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Abstract 

Gender employment inequalities remain a constant issue in the European Union (EU), including 

the Netherlands. Gender equality in Dutch employment policies can be measured by focusing 

on three gender equality indicators: the gender employment gap, the gender pay gap, and the 

regulation of childcare. While these indicators are mostly of national concern, the EU has 

created the ability to regulate these topics via the European Employment Strategy (EES). The 

EES is a regulatory mechanism that follows the principles of the Open Method of Coordination 

(OMC) and is implemented in the European Semester (ES) process. This research answers the 

following research question: To what extent has the EU been successful in mobilizing the Dutch 

government and Dutch parliament to address gender equality issues in employment policies, 

and how can this be explained? By conducting a frame analysis on documents published within 

the ES process, as well as analysing the minutes from plenary debates and two committee 

debates of the Dutch parliament, this research finds that the EU has not succeeded in mobilizing 

the Dutch government and parliament. This was caused by the underdevelopment of one frame, 

the underutilization of both frames, and the good performances of the Netherlands compared to 

other EU Member States.  
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1. Introduction 

Female labour participation and women’s earnings were recent topics of national debate in the 

Netherlands, and was repeatedly highlighted in the media. In November 2022, for example, the 

gender pay gap became a topic of discussion when a female employee working for a Dutch 

retail company found out that she earned €1000 per month less than her male colleague, despite 

the fact that the female employee had more experience (De Witte, 2022). The difference in 

salary between men and women is also addressed annually on Equal Pay Day (European 

Commission, n.d.b.). Furthermore, the Dutch government started a campaign in March 2023 to 

address female labour market participation, aimed at stimulating Dutch women to increase their 

worked hours in paid employment (Mees, 2023). Earlier that year, Lynn Berger, a journalist 

from the Correspondent, published an opinionated essay on this topic, titled: “I already work (I 

just don’t get paid for it)” (original title: “Ik werk al (ik krijg er alleen niet voor betaald”). In 

her book, she claimed that many part-time working women in the Netherlands actually work 

full time due to maintaining the household, childcare or long-term care of family members. 

Consequently, the author tried to debunk the idea that Dutch women only relax besides their 

part-time job (Berger, 2023). Childcare regulations have gained increased attention over the 

years as well, as the Dutch government has opted to make formal childcare completely free in 

order to stimulate women to increase their paid hours worked (Klimaat, kinderopvang, hoger 

minimumloon, 2021). 

 These are examples that show the presence of a gender employment gap and gender pay 

gap in the Netherlands, as well as the importance of childcare regulations, that cause 

inequalities in the labour market for women. Dutch women are the ‘European champions’ in 

working part-time: 78 percent of the female workforce in the Netherlands worked part-time in 

2021 (The World Bank, 2022). This high percentage became increasingly problematic from 

2022 onwards, as the Dutch labour market continued to struggle with a high personnel shortage 
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(Klein, 2022). Furthermore, 62.4 percent of the Dutch women had paid employment compared 

to 71.3 percent of the Dutch men in 2021, resulting in a gender employment gap of 8.9 percent 

(International Labour Organization, 2021). The gender pay gap in the Netherlands is also 

resilient: on average, Dutch females earn 13 percent less than their male counterparts (Women 

Inc., 2022).  

 The European Union (EU) has made many efforts to address the gender employment 

gaps and gender pay gaps in its Member States, including the Netherlands. The two gaps can 

be addressed and regulated via employment policies. Although employment policies are mostly 

of national concern, the EU can deliver suggestions of improvement via the European 

Employment Strategy (EES). The EES is regulated via a soft law mechanism called the Open 

Method of Coordination (OMC). The OMC relies on creating benchmarks and best practices 

for the EU’s Member States, as opposed to hard laws that rely on punishments in case of non-

compliance (EUR-Lex, n.d.). As a result, the EU has only little direct power in the field of 

employment policies and has to rely on the willingness of Member States to implement the 

recommendations that the European Commission (EC) makes. This is why the EC needs to 

convincingly formulate their concerns, in order for the Member States to address them on the 

national level. One way of analysing this, is by using the theory of framing.  

 Based on this topic, a number of gaps in the literature were identified. Firstly, academics 

have paid much attention to the influence of the EU in social policy fields and the effectiveness 

of the OMC in its starting years (López-Santana, 2006; Trube & Trubek, 2007; Kantola, 2010; 

Tholoniat, 2010; Ahrens, 2019). However, after the merger of the EES in the European 

Semester (ES) in 2011, the scholarly attention has faded to some extent. This is presumably 

because of two reasons: the ES is a new and larger mechanism that includes a combination of 

hard and soft law and has resulted in a focus shift in the academic literature, and the term OMC 

is no longer used since its merger. Secondly, a specific focus on the way in which the gender 
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employment gap, gender pay gap, and the regulation of childcare have been used by the EU to 

create policy change has been underexamined. While Tomlinson (2011) examined the effect of 

the OMC on two national governments based on these three gender equality indicators, this 

research was done prior to the implementation of the EES into the ES. Furthermore, the research 

was not applied to the Netherlands. This is why this research aims to update the literature on 

the effectiveness of the EES, by focusing specifically on the gender aspects of this soft law 

mechanism. Given the fact that the gender employment gap, the gender pay gap, and childcare 

regulations have played a prominent role in the Netherlands in the past decade, this country 

would be an interesting subject of research.   

In all, this research answers the following research question: To what extent has the EU 

been successful in mobilizing the Dutch government and Dutch parliament to address gender 

equality issues in employment policies, and how can this be explained? In order to answer this 

question, the analysis of this research is divided into three parts. The first part focuses on the 

identification of the collective action frames that the EU has created to address the gender 

employment gap, the gender pay gap and the regulation of childcare policies, and how the EU 

uses these frames to make recommendations aimed at mobilizing the Dutch government. These 

frames are sought for in the EU’s Joint Employment Reports (JERs), Council Conclusions 

(CCs), Country Reports (CRs), and Country-Specific Recommendations (CSRs), all published 

between 2011 and 2020. The second part of the analysis focuses on whether the Netherlands 

uses these frames in the annual National Reform Plans (NRPs), published between 2011 and 

2020. Finally, the third part focuses on the mobilization effect on the Dutch parliament between 

2011 and 2020, by analysing the minutes from plenary debates, the debates of the European 

Affairs committee, and the debates of the Social Affairs and Employment committee.  

