourse
approach, holding frequent press conferences, including conferences held expressly for children to answer their
questions directly. This political tactic not only helped reassure the nation but also encouraged people’s compliance
with the instructions and guidelines given by the government. The Prime Minister managed to highlight the
importance of a solid collective effort to fight the virus. When the time came to gradually ease social distancing
measures in April, the Prime Minister stated that she was concerned for the elderly and that she was asking for the
weakest to be the strongest, to maintain quarantine, and reduce their exposure. Once again, empathic narratives
about reality helped shape the way people react to political guidelines, and Frederiksen’s resourcefulness
contributed to a decisive response to COVID-19 in the country.

By bringing out a humanitarian dimension, and captivating the nation’s attention towards care and precaution,
Frederiksen managed to keep the numbers of the disease relatively low in Denmark, which by the end of November
had more than 83,000 cases recovered and around 950 deaths. The Prime Minister has also shown her empathic
side during the mink crisis in early November. After discovering a new version of the coronavirus in the small animals,
that could even jeopardize vaccines’ effectiveness, more than 15 million minks had to be put down in Denmark.
Frederiksen expressed sorrow for this event and, in tears, extended her compassion to mink breeders. The Danish
government also displays confidence in their vaccination program with the new “corona pass” initiative, which will be
available on mobile phone for everyone over the age of 15 showing whether people have been vaccinated, previously
infected or have had a negative test in the past three days.

Concluding: gender matters           
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This article reflected on the impacts of gender in fighting COVID-19, through the analysis of the political leadership of
Angela Merkel, Jacinda Ardern, and Mette Frederiksen. It was my intention to show how gender-sensitive lens could
allow us to focus on the values that permeate these women’s agency. By acting with transparency, responsiveness,
and through empathic discourses, these women set the example for a positive political engagement that made the
difference in dealing with the disease, not only by allocating resources and implementing early social distancing and
lockdown policies, but for gathering, reinforcing, and mobilizing cooperation and compliance in society.

If gender matters and female political leaders are more averse to risk – by not being overly self-assured, knowing
how to listen to others, caring, and putting expertise above their egotistical self-image – then their proactivity may
have helped save countless lives. Also, the acute awareness of the fact that they are prone to face more scrutiny than
men (and harsh criticism in case of failure) may work as a drive to more effective and ingenious behavior and
decision-making in situations of crisis. Gendered approaches to political leadership are proving to be increasingly
important to understand assertiveness and behavior coordination. Perhaps, with more women stepping into office in
subnational and national elections, and with incumbent female politicians managing to remain in the political game for
longer, the current global health crisis could be appeased sooner rather than later. In addition, future analysis can
conjure more pieces of evidence for allowing hypothesis testing on the impact of female political leadership in the
case of the COVID-19 pandemic and other situations of crisis. Deepening our knowledge of these experiences, while
also comparing and contrasting them, might be a strong contribution for the studies of gender and political
governance in feminist theory.

References

Appeal to the people living in Germany: Angela Merkel’s speech about the Corona virus in full. General-Anzeiger:
March 19th, 2020. Available at: https://ga.de/ga-english/news/angela-merkel-s-speech-about-the-corona-virus-in-
full_aid-49639811. Access on: August 30th, 2020.

BIROLI, Flávia. Political violence against women in Brazil: expressions and definitions. Revista Direito e Práxis, v. 7,
n. 15, 2016, p. 557-589, 2016. Available at: https://www.redalyc.org/pdf/3509/350947688018.pdf. Access on:
August 30th, 2020.

BROCKETT, Matthew. New Zealand’s Largest City Exits Lockdown After Bringing Mystery COVID-19 Surge Under
Control. TIME: August 30th, 2020. Available at: https://time.com/5884996/new-zealand-auckland-coronavirus-
lockdown/. Access on: August 30th, 2020.

CORONAVIRUS: Brazil. Google Statistics. Available at: https://g.co/kgs/wbFnX3. Access on: Dec 17th, 2020a.

