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The Funding Organisations for Gender Equality (FORGEN) Community of Practice (CoP) hosted a 
seminar on how research & innovation funders are responding to the COVID-19 pandemic. In this 
session we, as funders, shared our knowledge and experiences to learn how to better respond to this 
evolving and unprecedented situation.  
 
Session 1 

Dr Anne Pépin, DG Research and Innovation (EC), opened the seminar speaking regarding the EU 
support to Gender Equality in Research and Innovation: recent developments (link here) 

Dr Pépin spoke of the EC’s commitment to the development of gender within the European Research 
Area, the new eligibility criteria for Horizon Europe applicants to have Gender Equality Plans (GEPs) 
in order to promote gender equality in research and innovation (R&I). Amongst the measures to be 
taken to foster a ‘Union of Equality’ are the requirement of a GEP from applicants, initiatives to 
increase of women-led technology start-ups and funding for gender and intersectional research. In 
addition, the EC’s R&I actions for COVID-19 were discussed.  

In the discussion, participants asked questions about possible measures contemplated to mitigate the 
caring burden through pandemic such us funding for childcare. EC’s Policy team and ERC are 
investigating methods to address these concerns; however, there are limitations on costed 
extensions/more funding for contracts, as per the EC’s current legal remit. Within the Marie 
Skłodowska-Curie Programme there were dedicated family allowances.  
 
Dr Pépin confirmed that all public bodies, including research & innovation funding agencies, would be 
required to have GEPs to be eligible to apply for Horizon Europe funding after a one-year grace period. 
EC is currently developing a guidance adapted to each type of organization to support the 
development of GEPs. There will a different guidance for RFOs and RPOs; production of guidance 
should be launched in Q1 2021. 
 

https://forgen.act-on-gender.eu/resources/ec-forgen-seminar-covid-19-effects-10th-dec-2020-eu-support-gender-equality-research-and


Session 2 

How to mitigate the current and longer-term effects of the pandemic on our funded researchers 
and applicants to our grants through a gender lens. 

Short presentations were given: 

Cheryl Hewer, UKRI Strategy Directorate presented: Mitigating the current and longer-term effects 
of the pandemic on researchers (link here). UKRI gathered data within the research community to be 
able to take action on the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on their researchers. Extension of 
deadlines, support for students or costed grant extensions were among the initial measures taken to 
mitigate these negative effects. In the longer-term, UKRI continue ongoing engagement with the 
reseatch community. To mitigate the affects of loss of “productivity” during this time, a narrative CV 
format will be adopted for future grant applications. 

Claudia Jesus-Rydin, ERCEA, presented the three ERC strategic priorities in order to continue to fully 
operate during pandemic and to offer full support to science and researchers: 1) ensure proposal 
evaluation was maintained, 2) adapt the grant management system to the needs of the current 
funded researchers, and 3) ensure ERC research which is looking for solutions to the current pandemic 
is communicated and widely disseminated (link here). ERC has applied maximum flexibility in 
accepting extensions and deadlines as well as has intensified support to tackle Covid-19-related 
research. It was noted that ERC has not observed a drop in the number of applications from women 
in the one call which has closed during this time period. In fact, there was a small increase of 
applications from women in this call (ERC Advanced Grant, a later career stage award).  

Dr. Christina Elger, DFG. The DFG has developed a COVID-19 call for scientists requiring rapid answers. 
In addition, DFG has put special attention on childcare needs and in newly funded projects including 
flexibility in deadlines. We are considering too in applying measures to students entering the system.  
We have observated that proposals from females didn’t drop dramatically, however we are thinking 
in a more holistic way of assessment in the new template and also room in the template for family or 
pandemic situation. 

In the group discussion, a number of challenges and potential solutions to these challenges were 
discussed. An interesting note that was raised regarding the observed application numbers from 
women have not dropped in the calls run since the start of the pandemic by some funding agencies 
in the meeting (ERC, NWO, SFI), although these were limited examples (one call per agency). In fact, 
slightly increased numbers of applications were observed in some calls. However, funders observed 
challenges in obtaining balanced numbers of male and female reviewers, as engagement/capacity to 
review seems to be reduced. It was also noted that success rates may not necessarily be reduced if 
female reviewers’ numbers are reduced, as this has been known to not necessarily correlate with 
success rates.  

The discussion moved to methods to account for the loss of productivity during the pandemic and 
how funders may mitigate this in future. The group spoke about some funders adopting narrative 
style CVs to try to move away from “productivity”, it was noted that this complements the principles 
of DORA. However, there is evidence of differences in writing styles between men and women when 
describing themselves in applications. While women are extremely humble describing their 
achievements, men tend to be the opposite. This difference is also reflected when speaking about 
leave periods as maternity leave for instance, women tend to see this as a vulnerability. This 
difference in writing styles was noted in the analysis of ERC applications in the past. The effect of this 
difference in writing style may introduce new biases with this new style of CV and evaluation method. 
This raised the issue of unconscious bias training for RFO staff and reviewers.  