 This thesis is divided into six chapters. Chapter two gives background information on 

three gender equality indicators in the Netherlands. Like in Tomlinson’s article (2011), this 
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research focuses on the gender employment gap, the gender pay gap and the regulation of 

childcare policies. Chapter three is a literature review that focuses on three topics: the workings 

of the OMC, the EES, and its collective merger into the ES; an in-depth overview of the 

literature on conducting a frame analysis, including the literature on the identification of a 

collective action frame and how to analyse its effectiveness; and finally, an overview on the 

importance of parliamentary participation in the EES, with a specific focus on the Dutch 

parliament. Chapter four addresses the case selection, the methods of data collection and the 

analysis of the data. Chapter five includes the results of the analysis. Finally, the conclusion 

answers the overall research question of this thesis.  
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2. Background  

This background chapter is focused on explaining three gender inequality indicators in relation 

to employment policies in the Netherlands. Like in Tomlinson’s article (2011), this research 

focuses on the gender pay gap, the gender employment gap, and childcare. The chapter defines 

the issues, shows how the issues are visible in the EU and the Netherlands by using statistics 

from 2011 until 2020, and provides potential causes for its occurrence. In all, this chapter 

justifies why research on gender (in)equality in EU employment policies is (still) necessary. 

 

2.1. The Gender Pay Gap in the Netherlands: Definition, Statistics, and Causes 

The gender pay gap can be defined from a judicial or an economic perspective (Tijdens and 

Van Klaveren, 2011). The judicial term follows the principle of equal pay for work of equal 

value, which means that men and women must earn the same salary if they perform the same 

or comparable tasks in their jobs. This definition is also known as the corrected pay gap, as it 

takes factors into consideration that contribute to the extent of the gender pay gap. Such factors 

include differences in educational level, experience, and age (Tijdens and Van Klaveren, 2011). 

Based on official EU statistics, however, it can be concluded that the EU follows the economic 

definition of the gender pay gap. This definition is also known as the uncorrected pay gap and 

is defined as “the difference between average gross hourly earnings of male paid employees 

and of female paid employees as a percentage of average gross hourly earnings of male paid 

employees” (Eurostat: Data Browser, 2023c). Because the EU’s statistics are based on the 

economic definition or uncorrected gender pay gap, this research uses this definition as well.  

The most recent statistics showed that the gender pay gap in the Netherlands was still 13.7% 

in 2021 (Institute on Gender Equality and Women’s History, 2021). This is an average 

percentage, since the gender pay gap is higher in the private sector compared to the public sector 

(Man-vrouwloonverschil, 2022). The average uncorrected gender pay gap in the private sector 
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between 2011 and 2020 in the EU and the Netherlands can be found in Figure 1. The average 

corrected gender pay gap in the same period could not be found, yet it is expected that these 

percentages were lower than the uncorrected gap. Statistics for the public sector are not included 

either, as the EU only considers companies with ten or more employees (Eurostat: Data 

Browser, 2023c).  

 

Figure 1: Average Gender Pay Gap in the EU and the Netherlands (2011-2020) (source: Eurostat: Data 

Browser, 2023c).  

 

The gender pay gap has been studied extensively, and most research has been focused 

on the judicial and uncorrected gender pay gap. This is because the corrected gender pay gap 

searches for reasons that explain the gender pay gap. However, the literature that is focused 

specifically on the existence of the gender pay gap in the Netherlands is scarce. Scholars have 

found a number of causes for the existence and perseverance of the gender pay gap. Tijdens 

and Van Klaveren (2011), for example, gave an overview of twenty papers written between 

1995 and 2008, that each analysed a possible cause for the gender pay gap. A total of nine 

possible causal groups could be identified: “1. Human capital; 2. Sector, collective employment 

agreement (Dutch: CAO) and remuneration policy; 3. Job classification; 4. Job level, 

managerial roles and hierarchical structures; 5. The glass ceiling; 6. Company size; 7. Contract 
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length; 8. Gender-composition of the profession and workspace; 9. Family composition and 

career breaks.” (Tijdens & van Klaveren, 2011, p. 31). Before analyzing the articles, Tijdens 

and van Klaveren explained that data from the Equal Treatment Commission (Dutch: 

‘Commissie Gelijke Behandeling (CGB)’) showed that discrimination did not play a significant 

role in explaining the gender pay gap. Rather, based on the analysed articles, they found that it 

was more beneficial for women working in the public sector compared to private, that the 

gender pay gap increases once hierarchy increases, and that female-dominated professions are 

less profitable than male-dominated professions. The private sphere also affected the gender 

pay gap: family expansions, career breaks and the re-entrance in the labour market were all 

disadvantageous for female wages (Tijdens & van Klaveren, 2011, pp. 28-29). Due to 

methodological differences between the twenty articles, however, it was not possible to rank 

the causes from most to least contributable to the gender pay gap.  

Fransen et al. (2012) have also identified a number of causes for its existence and 

perseverance in the Netherlands. In their research, they questioned what caused the persistent 

gender pay gap in the Netherlands, despite earlier efforts to improve the human capital of 

women, e.g. increasing education levels and work experience (Fransen et al., 2012, p. 4343). 

Although not discussed in their article, it could be that these earlier efforts referred to the 

government campaign titled “A smart girl is prepared for her future” (Dutch: “Een slimme meid 

is op haar toekomst voorbereid”), aimed at stimulating young women to follow higher 

education. In their research, they focused on the difference in “education, life time patterns (age 

and experience) and […] job and sector-characteristics” between men and women over the 

course of ten years (1996-2006). Women had improved their human capital in those ten years: 

they had obtained a higher education compared to ten years earlier, and they had increased their 

work experience (Fransen et al., 2012, p. 4347). Hence, the authors searched for different causes 

of the persistent pay gap in the Netherlands, and they found that the gap could be attributed to 
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the difference in job and sector-characteristics between men and women. They pointed towards 

two causes: women were underrepresented in “higher level jobs with supervising tasks” 

(Fransen et al., 2012, p. 4353) and there was an “unequal distribution of men and women over 

the different sectors”, whereby “male dominated sectors are paid at a higher level than female 

dominated sectors” (Fransen et al., 2012, p. 4352).  

This is in line with findings by De Ruijter et al. (2003), who found that employees in 

female-dominated sectors earn, on average, 9 percent less compared to employees in male-

dominated sectors. Interestingly, there were no wage differences between men and women 

working in female-dominated sectors. To some degree, the wage differences were caused by 

employees in female-dominant sectors possessing “less human capital than the workers in male-

dominated occupations,” resulting in lower wages in female-dominated sectors (known as the 

Human Capital Theory) (De Ruijter et al., 2003, p. 355). However, the main cause for 

differences between male- and female-dominated sectors was the underappreciation of female-

dominant occupations (known as the Comparable Worth or Gender Bias theory), with greater 

differences in “occupations of high worth, i.e. occupations that require relatively high levels of 

education, skill, and responsibility” (De Ruijter et al., 2003, p. 356).  

 While the literature on the gender pay gap in the Netherlands deserves an update, the 

statistics shown earlier indicate that not much has changed in the past decade. On average, 

women are now higher educated than men (Al 23 jaar op rij, 2023). Yet, this is not reflected in 

the salaries of women, as the statistics showed that the gender pay gap has only decreased 

slightly between 2011 and 2020. Furthermore, women continue to work in sectors that have 

lower wages, such as education and healthcare (European Parliament, 2023). 
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2.2. The Gender Employment Gap in the Netherlands: Definition, Statistics and Causes 

The EU uses the following definition for the gender employment gap: “the difference between 

the employment rates of men and women aged 20-64” (Eurostat: Data Browser, 2023b). This 

research follows the same definition. 