CORONAVIRUS: Brazil passes 100,000 deaths as outbreak shows no sign of easing. BBC News: August 9th, 2020.
Available at: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-53712087?intlink_from_url=https://www.bbc.com/news/
topics/cdr1vzk8ngvt/jair-bolsonaro&link_location=live-reporting-story. Access on: August 30th, 2020b.

CORONAVIRUS: Denmark. Google Statistics. Available at: https://g.co/kgs/wZTWiz. Access on: Dec. 17th, 2020c.

CORONAVIRUS: Germany. Google Statistics. Available at: https://g.co/kgs/2V2xyh. Access on: Dec. 17th, 2020d.

CORONAVIRUS: Germany’s Angela Merkel warns of hard months to come. DW Akademie. Available at:
https://www.dw.com/en/coronavirus-germanys-angela-merkel-warns-of-hard-months-to-come/a-54727205. Access
on: August 30th, 2020e.

CORONAVIRUS: New Zealand. Google Statistics. Available at: https://g.co/kgs/J3Xedm. Access on: Dec. 17th,
2020f.

CORONAVIRUS: What countries are doing to minimize economic damage. DW Akademie. Available at:
https://www.dw.com/en/coronavirus-what-countries-are-doing-to-minimize-economic-damage/a-52816921. Access

E-International Relations ISSN 2053-8626 Page 4/6



Setting the Example? A Gendered Approach on Fighting Covid-19
Written by Bárbara Lopes Campos

on: August 30th, 2020g.

COVID: How are European countries tackling the pandemic? BBC. Available at:
https://www.bbc.com/news/explainers-53640249. Access on: Mar. 23th, 2021.

COVID in Europe: Denmark announces plans for a ‘Corona Pass’ for vaccinated citizens. Euro news. Available at: htt
ps://www.euronews.com/2021/02/04/covid-in-europe-denmark-announces-plans-for-a-corona-pass-for-vaccinated-
citizens. Access on: Mar. 23th, 2021.

DUEBILLING, Yvonne; ALVESSON, Mats. Four ways of looking at women and leadership. Scandinavian Journal of
Management, v. 5, n.1, p. 63-80, 1989. Available at:
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/0956522189900067. Access on: August 30th, 2020.

ELSHTAIN, Jean Bethke. Feminist Discourse and Its Discontents: Language, Power, and Meaning. Feminist Theory,
v. 7, n. 3, p. 603-621, 1982. Available at: https://www.jstor.org/stable/3173857?seq=1. Access on: August 30th,
2020.

EMERGING COVID-19 success story: Germany’s strong enabling environment. Our World in Data: June 30th, 2020.
Available at: https://ourworldindata.org/covid-exemplar-germany. Access on: August 30th, 2020.

FOX KELLER, Evelyn. Feminist Perspectives on Science Studies. Science, Technology, & Human Values, v. 13, n.
3-4, page. 235-249, 1988. Available at: https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/016224398801303-404. Access
on: August 30th, 2020.

FULL speech: Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern’s address to the nation. 1 news-NZ: March 22th, 2020. Available at:
https://www.tvnz.co.nz/one-news/new-zealand/full-speech-prime-minister-jacinda-arderns-address-nation. Access
on: August 30th, 2020.

GARIKIPATI, Supriya; KAMBHAMPATI, Uma. Evidence Is In: Female Leaders Really Are Tackling The Pandemic
Better. Science Alert: September 4th, 2020. Available at: https://www.sciencealert.com/data-shows-female-leaders-
really-are-doing-better-on-coronavirus. Access on: September 7th, 2020.

IN tears, Danish PM apologises for handling of mink crisis. WN: Nov. 26th, 2020. Available at:
https://ewn.co.za/2020/11/26/in-tears-danish-pm-apologises-for-handling-of-mink-crisis. Access on: Dec. 17th, 2020.

GRONHOLT-PEDERSEN, Jacob; SKYDSGAARD, Nikolaj. Fast in, first out: Denmark leads lockdown exit. Reuters:
May. 18th, 2020. Available at: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-denmark-idUSKBN22U1TC.
Access on: Mar. 23th, 2021.

