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Summary

The COVID-19 crisis has fundamentally gendered effects, on intimate partner violence, 
the division of care labour, healthcare and more. This, and other COVID-19-related 
changes, may have important consequences for the gendered practice of diplomacy. 
This essay therefore discusses COVID-19 to highlight the need to pay better attention 
to gender in the study of diplomacy. For instance, what are the gender dimensions of 
diplomacy moving online? What are the gendered implications of the increased pres-
sures on consular diplomacy? Turning to longer-term issues, how do gender justice 
organisations that respond to COVID-19 target diplomats and embassies? How, in turn, 
do diplomats respond to such advocacy and the underlying problems they address, 
and does the recent increase in women diplomats make any difference? Gender and 
diplomacy are intimately interwoven, this essay contends, and understanding the im-
plications of COVID-19 on diplomacy necessitates examining this connection.
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1 Introduction: Gendered Pandemic, Gendered Diplomacy

The COVID-19 pandemic — potentially the most challenging global crisis since 
World War II — is developing in a world of inequalities. Reports from around 
the world indicate inequalities shape who is affected and how, with differential 
impacts that vary by age, class, race, ethnicity, ability, sexuality and so on. In 
this essay, we put in focus the fundamentally gendered effects of the crisis to 
discuss some of the implications for diplomacy. 

There are, indeed, countless accounts of the ways in which gender mat-
ters in the corona calamity. With lockdowns and confinements to the home, 
intimate partner violence has spiked globally, by UN estimates around by  
20-30 per cent.1 The UN Population Fund (UNFPA) estimates that for every 
three months of lockdown, there will be an excess 15 million cases of domestic 
violence worldwide.2 The UNPFA also projects that, due to major disruptions 
to services, around 47 million women in 114 low- and middle-income countries 
will be unable to use modern contraceptives if current lockdowns and service 
disruptions continue for six months.3 Unintended and unwanted pregnancies 
will thus be on the rise. Furthermore, since many labour markets are gender 
stratified, men and women often face different challenges and types of risk ex-
posure at work. For instance, in the United States, non-white women are more 
likely to be doing ‘essential jobs’ — jobs that are not subject to corona-related 
restrictions — than any other demographic group.4 Globally, men make up 
only 33 per cent of the health workforce.5 For those ordered to work from 
home, the uneven division of care labour generally places a lighter burden on 
men, as women often take primary responsibility for childcare, home school-
ing and domestic chores. Not surprisingly, the introduction of gender-based 
lockdowns in parts of Latin America, with men and women allowed out on al-
ternate days, has led to overcrowding in food stores on women’s days out.6 This 
binary policy has likewise unleashed additional violence against trans people, 
a reminder that gender is always implicated in other relations of inequality 
and that gender analyses should include intersectional perspectives. Indeed, it 
is crucial to take into account the ‘multiplier effect of burdens’7 and the many 

1 Lennard 2020.
2 UN Population Fund 2020.
3 UN Population Fund 2020.
4 Robertson and Gebeloff 2020.
5 Boniol et al. 2019, 1.
6 López 2020.
7 Roopa Dhatt, founder and Executive Director, Women in Global Health, as quoted in 

Ramanarayanan 2020. 
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ways that, for example, race, class, sexuality and gender may exacerbate and 
mitigate the effects of the corona crisis for differently situated groups.