The gender employment gap in the Netherlands was 8.9% in 2021, and therefore lower 

than the average employment gap measured in the EU. However, the differentiation in gender 

between part-time and full-time employment is more remarkable: with a percentage of 74% in 

2018, the Netherlands was the Member State with the highest number of women in part-time 

employment, compared to 23% of the Dutch men. Compared to the average percentage of 

people working part-time across EU Member States, which was 30% for women and 8% for 

men, the percentage of women working part-time in the Netherlands is extremely high.  

Figure 2 shows a comparison between the average gender employment gap in the EU 

and in the Netherlands between 2011 and 2020. The figure shows that the Netherlands has 

always had a gender gap lower than the EU average during this period. Furthermore, the gap 

has decreased more rapidly from 2016 onwards compared to the EU average.  

 

Figure 2: Average Gender Employment Gap in the EU and the Netherlands (2011-2020) (source: Eurostat: 

Data Browser, 2023b) 
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Consequently, figure 3 shows the average percentage of men and women working part-time 

and full time in the same time period. During this period, the employment rates for both genders 

have increased in the EU, as well as in the Netherlands.  

 

Figure 3: Average Gender Employment Rates in the EU and the Netherlands (2011-2020) (source: Eurostat: 

Data Browser, 2023a) 

 

Finally, figure 4 shows the gender division in part-time and full-time employment in the 

Netherlands between 2013 and 2020. Data from 2011 and 2012 were unavailable. The 

employment rates of both genders have hardly changed during this time period.  

 

Figure 4: Gender Division in Part-time and Full-time Employment (2013-2020) (Source: Arbeidsdeelname; 

kerncijfers, 2022) 

50
55
60
65
70
75
80
85
90

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Gender employment rates in the EU and the Netherlands, 
in % (2011-2020)

Average EU Male Average EU Female

Average NL Male Average NL Female

0

20

40

60

80

100

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Gender division in parttime and full-time employment, 
in % (2013-2020)

Average Dutch fulltime men Average Dutch parttime men

Average Dutch fulltime women Average Dutch parttime women



ADDRESSING GENDER EQUALITY IN THE EES 15 

The figures show that the Netherlands has a high employment rate for both men and women. 

More remarkable, however, is the high rate of female part-time employment in the Netherlands. 

Most research has focused on this occurrence. Visser et al. (2009), for example, focused on the 

development of part-time employment in the Netherlands and gave three concurring reasons 

for its rising popularity: a spontaneous, institutional/normative, and legal process. Ultimately, 

these processes reinforced one another. The spontaneous process entailed the growing 

participation of Dutch women in the labour market, partially caused by institutional/normative 

processes such as the ending of forcibly terminating the employment of married women in 

1975, and the gradual acceptance of working mothers. As a result, there was a steady increase 

in female employment from 1973 onwards (Visser et al., 2009). Another institutional/normative 

process was the 1982 Wassenaar Agreement and its aim to collectively reduce working hours 

due to a recession and high unemployment rates. Although the Agreement only partially 

succeeded in doing this, “the demand for flexibility and part-time jobs rose as an unintended 

consequence of the campaign for reduced working hours.” (Visser et al., 2009, p. 198). Finally, 

the legal process ensured further normalization of part-time employment and ensured equality 

between part-time and full-time employees, which finalized the normalization process of part-

time employment in the Netherlands and created “a part-time economy” in the country (Visser 

et al., 2009, p. 215). However, despite the legal measures being applicable to both men and 

women, the majority of the part-time working population remained female.  

The popularity of part-time employment amongst women can be explained by the idea 

of a male breadwinner and a female carer for household and children, which is in line with the 

gender regime of the Netherlands: the country has a conservative welfare state, which means 

that “social rights are linked to class and status [and is] combined with the maintenance of the 

traditional family [which] results in specific gendered patterns” (Kantola, 2010, p. 8). After 

1975, women slowly started to enter the labour market again, despite marriage and children. 
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Nevertheless, it primarily remained the women’s task to ensure that the household and children 

were taken care of.  

There are a number of pros and cons to the ability of working part-time, although the 

cons outweigh the pros to a large extent. A pro to working part-time can be the ability to 

combine paid employment with caregiving tasks, e.g. when the person in question is a parent 

that needs to take care of (small) children. This is in line with the prevailing gender regime of 

the country (Kantola, 2010). Nevertheless, there are a number of cons to working part-time as 

well. The OECD report on working gender and working part-time in the Netherlands lists a 

number of them:  

 

part-time jobs are disproportionately held by women, with negative effects on 

gender equality at home and in the labour market. Part-time work is often 

associated with slower career progression, lower earnings, lower earnings-

related pensions, and, in many countries, lower job quality than that experienced 

by full-time workers. (OECD, 2019, p. 3. Stress added)  

 

Another important con is the fact that, as a result of the high part-time employment rate amongst 

women, 1 in 6 women living in the Netherlands is not financially independent and thus has to 

rely on her partner or governmental funds for financial support (Government of the 

Netherlands, n.d.).  

Because of continuous labour shortages in the Netherlands, the Dutch government started a 

national campaign in 2023 aimed at stimulating women to work more hours: ‘Do you want to 

work more? Let it show’ (Dutch: ‘Wil je meer werken? Laat het merken!’) (Mees, 2023). The 

campaign is reminiscent of a similar campaign that aired in 1989 in the Netherlands discussed 
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earlier, called ‘A smart girl is prepared for her future’ (Dutch: ‘Een slimme meid is op haar 

toekomst voorbereid’).  

 

2.3. Formal Childcare in the Netherlands: Definition and Relevance 

At first sight, stating that the regulation of childcare is an indicator of gender inequality in the 

Dutch employment sector seems remarkable: after all, it can be argued that formal childcare 

arrangements predominantly affect the gender employment gap. Yet, this research analyses 

Dutch childcare policies as a separate category, because of the close relationship between 

parenthood and female part-time employment in the Netherlands. Ultimately, high female part-

time employment rates also affect the gender pay gap. The relationship between childcare and 

employment policies is mostly concerned with the combination of childcare and paid 

employment. Ultimately, the availability of formal childcare arrangements could improve this 

relationship.  