JALALZAI, Farida; KROOK, M. Lena. Beyond Hillary and Benazir: Women’s Political Leadership Worldwide.
International Political Science Review, v. 31, n. 1, p. 5-21, 2010. Available at:
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0192512109354470. Access on: August 30th, 2020.

JENSEN, Morten. How Denmark Is Navigating The Coronavirus Crisis. Forbes: March 31th, 2020. Available at: https:
//www.forbes.com/sites/mortenjensen/2020/03/31/how-denmark-is-navigating-through-the-
coronavirus/#177989cefc7e. Access on: August 30th, 2020.

MINISTRY OF HEALTH. New Zealand. COVID-19: Vaccines. Available at: https://www.health.govt.nz/our-
work/diseases-and-conditions/covid-19-novel-coronavirus/covid-19-vaccines. Access on: Mar. 23th, 2021.

NEW ZEALAND lifts all Covid restrictions, declaring the nation virus-free. BBC News: June 9th, 2020. Available at:
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-52961539. Access on: August 30th, 2020.

E-International Relations ISSN 2053-8626 Page 5/6



Setting the Example? A Gendered Approach on Fighting Covid-19
Written by Bárbara Lopes Campos

OLIVEIRA, Vinícius Tavares de; DOS SANTOS, Leonardo; CAMPOS, Tales de Paula Roberto. The Pandemic in
Brazil: Normality as Necropolitics. E-International Relations. Dec. 17th, 2020. Available at: https://www.e-
ir.info/2020/12/17/the-pandemic-in-brazil-normality-as-necropolitics/.

OVERGAARD, Sidsel. ‘The Danish Way’ Is Working: Prime Minister Hints At A Gradual Reopening For April. NPR:
March 30th, 2020. Available at: https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/03/30/823912064/the-
danish-way-is-working-prime-minister-hints-at-a-gradual-reopening-for-april. Access on: August 30th, 2020.

PETERSON, V. Spike; RUNYAN, A. Sisson. Global Gender Issues in the New Millennium. 4 ed. New York:
Westview Press, 2014. Available at: https://books.google.com.br/books/about/Global_Gender_Issues_in_the_New_
Millenni.html?id=V0tWDwAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=kp_read_button&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q&f=fal
se. Access on: August 30th, 2020.

SCHWARTZ, Matthew S. New Zealand PM Ardern Wins Re-Election In Best Showing For Labour Party In Decades.
NPR: Out. 17th 2020. Available at: https://www.npr.org/2020/10/17/924934728/new-zealand-pm-ardern-wins-re-
election-in-best-showing-for-labour-party-in-decad. Access on: Dec. 17th, 2020.

THE KFW Support, The Economic Stabilisation Fund and The Law to Mitigate the Consequences of COVID- 19:
Germany’s Financial Measures to Support German Companies. WHITE & CASTLE: April, 2020. Available at: https://
www.whitecase.com/sites/default/files/2020-04/covid-19-german-governmental-support-for-companies-200429.pdf.
Access on: August 30th, 2020.

TICKNER, J. Ann. You Just Don’t Understand: Troubled Engagements between Feminists and IR Theorists.
International Studies Quarterly, v. 41, n. 4, p. 611-632, 1997. Available at:
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2600855?seq=1. Access on: August 30th, 2020.

UNITED NATIONS. Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action. The Fourth World Conference on Women: Beijing,
1995. Available at: https://www.un.org/en/events/pastevents/pdfs/Beijing_Declaration_and_Platform_for_Action.pdf.
Access on: August 30th, 2020.

WORLD ECONOMIC FORUM. Global Gender Gap Report 2020. Switzerland: World Economic Forum, 2020.
Available at: http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2020.pdf. Access on: August 30th, 2020.

About the author:

Bárbara Lopes Campos is a Political Science Ph.D. candidate at the Federal University of Minas Gerais in Brazil
(UFMG). She holds a Master’s degree in International Relations from the Pontifical Catholic University of Minas
Gerais (PUC Minas) and is a member of the Centre of Studies and Research on Women (NEPEM-UFMG).

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

E-International Relations ISSN 2053-8626 Page 6/6

http://www.tcpdf.org