The gender dynamics of the corona crisis also have implications for diplo-
macy, this essay contends, highlighting the need to pay better attention to 
gender in the study of diplomacy during the crisis and beyond. On the one 
hand, there are gender inequalities in diplomatic work as such, and these may 
transform along with the adaptations of diplomatic interactions to the lock-
downs and travel restrictions. For instance, as suggested below, the move to on-
line interactions and consular diplomacy are likely to have important gender 
implications that merit further study. On the other hand, the corona-related 
exacerbation of gender inequalities outside of diplomacy may also have reper-
cussions for diplomatic work. For instance, civil society actors are already mo-
bilising in response to effects of the crisis. Will women’s advocacy groups and 
other forms of gender justice organisations that address increasing inequalities 
step up their networking with like-minded diplomats and embassies? How, in 
turn, do diplomats and other foreign policy actors — such as those responsible 
for feminist foreign policies — respond to such advocacy and the underlying 
problems they address? Does the recent diversification of diplomatic services, 
which includes an increase in women, make any difference in how diplomacy 
responds? Gender and diplomacy are intimately interwoven, this essay argues, 
and understanding the implications of COVID-19 on diplomacy necessitates 
examining this connection. 

2 The Shorter Term: Gender in Diplomacy’s Turn to Online and 
Consular Activities

A global pandemic is a major challenge for diplomacy. As countries enforce 
measures to halt infection rates and protect their citizens, many responses 
have had a direct impact on the practice of diplomacy. The closing of borders, 
the cancellation of visits and international fora and the various lockdowns and 
physical distancing measures have forced diplomats to focus on corona-related 
matters and to put a halt to many standard forms of diplomatic interactions.8 
Just as diplomatic practice under more normal circumstances is gendered, this 
essay argues, these changes in how diplomacy is done are likely to have deeply 
gendered implications. To illustrate how, it discusses diplomacy’s move online 
and the increased focus on consular activities to keep citizens safe.

8 Brodsky 2020.
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2.1 Gender and Online Activities
As many have already noted before us, due to the policy responses to COVID-19, 
diplomacy has been forced online.9 Prior to the corona outbreak, compared to 
other actors such as the military, diplomacy had been slow on the technologi-
cal uptake.10 The use of digital diplomacy has generally served as an additional 
rather than a primary arena for diplomats.11 Diplomatic missions have relied 
heavily on face-to-face interactions, with much traveling and frequent meet-
ings, including evening commitments that may contain dinners and recep-
tions. Feminist scholarship has shown that, generally, diplomatic protocol and 
diplomatic representation entail more labour for women, who have to spend 
more time and effort to meet diplomatic dress and appearance expectations12 
and who may spend more time directly involved in the planning of luncheons, 
teas, dinners and receptions. Work outside regular office hours is also harder 
to combine with having a family, particularly for female diplomats who are 
parents as they often have more parental responsibilities than their male 
colleagues.13 Analyses of other professions have already shown inequalities 
between men and women to grow with the move to online work from home.

When video conferences take the place of meetings in real life (IRL), diplo-
matic protocol and dress code issues likely become more flexible.14 As corona-
related restrictions temporarily relieve diplomats of some of standard social 
obligations, the gender dynamics and inequalities mentioned above may be 
neutralised; for instance, by reducing the time required for physically repre-
sentability. What is more, physical groping is difficult online. On the other 
hand, the move online may also deprive women of the opportunity to stand out 
in a crowd of male diplomats, a tactic that prior scholarship has identified.15 
This strategy may be harder to apply in an online situation where all atten-
dants appear as talking heads. 

When interpersonal interactions IRL are no longer an option, do diplomats 
rely more heavily on pre-corona contacts? Do they find new ways of estab-
lishing relations online? Recent research indicates that diplomats may find it 
more difficult to interact with people of the opposite sex outside formal set-
tings, particularly when posted in less gender equal countries.16 These are 

9  For example, Chowdhury Fink 2020.
10 Copeland 2013, 453.
11 Cull 2013.
12 Towns 2019.
13 Niklasson 2020, 36.
14 Brodsky 2020.
15 Niklasson 2020, 26.
16 Niklasson 2020, 37.
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also countries where men tend to control the large majority of public power 
positions. This begs the question of how online networking affects female dip-
lomats’ access to men in these positions. Feminist research also warns that the 
digital sphere — especially when open to public interactions — is marked by 
gendered online abuse.17 Has online harassment increased with the increased 
reliance on social media? There is surely much more to learn about the gender 
dynamics of digital diplomacy.18 

2.2 Gender and Consular Activities
A second immediate implication of COVID-19 is that consular diplomacy has 
become more important. The swift shutdown of borders has led to a surge in 
demand for consular assistance. As a result, the work of most bilateral dip-
lomatic missions is now largely focused on monitoring information on the 
spread of the virus, assessing the needs of nationals abroad, and assisting citi-
zens in need of help. 