There has been an overall consensus in the Netherlands that good formal childcare 

arrangements can increase the participation rates of women in paid employment. Yerkes (2011) 

dedicated a chapter in her book on the development of the childcare system in the Netherlands 

until 2010. Before 1995, there were no childcare policies put in place in the Netherland and 

there was a heavy reliance on informal care: children were supposed to be taken care of by a 

parent (predominantly the mother) or other relatives. This article argued that multiple factors 

resulted in a shift towards more reliance on formal childcare, caused by a common actor 

orientation. This resulted in a mutual agreement amongst the actors involved that childcare 

affected female labour market participation and, according to the author, could be perceived as 

a social risk (Yerkes, 2011). An increase in female labour market participation was necessary 

because of an increase in demand for part-time employers (a position mostly popular amongst 

women) and labour shortages in female-dominated sectors, such as education and healthcare, 

in the near future. The government hoped that the social partners would independently put 
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childcare policies in place, but this failed. As a result, the government helped to regulate 

childcare policies by creating a system that partially financed formal childcare arrangements 

(Yerkes, 2011). 

The stance on the relation between formal childcare arrangements and female 

participation rates has hardly changed since then. More recently, the DG Employment, Social 

Affairs and Inclusion created a policy brief in 2018, in which was stated that “high participation 

rates in formal childcare settings are not a prerequisite for high levels of female labour market 

participation”, but “lack of or limited formal childcare options can have negative consequence 

for female career development” (Janta, 2014, p. 2). Currently, the Netherlands is planning on 

changing the subsidy policies of formal childcare arrangements. At the end of 2021, the Dutch 

government announced to reimburse 95 percent of the costs for day care centres from 2025 

onwards, with the aim of making day care centres completely free in the future (Klimaat, 

kinderopvang, hoger minimumloon, 2021). Yet, these plans have been postponed until 2027 

because of budgetary cuts and personnel shortages in the formal childcare sector (Gratis 

kinderopvang wordt twee jaar uitgesteld, 2023). Nevertheless, it shows that the Dutch 

government still perceives formal childcare as an important factor for female labour 

participation in the Netherlands.  

 

2.4. Consequences of Gender Inequality in the Employment Field 

It is difficult to discuss the negative consequences of the gender gaps and insufficient childcare 

policies separately, because each element is related to each other: insufficient childcare policies 

partially cause the gender employment gap, and the gender pay gap is partially attributable to 

the existence of a gender employment gap. Because of this, the negative consequences of the 

three gender inequality indicators are discussed simultaneously in this section.  
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The presence of the three gender inequality indicators has negative economic 

consequences, as the three indicators affects the national GDP of EU Member States: while 

closing the gender pay gap would result in maximum increase in GDP per capita of 0.2% by 

2050, closing the gender employment gap would result in a maximum increase in GDP per 

capita of 5.5% by 2050 (European Institute of Gender Equality, n.d.). Within the work sphere, 

the three indicators result in an unequal treatment between male and female employers in 

general: it results in less job opportunities for women, particularly in managerial or leadership 

positions (Eurostat, 2021). It also results in less diversity within companies in general. 

Furthermore, it causes inequality in the familial sphere, as the three indicators increase the 

chances of women becoming financially dependent on either their partner or the national 

government (Government of the Netherlands, n.d.). This dependence could continue after 

retirement, as the Netherlands also has a major gender pension gap: in 2021, the pension benefit 

of Dutch women was forty percent less compared to Dutch men (Geurts, 2021).  

 In all, it is evident that the gender pay gap, the gender employment gap, and childcare 

policies are ongoing issues in the Netherlands, that make it difficult to reach full equality 

between men and women in terms of employment. The statistics showed that the gender 

employment gap and gender pay gap have not changed significantly in the past decade. The 

question remains what actions the EU has taken to combat these inequality issues, which is 

discussed in more detail in the next chapter.  
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3. Literature Review 

This literature review is centred around three main goals. The first goal of this literature review 

is to give a thorough understanding of the workings of the EES and its success as a soft law 

mechanism. The second goal is to outline the literature on framing and the elements of a frame 

analysis, with a specific focus on its role in addressing gender employment issues. This 

information is used for the frame analysis of this research, done in chapter five. The final goal 

is to give a better understanding of the role of the Dutch parliament in the ES process. As the 

EU and the Dutch government are the primary actors in the creation of official documents in 

the ES process for the Netherlands, it raises questions of democratic accountability on the Dutch 

national level. These goals lead to a better understanding of the workings of the EES on the 

international and national level and lead to the identification of expectations that help support 

the analysis in chapter five and, ultimately, to answer the research question.   

 

3.1. The Open Method of Coordination, The European Employment Strategy and the European 

Semester  

With its principle of gender mainstreaming, the EU aims to uphold gender equality in all of its 

policy fields (Council of Europe, n.d.). This includes the social policy field, known as the field 

of Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion (European Commission, n.d.a.). The ES is 

embedded in this policy field. The ES was created in 2011, after the financial crisis had shown 

that the EU needed a better framework for the coordination of its economic policies (European 

Commission, n.d.c.). From a gendered perspective, the Semester is used to track “gender 

equality in context of labour market [and] social inclusion” in general (European Commission, 

2020b). 

 For the purpose of this research, the most important policy instrument of the ES is the 

EES. The EES originates from the Amsterdam Treaty of 1997 and focuses on “making the 
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European labour markets the most productive and competitive in the world” (Kantola, 2010, p. 

141). From 2011 onwards, the EES has been part of the ES (EUR-Lex, 2017a). The EES is 

regulated via the OMC, which explains why the EES was referred to as the Employment OMC 

in its starting years. The OMC is a regulatory process that includes achievable goals and 

guidelines created by EU institutions, as well as benchmarking processes between EU Member 

States (EUR-Lex, n.d.). With these processes, the OMC can also make Member States aware 

of possible policy improvements on their national level. The OMC was introduced in the Treaty 

of Amsterdam in 1997 and fell under the Lisbon Strategy from 2000 onwards (EUR-Lex, 

2017b). 

The procedure of the EES is captured in the Employment Title of The Functioning of 

the European Union (TFEU), specifically Article 148. The process starts when the European 

Commission (EC) creates a Draft Employment Report (JER), after which it is send to the 

Council of the EU and the European Council. When the Draft JER is accepted by these 

institutions, a final JER is sent to the Member States. Consequently, the Council and the EC 

create CRs and CSRs for each Member State. CSRs are adopted in two Councils: the Economic 

and Financial Affairs Council, and the Employment, Social Policy, Health and Consumer 

Affairs Council (Dawson, 2018). In turn, all Member States create a National Reform Program 

(NRP) based on the recommendations made in the CSRs, which are sent back to the Council 

and the EC. The NRPs reply to the recommendations made in the previous Semester cycle. 

From then on, it is up to the Member States to follow up on their NRPs and the 

recommendations made by the EU bodies. This cycle is repeated each year (EUR-Lex, 2016; 

General Secretariat of the Council, 2023).  