NWO offered to share details of their narrative CV implementation, which has been circulated. Some 
further details are included here: 

https://forgen.act-on-gender.eu/resources/ukri-forgen-seminar-covid-19-effects-10th-dec-2020-mitigating-current-and-longer-term
https://forgen.act-on-gender.eu/resources/ercea-forgen-seminar-covid-19-effects-10th-dec-2020


NWO has provided the narrative CV from the Talent programme (VIDI). VIDI is tailored to 
experienced researchers who have already conducted several years of research after gaining 
their PhD. In the call for proposals the narrative CV is explained in section 3.4; in the application 
form, section 4 is of interest for both the CV and the extension clause (for parental leave 
amongst others). Back to the call for proposals, information on the extension clause can be 
found in section 3.1.2. In the third document FAQ 3 on the extension clause and FAQ 15 on 
part-time research may be of interest. 

For further details on the implementation of DORA within SFI, see link here (link here).  

Another method to tackle this change in productivity would be to automate the number of “research 
active” years for reviewers (through the RFO grants system) and then ask reviewers to consider this 
number when evaluating proposals. SFI is working on trailing this method in the new year.  

When trying to mitigate long-term bias there were several items raised including the importance of 
surveying researchers over a longer period to find these long-term effects. Dr Bosak raised the issue 
of burnout over this longer timeframe, with a need to monitor the research community’s 
health/wellbeing to identify the burn out spiral due to a long-term stress exposure.  

There was also an increasing concern about the research career pipeline; there could be a gap in 
continuing education for final year students into masters’ and PhD programmes as they have not been 
exposed to the wider research community/culture, including laboratory activity in situ. This may cause 
a drop in the STEM research careers pipeline. 

The group posed the question, how the world will look like after pandemic? If a more permanent 
home office policy is adopted by predominantly women, this may reduce visibility and lead to knock 
on negative career/promotional consequences.  

The group also discussed encouraging men to take parenting responsibilities, as this key to the 
inequalities regarding childcare. Men would like to have equal opportunities to have parental leave 
for instance, how can we as funder facilitate this? The group felt that this needs to be additionally 
tackled through national paternity policies. 

 

Session 3:  

How we have implemented the sex and gender dimension in calls related to COVID-19 

Moa Persdotter, Vinnova, opening the session with a presentation about the pandemic from a gender 
perspective, talking through an analysis of a call related to COVID-19 and how applicants respond to 
the question about sex and gender dimension (S&GD) in the projects (link here). Vinnova designed 
and implemented a call in March 2020 which aim to 1) solve a challenge the pandemic made worse 
and in which new solutions would be required, or 2) capture possibilities that the COVID-19 situation 
could improve gender inequalities rising to the top of the agenda to test solutions.  

There have been strong gendered effects from the COVID-19 pandemic – both within the 
innovation/entrepreneurial ecosystem and the society as a whole.The group discussed that COVID-
19 specific calls have been implemented in many funding agencies and the S&GD were implemented 
in these calls. Most funding agencies have not analysed this data yet, Vinnova is more advanced in 
this process than most agencies participating in this seminar.  

The group discussion centered around the importance of monitoring and evaluating the S&GD aspects 
in calls. This is an area FORGEN members would like to see greater focus on and sharing of knowledge. 
Looking at gendered aspects is mandatory for all activities in the public service in Sweden through 
strong legislation and has been implemented for a number of years. Currently, many funding agencies 
have started to include the S&GD in relevant calls; however, this has been adopted more recently. In 

https://forgen.act-on-gender.eu/resources/dora-funders-meeting-29092020-implementing-dora-principles-how-do-we-assess-applicants
https://forgen.act-on-gender.eu/resources/vinnova-forgen-seminar-covid-19-effects-10th-dec-2020the-pandemic-gender-perspective


FORGEN there is a special working group dedicated to S&GD led by Sophia Ivarsson from Vinnova and 
funders can get in touch if they would like to get involved 

 

In the final session, a short introduction to the Funding Organisations for Gender Community of 
Practice (FORGEN CoP) was given (link here). If you would like to collaborate or join the FORGEN CoP, 
please get in touch with Rochelle Fritch (rochelle.fritch@sf.ie). 

 

https://forgen.act-on-gender.eu/resources/introduction-forgen-cop-covid-19-effects-10-dec-2020-funding-organisations-gender-equality
mailto:rochelle.fritch@sf.ie