In terms of scholarship, consular practice is the less studied dimension of 
diplomacy,19 often treated as less prestigious.20 Given its lower status, it is per-
haps not surprising that consular work is associated with the ‘feminine’ duty of 
care for nationals abroad21 and that this work, compared to other forms of di-
plomacy, is more often performed by women.22 Prior emergencies made min-
istries of foreign affairs aware that consular affairs may be of national interest, 
a point which the more enduring COVID-19 crisis is likely to drive home. 

What are the gendered implications of the increased pressures on consular 
diplomacy? Will COVID-19 help raise the status of consular work? What would 
be the gendered consequences for diplomatic careers? A revaluing of consular 
diplomacy might have broader implications. As Fiona Robinson has argued, a 
critical feminist ethics of care can have a potentially radical and transforma-
tive effect on international relations, which may entail a questioning of differ-
ent types of hierarchies.23 Can a reappraisal of consular diplomacy in the wake 
of COVID-19 result in an increased focus on moral responsiveness in interna-
tional relations derived from an ethics of care? How might this be gendered? 

17 For example, Levey 2018; Ging and Siapera 2018.
18 Cf. Jezierska 2019.
19 Melissen and Okano-Heijmans 2018.
20 Leira and Neumann 2018, 170.
21 Graeger and Leira 2019.
22 Niklasson and Robertson 2018, 76.
23 Robinson 2019.
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3 The Longer Term: Can Civil Society Engage Diplomats in Response 
to Gender Issues?

In response to the corona crisis, civil society actors across the world have 
engaged in a range of activities to draw attention to the ways in which com-
munities are differentially affected. Women’s rights and other gender justice 
organisations are no exception. For instance, in Peru, the gender-based lock-
down generated fierce resistance among women, who claimed that the mea-
sure was counterproductive as it increased the exposure of women to COVID-19 
and added to their already disproportionate share of domestic labour.24 The 
measure was overturned a week after it was put in place. Likewise, lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (or questioning) and others activists have 
protested the increased harassment of non-binary and transgender people by 
the police during gender-based lockdowns.25 The spike in domestic violence, 
what the UN calls a ‘shadow pandemic’, has led to calls for quick countermea-
sures and increased funding (e.g., for shelters) around the world.26 Activists, 
labour leaders and community organisations are using the corona crisis to 
mobilise support for fair recognition of and remuneration for women’s care 
labour — paid and unpaid.27 

Civil society organisations have a history of directing advocacy at diplo-
mats. Civil society activism can be antagonistic such as the anti-apartheid 
picket at the South African Embassy in London in the late 1980s.28 But it is 
also often collaborative, seeking to persuade, engage and recruit bilateral as 
well as multilateral diplomats to support their causes.29 Particularly illustra-
tive of the ever-closer partnerships between diplomats and civil society actors 
is the formalised channels at the United Nations, where some 4,000 non-
governmental organisations enjoy consultative status with the UN Economic 
and Social Council which grants them access to UN conferences and different 
UN bodies.30 Largely overlooked in diplomacy scholarship are the relations be-
tween civil society actors and the personnel of resident embassies, however.31 
The COVID-19 crisis thus amplifies an already existing need among diplomacy 
scholars to examine the relations between civil society actors and diplomats, 

24 López 2020.
25 López 2020; Griffin and Rivera Antara 2020.
26 Wikipedia 2020.
27 Rai and True 2020.
28 Browne and Yaffe 2013.
29 For example, Towns 2010.
30 Willetts 2000.
31 GenDip. 
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and to what extent these relations may change as the gender composition of 
diplomats changes.