Since its creation, the EU has applied the OMC process in a number of policy fields, 

including employment, social policies and education. While the OMC processes rely on 

beforementioned elements, the precise process is dependent on the field in which the OMC is 
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applied (Smismans, 2004). Since 2011, the EES has been implemented in the ES (EUR-LEX, 

2017a) and the process is no longer referred to as the Employment OMC. The ES process 

between 2011 and 2020 was centred on reaching the goals of the Europe 2020 strategy and has 

integrated a social scoreboard within its process. The scoreboard has changed over the course 

of these ten years, by including social indicators that were aligned with the goals of the 

European Pillar of Social Rights. These changes were integrated into the ES process from 2018 

onwards (European Commission, 2021). Each gender equality indicator is embedded within the 

social indicators and the Pillar.   

Both the EES and the OMC are known as soft law mechanisms. During the 1980s, the 

EU experienced an increase in the importance of soft law measures (Kantola, 2010). Soft law 

distinguishes from hard law in that in the latter case, the European Court of Justice can hold the 

non-compliers accountable. Soft law does not have this option, which lead to many scholars 

questioning the effectiveness of soft law mechanisms in ensuring policy change. López-Santana 

(2006) explained in her article that, while soft law does not necessarily lead to changes in 

legislation, this does not mean that it is not working: it can, for instance, ensure that policy 

problems become part of the national agenda. Furthermore, soft law mechanisms are necessary 

because the EU does not have full competences in all of its policy fields and can thus not rely 

on hard law (EUR-Lex, 2022). Although hard and soft law are separate types of law, research 

has shown that they also complement each other in some gender-related policy fields. Trubek 

and Trubek (2007), for example, explained how hard law and soft law, together with the 

European Structural Funds, work in a complementary manner in order to create equality in the 

workplace. Ahrens (2019) showed in her research that the EC can even prefer soft law over 

hard law. By taking the gender equality programmes between 1982 and 2019 as an example, 

she showed that the EC, as an agenda-setter of gender equality issues, has the ability to choose 

between hard and soft law to address these issues accordingly without other EU bodies 
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intervening. Soft law can then be preferred by the EC, because it also affects Member States 

hesitant of accepting hard law (Ahrens, 2019). 

 Since Member States cannot be forced to comply with the policy suggestions made via 

an OMC process, Tholoniat (2010) measured the extent of the OMC’s success from a political 

sociology perspective. In his research, he focused on two OMC processes: the EES and the 

Lisbon Agenda, as well as their development. He showed the change that both processes 

endured in three stages: the experimental stage, the streamlining stage, and the maturity stage. 

Although the OMC is at risk of the ‘soft law dilemma’, thereby referring to a “balance between 

activism and predictability” that needs to be present, Tholoniat was overall positive about the 

OMCs and their development (Tholoniat, 2010, p. 111). Overall, he concluded that the OMC 

is a good instrument when countries do not agree on a certain topic, and calls the OMC an 

“established form of socio-economic governance” (Tholoniat, 2010, p. 94). Specifically the 

success of the EES can partially be explained by its ability to address issues that the EU was 

not able to address earlier, such as “wages, quality and productivity of work [and] childcare” 

(Tholoniat, 2010, p. 104). This has led to a focus of employment policies in the broad sense.  

While the literature is overall positive about the success of the EES, it is important to 

note that the overarching programs and goals changed three times over the years. Each change 

caused the goals for gender equality to become less apparent. During its creation, the EES was 

based on the Lisbon employment targets, which included a specific female employment target 

(Ivan-Ungureanu & Marcu, 2006). When the Europe 2020 growth strategy was implemented 

in 2010, this target disappeared. Instead, the general employment target was formulated as 

“including […] the greater involvement of women” (EUR-Lex, 2010). Currently, the Europe 

2030 social targets are in place, in which there is no specific reference to a female employment 

target (European Commission, 2022).  

 Based on these scholarly works, the following expectations are formulated: 
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Expectation one: The EU has been unsuccessful in mobilizing the Dutch government to 

address issues of gender equality in employment policies, because of the diminished presence 

of policy suggestions on gender equality issues in documents published in the ES process. 

 

3.2. Frame Analysis 

As previously stated, the aim of the EES is to make EU Member States aware of possible policy 

improvements. By focusing on gender equality policies, the ways in which problems and 

solutions are formulated can be analysed by conducting a frame analysis. An article by Benford 

and Snow (2000) and a more recent article by Snow, Vliegenthart, and Ketelaars (2019) both 

wrote articles that include an overview of the most studied ways of frames over the years.  

3.2.1. The identification of the collective action frame  

The concept of framing can be defined as “interpretive meaning construction” (Snow et al., 

2019, p. 393). Applying the concept to the study of social sciences, Snow et al. (2019) defined 

collective action frames as “relatively coherent sets of action-oriented beliefs and meanings that 

legitimizes and inspire social movement campaigns and activities” (Snow et al., 2019, p. 395). 

The most important function of a collective action frame is its mobilization effect: “to mobilize 

or activate movement adherents so that they move, metaphorically, from the balcony to the 

barricades (action mobilization); to convert bystanders into adherents, thus broadening the 

movement’s base (concensus mobilization); and to neutralize or demobilize adversaries 

(counter-mobilization)” (Snow et al., 2019, p. 395).  

Benford and Snow (2000) discussed that there are three ways in which collective action 

frames can occur, which they called discursive, strategic, and contested processes. Discursive 

processes create collective action frames by conversation, both in speech and in written form 

and can be further divided into frame amplification and frame elaboration (Benford & Snow, 

2000; Snow et al., 2019). Strategic processes, then, aim to create collective action frames with 
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a certain goal in mind. These processes are guided by “four basic alignment processes” called 

“frame bridging, frame amplification, frame extension, and frame transformation” (Benford & 

Snow, 2000, p. 624). Finally, contested processes create opposing reactions to the posed 

collective action frame. Contested processes can be divided into four categories, namely 

“counterframing by movement opponents, bystanders, and the media; frame disputes within 

movements; and the dialectic between frames and events” (Benford & Snow, 2000, p. 625). 

Snow et al. (2019) discussed that these conversations take place in either discursive fields or 

discursive opportunity structures, thereby emphasizing the significance of culture in creating 

these collective action frames. 

López-Santana (2006) focused on the influence of framing in the EES process. She 

analysed the effect of the OMC on employment policies of three EU Member States. She found 

that the EU framed employment issues as collective EU problems and by repeating these 

problems, thereby creating benchmarks and giving a number of improvement options, the EU 

was successfully putting problems on the national agenda of Member States. There were two 

factors important for the success of the EU’s framing effect. The first factor was the ‘goodness 

of fit’ theory: if the framed problems fit national policies of Member States, there was an 

increased chance that the framed problem was accepted on the national level of Member States. 

The second factor was the European Structural Fund (ESF): if the ESF was already present on 

the domestic level, there was a higher chance of non-compliance (López-Santana, 2006).  

3.2.2. Analysing the effectiveness of the collective action frame 

Once the collective action frame is identified, the effectiveness of the frame can be analysed. 