Yet civil society activists’ potential to engage diplomats is under strain, due 
to a rise in right-wing populism, nationalism and autocratisation, accompa-
nied by crackdown on civil society organising in different parts of the world.32 
Further amplifying these processes, some states are instrumentalising corona-
virus containment measures to curtail freedom of speech, fundamental rights 
or institutional checks and balances. A new data collection effort attests that 
as many as 48 states are at a high risk of authoritarian backsliding as a result 
of the COVID-19 pandemic.33 Women are differentially affected by such de-
velopments owing to an additional layer of anti-gender mobilisation around 
‘traditional family values,’ which inter alia calls into doubt gains made towards 
gender equality and women’s full participation in society and often seeks to 
undermine women’s civil society activism.34 This ‘anti-gender backlash’ is 
further magnified by the corona crisis and the developments discussed in the 
introduction. 

Civil society actors are not sitting idly by, however. They are adapting their 
operations to a new reality, they are moving their activism online, they are also 
mobilising specifically around the (gendered) challenges caused or exacer-
bated by the COVID-19 pandemic such as under-equipped hospitals, economic 
insecurity and the spike in domestic violence.35 Many frame the gendered fall-
out from COVID-19 in ‘security’ terms, as a matter of ‘human security’36 and 
even ‘health security’.37 How would framing healthcare as ‘security’ — an often 
masculinised concept central to diplomacy — transform collaborations be-
tween diplomats and civil society actors? More generally, how do civil society 
actors reach out to and target diplomats? Do they use embassies as platforms 
and, if so, in what ways?

4 Conclusions: Will Rising Numbers of Women Diplomats Save  
the Day? 

This brief essay has shown that COVID-19 has gendered dimensions with im-
plications for diplomacy, calling on diplomacy scholars to pay better attention 

32 Roth 2017; Lührmann and Lindberg 2019.
33 Lührmann, Edgell and Maerz 2020.
34 Kováts 2017; Case 2019.
35 Brechenmacher, Carothers and Youngs 2020; Janetsky 2020.
36 For example, Cordaid 2020.
37 For example, Women in Global Health 2020.
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to the intimate connections between gender and diplomacy. Diplomacy is fur-
thermore a conduit for gender-oriented foreign policy, including the expressly 
feminist foreign policies adopted by a growing number of states. Asking ques-
tions about how diplomacy and diplomats respond to the gender inequalities 
exacerbated by COVID-19 thus partially entails asking how diplomats interpret 
and implement foreign policy. This, in turn, may involve asking about the ways 
in which various gender dimensions may shape that implementation. One such 
gender dimension concerns the historical dominance of diplomatic positions 
by men and the recent increase of women in diplomacy.38 Indeed, as members 
of the GenDip Program on Gender and Diplomacy, the authors of this essay are 
regularly asked about the potential effects on various outcomes that may result 
from the changing gender composition of the diplomatic community — that 
is, do women make a difference to diplomacy? While none of the authors cen-
tre this question in their diplomacy research, in a gender stratified world, this 
is a question that demands more attention. For instance, Sylvia Bashevkin has 
shown that while not all female foreign policy leaders push a gender equality 
agenda, they are more likely to do so than their male counterparts.39 There is 
plenty of research on legislatures and executives which has shown that men in 
public office generally put less stress on reproductive health, childcare and el-
derly care, and that they are less attuned to the interests of politically margin-
alised groups such as women, ethnic minorities and children than are women. 
With quickly rising numbers of women in diplomacy, such claims are worth 
interrogating in diplomacy scholarship as well, while paying careful attention 
to intersectional perspectives and the multiple hierarchies of which gender is 
a part. Understanding the implications for and role of diplomacy in the exac-
erbation of inequalities that seem to be developing with COVID-19 should be a 
crucial part of the diplomacy studies agenda. 
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