A collective action frame has three core framing tasks: diagnostic, prognostic, and motivational 

framing (Benford & Snow, 2000; Snow et al., 2019). Put simply, diagnostic framing identifies 

the problem, prognostic framing gives the proposed solution to the problem, and motivational 

framing is aimed at convincing the audience that action is needed (Benford & Snow, 2000; 



ADDRESSING GENDER EQUALITY IN THE EES 26 

Snow et al., 2019). All three core framing tasks should be present, since “all three core framing 

tasks are essential for framing mobilization” (Snow et al., 2019, p. 397).  

Next to the three core framing tasks, a collective action frame consists of four variable 

elements that make each frame unique (Benford & Snow, 2000). The first variable element 

refers to what the collective action frame identifies as a problem, known as the “problem 

identification and direction/locus of attribution” variable (Benford & Snow, 2000, p. 618). In 

line with this variable, a number of researchers have identified two main problems that relate 

to the EU’s employment policies. The first problem consists of the EU’s difficulty in 

reconciling the economic and social perspective of European integration. In his research, Daniel 

V. Preece (2022) showed that the existence of different welfare states and the unwillingness of 

Member States to transfer their power on social policy regulation to the EU created an 

integration process that was predominantly centred around neoliberalism. Neoliberalism has a 

primary focus on the importance of the free market and an “emphasis on minimal state 

intervention in economic and social affairs” (Smith, 2023). Dawson (2018) argued that social 

policies have also become gradually displaced in the ES, resulting in its small and almost 

insignificant role in the creation and coordination of policies under the Semester. Vanhercke 

(2020), however, found that there was renewed attention to social policies in the ES from 2013 

onwards. Both Dawson (2018) and Vanhercke (2020) saw the potential of the European Pillar 

of Social Rights and the Social Scoreboard in increasing the importance of social policies in 

the Semester process, although Vanhercke (2020) emphasized that the post-Europe 2020 

strategy must continue to focus on social policies in order to achieve complete socialization. 

Finally, Elomäki and Kantola (2020) specifically focused on the distinction between the 

economic and social perspective of gender equality in the EES and the European Pillar of Social 

Rights. By analysing the role of European employer and employee organizations in addressing 

gender equality issues in three different policy fields, they concluded that gender equality is 
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increasingly framed as something to achieve in order to improve the economy, rather than 

increasing equality between men and women in general. They conclude that “struggles around 

gender equality at the EU level are not only about gender equality per se, but they are about the 

relationship between the EU’s economic and the social goals, and the concern to transform the 

EU’s economic policies in a more gender equal direction” (Elomäki & Kantola, 2020, p. 1012).   

The second problem is discussed in O’Connor’s research (2005), who focused on the 

EU’s difficulties in reconciling quantitative and qualitative employment objectives from a 

gendered perspective. The quantitative employment objective consisted of the percentage 

differences between male and female labour market participation, while the qualitative 

employment objective focused on the quality differences of these jobs. The quality of a job was 

determined by salary, job security and career growth. She found that, at the time, more women 

started to participate in the job market and there was a high chance of the quantitative 

employment objectives being met by the Member States. Yet, the jobs that they had were mostly 

of low quality, with a higher gender pay gap compared to higher quality jobs, and high part-

time employment rates. She concluded that, despite different welfare and gender regimes, one 

OMC to regulate employment-anchored social policies in all Member States was crucial, as it 

gives the potential of policy learning via peer reviews and National Action Plans (now: NRPs) 

(O’Connor, 2005). 

The second variable element consists of a collective action frame being “exclusive and 

rigid”, or “inclusive and flexible” (Benford & Snow, 2000, p. 618). Related to this is the third 

element, which refers to how broad the issue or problem of a collective action frame is defined. 

If the frame is broad, inclusive, and flexible, the frame could transform into a master frame on 

which other collective action frames are inspired by (Benford & Snow, 2000, p. 619; Snow et 

al. 2019, p. 395). 
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The fourth and final element is focused on the effectiveness and mobilization effect of 

a frame and is called “resonance” (Benford & Snow, 2000, p. 619). The resonance of a frame 

can be measured by focusing on two categories: credibility and salience. Credibility focuses on 

the believability of the posed frame and depends on three elements “frame consistency, 

empirical credibility and credibility of the frame articulators or claimsmakers” (Benford & 

Snow, 2000, p. 619). Frame consistency seeks for any contradictions, either within the frame 

or within the frame and their makers. Furthermore, empirical credibility focuses on the extent 

to which the frame is believable based on empirical evidence (Benford & Snow, 2000, p. 620). 

Finally, the frame makers should be perceived as credible, or believable as well. Salience, on 

the other hand, focuses on the prominence of a frame and depends on its “centrality, experiential 

commensurability, and narrative fidelity” (Benford & Snow, 2000, p. 621, as seen in Snow & 

Benford, 1988). Centrality focuses on the importance of the frames’ “beliefs, values, and ideas 

[…] to the lives of the targets of mobilization.” (Benford & Snow, 2000, p. 621) Experiential 

commensurability focuses on the extent of which the frame relates to the “personal, everyday 

experiences of the targets of mobilization”, or whether the frame is “too abstract and distant 

from the lives and experiences of the targets” (Benford & Snow, 2000, p. 621). Finally, 

narrative fidelity focuses on the extent of which the posed frame resonates with the audiences’ 

culture (Benford & Snow, 2000, p. 622). 

Additional to the elements of resonance, Snow et al. (2019) points to three resonance 

problems that scholars should be aware of when analysing its occurrence. The first resonance 

problem occurs when the posed frame does not align with the beliefs of the intended audience. 

Frame alignment, then, is based on four alignment processes, namely “frame bridging, 

amplification, extension, and transformation” (Snow et al., 2019, p. 400). The second problem 

is defined as a “circular-reasoning” problem, emphasizing that it is necessary to have certain 

attributes that help prove a frame’s resonance, such as credibility and salience, as opposed to 
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attributing a frame’s effectiveness based on the (non-)appearance of a related protest event 

(Snow et al., 2019, pp. 401-402). Finally, the third problem relates to “the role of emotion” in 

creating the collective action frame, as an emotional occurrence prior to the creation of the 

frame could lead to higher resonance amongst the intended audience (Snow et al., 2019, p. 403). 

In all, these three problems also need to be considered when analysing frame resonance.  

Related to the effectiveness of the OMC is Tomlinson’s article (2011), who specifically 

focused on the reactions of the Swedish and British national governments to the OMC process, 

examined whether the OMC was an effective tool for policy change in gender equality or not. 

In order to examine this, she analysed NRPs between 2006 and 2009, thereby focusing on three 

elements in which gender equality could be measured in employment policies: the gender pay 

gap, the gender employment gap and childcare policies. She found that variance between the 

states are caused by different welfare and employment regimes. As can be read in chapter two, 

the Netherlands has a conservative welfare state (Kantola, 2010). Furthermore, the Netherlands 

has an employment regime that facilitates part-time employment.  

From these extensive scholarly works ensue a number of expectations for this thesis. 

 

Expectation two: The EU’s collective action frame is effective in mobilizing the Dutch 

government if the EU uses all three core framing tasks in their collective action frame.  

 

Expectation three: The EU’s collective action frame is effective in mobilizing the Dutch 

government if the frame resonates with the Dutch government’s beliefs, based on the credibility 

and salience of the collective action frame.  

 

Expectation four: The EU’s collective action frame is effective in mobilizing the Dutch 

government if the frame resonates with the Dutch welfare and employment regime.   
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3.3. The Role of the Dutch Parliament in the European Employment Strategy 

An important element of the OMC is the decentralized process and the involvement of different 

actors on all levels (De la Porte & Pochet, 2012). The most important actor of the Netherlands 

in the EES process is the Dutch government, since they are in charge of creating the annual 

NRPs (Visser, 2005, as cited in Duina & Raunio, 2007). Yet, an important actor is missing: the 

Dutch national parliament. The degree of involvement in the EES process by the Dutch 

parliament, or the lack thereof, raises questions related to democratic accountability and 

parliamentary control.  

The inclusion of national parliaments in the EES process should be encouraged, because 

an increased involvement of “different types of domestic actors” can ultimately increase the 

chance of compliance with soft law (López-Santana, 2006, pp. 495-6). Kreilinger (2018) also 

argued that “if national parliaments are not involved, executive power is not under appropriate 

parliamentary control and it is unclear how constraints to national fiscal and economic policies 

are democratically legitimated” (Kreilinger, 2018, p. 326). If the decentralization process is not 

adequate, this could potentially lead to a democratic deficit in the process. Indeed, critics have 

argued that the EES suffers from this, since national parliaments are not directly involved in 

the process. As Smismans (2004) stated, “the OMC procedure is characterized by lack of public 

and parliamentary debate” and “the national parliaments and media are hardly aware of the 

existence of the OMC procedures” (Smismans, 2004, p. 16). Yet, other researchers had a more 

positive perspective on the matter. Duina and Raunio (2007) reflected on the position of 

national parliaments in the OMC process and while national parliaments are not directly 

involved in the process, there are two advantageous for parliaments to use the information that 

the OMC provides. The first advantage is to use the good and bad examples of policymaking 

that the OMC provides for other EU Member States. The second advantage is the ability to 

criticize their national government due to the country-specific information that the OMC 
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provides, which the authors described as a “public report card on the policy performance on 

any given country” (Duina & Raunio, 2007, p. 496).  

 Decentralization in the OMC process has been studied before its implementation in the 

ES. De la Porte and Pochet (2012) showed that the OMC has been studied in the past with the 

use of three theories, namely “European integration, New Modes of Governance, and 

Europeanization” (De la Porte & Pochet, 2012, p. 336). Particularly the latter is of great 

importance to this research, as it “focuses on how the OMC impacts welfare reform via policy 

learning” on the national level of EU Member States (De la Porte & Pochet, 2012, pp. 336-

337). They stated that policy learning is based on the transformation of ideas to strategies with 

the help of “specific frames of problems and solutions” (Barbier, 2008, as cited in De la Porte 

& Pochet, 2012, p. 341). They found that it was hardly possible to see a causal effect between 

the ideas created via the OMC and possible policy change on the national level, as “[The OMC] 

has always been one factor among the others in a given reform process. The interesting aspect 

of reform processes is to obtain a full picture of which actors are involved and with which 

instruments” (De la Porte & Pochet, 2012, p. 345. Stress added).  

Smismans (2004) focused on decentralization in the EES specifically and found that 

both the Lisbon Conclusions that defined the OMC, as well as the Employment Title of the 

Treaty of the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) gave some indications that the OMC 

was meant to decentralize the process, in order to enhance the involvement of “the regional and 

local levels, as well as the social partners and civil society” (Smismans, 2004, p. 4). However, 

Smismans concluded that decentralization in the EES needed improvement, which could be 

achieved by having clearer guidelines. Consequently, this would enhance the roles of regional 

and local partners in the process of the EES (Smismans, 2004, pp. 23-4).  

De Ruiter focused specifically on the involvement of the Dutch national parliament in 

OMC processes in a number of articles. In order for national parliaments to hold their 
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government accountable, parliaments must use the information that stems from the OMC 

processes (De Ruiter, 2010; 2012). In his research, De Ruiter (2010) focused on the role of the 

Dutch and British Upper and Lower Houses in three different OMC processes, and whether 

they used the information to shame or fame the information on national policies that the OMCs 

provided. Based on the content of parliamentary documents, he found that national parliaments 

only used the information to shame the national government for the content of the NRPs. The 

extent to which this happened depended on the presence of indicators and benchmarks, as well 

as the extent to which the national government informed the national parliament of the OMC 

process and its policies (De Ruiter, 2010). In a consequent article (2012), he found that two 

elements influenced the frequency in which the members of parliament from the opposition 

parties discussed the content of the OMC in their committee meetings: the presence of peer 

learning activities, indicators and benchmarks in the OMC, and the “EU-level activity in a 

policy field to the adoption of an OMC” (De Ruiter, 2012, pp. 106-108). An example of the 

latter is that, due to discussion of employment on EU level prior to the adoption of the 

employment OMC, the “differences in earning power between men and women” was discussed 

by members of the opposition parties in the national parliament (De Ruiter, 2012, p. 108). The 

influence of parliament members of opposition parties is reiterated in a later article, where he 

showed that joint reports created by the Council and the EC were used by the MPs of opposition 

parties to shame the government if issues came to light (De Ruiter, 2014). This shaming was 

primarily done in committee meetings, instead of plenary debates. 

The topic of parliamentary involvement has not been given much scholarly attention 

since the implementation of the EES in the ES and is therefore in need of an update. It is possible 

that the role of national parliaments has increased after its implementation in the ES: Maatsch 

(2017), for example, claimed that “most national parliamentary parties acquire opportunities to 

position themselves on EU policy guidance during the drafting of National Reform Programme 
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(concerning social policies). […] In some states, parliamentary committees also debate the 

Annual Growth Survey and country-specific recommendations” (Maatsch, 2017, p. 696). 

However, Hallerberg et al. (2018) showed that the Netherlands were only involved on an ex 

post basis in the ES via monitoring, instead of an ex ante basis via direct involvement in the 

creation of the documents. Differing committees were involved depending on the year 

examined. Data of discussions in Dutch plenary parliamentary debates is unknown, but the 

article stated that “rarely did plenaries put the issue on the agenda” and “they rarely discussed 

the National Reform Program” (Hallerberg et al., 2018, p. 256).  

 In all, the literature on the democratic legitimacy of the EES is present, but it needs an 

update. Furthermore, a recent focus on the involvement of the Dutch parliament in the EES 

process is lacking in the debate. Based on the literature, the following expectation is formulated:  

 

Expectation five: The EU’s collective action frame is effective in mobilizing the Dutch 

parliament if the frame is discussed in plenary debates and/or in committee debates of the Dutch 

parliament. 
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4. Case Selection, Methods of Data Collection and Analysis 

As previously stated, the research question of this thesis is as follows: To what extent has the 

EU been successful in mobilizing the Dutch government and Dutch parliament to address 

gender equality issues in employment policies, and how can this be explained? The 

mobilization effect of the EU’s collective action frames is analysed based on two elements: the 

extent to which the Dutch government addresses the EU’s collective action frames on the 

gender employment gap, the gender pay gap, and childcare regulation in their NRPs, and the 

extent to which Dutch members of parliament react to these collective action frames in 

parliamentary and committee debates. 

 This research is relevant for a number for reasons. First and foremost, as could be read 

in chapter two, the problems surrounding the three gender equality indicators are still a topic of 

debate. Secondly, the instrument with which the EU could put pressure on the Netherlands to 

tackle these issues, namely the OMC, has hardly been examined since its implementation in the 

ES, especially not in relation to the three gender equality indicators. Hence, this research 

provides an update on the research of the OMC and gives more insight into the ways in which 

the EU uses this instrument in the ES to tackle social issues.  

 

4.1. Case Selection 

In order to analyse the mobilization effect of the EU’s collective action frames on the Dutch 

government, the focus lies on the following gender equality issues: the gender employment gap, 

the gender pay gap, and childcare policies. This is in line with the research by Tomlinson 

(2011). The documents published in the ES process between 2011 and 2020 were examined. 

There are two reasons for selecting these specific years for analysis. First and foremost, prior 

research has hardly focused on these years, making these years interesting to analyse in order 

to build upon the existing literature. Secondly, the COVID-19 outbreak affected the publication 
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process of the ES between 2020 and 2022, since the European Commission “decided to activate 

the general escape clause of the Stability and Growth Pact” (European Commission, n.d.). 

Hence, there was decided to choose the year 2020 as the final year of analysis.  

For the analysis of the EU documents, five different documents were considered for 

each year of the analysis: the draft JER, the final JER, the JER Council Conclusions, the NRPs 

and the CSRs. These documents were retrieved from the website of the EC. However, not every 

document was available for each year. An overview of the documents that were retrieved and 

thus used for the analysis can be found in Table 1. As not all documents were published online, 

the results will give an overall conclusion of the mobilization effect over the course of ten years.  

 Draft JER Final JER Council 
Conclusions 

NRPs CSRs 

2011  X X X X 
2012    X X 
2013   X X X 
2014   X X X 
2015 X X  X X 
2016 X  X  X 
2017  X X X X 
2018  X X X X 
2019  X  X X 
2020  X X X X 

Table 1: Available EU Documents  

Then, in order to analyse the mobilization effect of the EU’s collective action frames on 

the Dutch parliament, the committee meetings of the Dutch parliament between 1 January 2011 

and 31 December 2020 were examined. From the plenary meetings, the minutes between 1 

January 2013 and 31 December 2020 were examined, as prior minutes were unavailable. All 

minutes of the plenary and committee meetings of the Netherlands are published online on 

Tweedekamer.nl, the official website of the Dutch lower house. Based on the articles of De 

Ruiter (2010, 2012, 2014) and Hallerberg et al. (2018), there is a focus on two committees: the 

Social Affairs and Employment committee, and the European Affairs committee. All reactions 

from an ex ante and an ex post perspective were initially considered, but the documents were 

only discussed on an ex post basis. By using the search strings formulated under section 4.2, a 
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total of 485 documents for plenary debates were identified, 68 documents for the Committee of 

European Affairs, and 199 documents for the Committee of Social Affairs and Employment. 

One document could be analysed multiple times, depending on the topic of analysis. 

 

4.2. Methods of Data Selection 

The methods of data selection were twofold. First, a search string was created that aimed to 

find all paragraphs in which the gender employment gap, the gender pay gap, and the regulation 

of childcare were addressed. The identification of these three gender inequality indicators is in 

line with the research done by Tomlinson (2011). This search string was used on all the 

documents published in the ES process. The search string was as follows: 

 

(“gender” OR “women” OR “woman” OR “Netherlands” OR “Gap” OR “female” OR 

“employment” OR “part-time” OR “parttime” OR “job” OR “jobs” OR “pay” OR “wage” OR 

“childcare” OR “child” OR “children” OR “care” OR “childcare”)  

 

Although the search string is formulated in a Boolean format, the actual search was done by 

searching for one word at a time. Each finding was carefully considered and the relevant 

findings, including the belonging paragraphs, were gathered in an Excel-document. Each 

paragraph was labelled as either discussing the gender employment gap, the gender pay gap, or 

childcare policies. Each year was given a different tab in the Excel-document to make the 

information from each year easily accessible and comparable. An example from the JER of 

2016 can be found in Table 2. 
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Page 
number 

Paragraph Theme 

4 Addressing the gender gap. 17. A comprehensive approach to 
improve the work-life balance for both men and women, including 
through the provision of child and other dependents' care services, 
leave and flexible working arrangements, taking into account the 
better reconciliation of care and work, avoiding tax disincentives 
for second earners, and fostering a more equal distribution of 
family tasks among parents, is necessary to improve the labour 
market participation of women and to support growth. More 
visibility should be given to the gender pay and pension gap, and 
to gender differences in poverty and social exclusion, and more 
efforts should be made to reduce them. These measures are also of 
utmost importance for ensuring women have an adequate old age 
income in the future.  
 

Gender 
employment 
gap / 
Gender pay 
gap / 
Childcare 

Table 2: Example of data retrieval (Source: Council of the European Union, 2016a) 

 

A second, more extensive, search string was used to analyse the minutes from the parliamentary 

debates and the committee debates, which was as follows:  

 

(“Europees Semester” OR “Europese Semester”), (“Joint Employment Report” OR 

“Gezamenlijk verslag over de werkgelegenheid”), (“Nationaal hervormingsprogramma” OR 

“nationale hervormingsprogramma”), (“Landenspecifieke aanbevelingen” OR “landspecifieke 

aanbevelingen” OR “landenspecifieke aanbeveling” OR “landspecifieke aanbeveling”), 

(loonkloof OR “gelijke beloning” OR “gelijk loon”), (werkkloof), (“arbeidsparticipatie” AND 

“kloof”), (“Deeltijd” AND “kloof”), (“Arbeidsparticipatie” AND “vrouwen”), 

(“Arbeidsparticipatie” AND “vrouw”), (“Deeltijd” AND “vrouwen”), (“Deeltijd” AND 

“vrouw”), (“parttime” AND “vrouwen”), (“parttime” AND “vrouw”), (“Arbeidsparticipatie” 

AND “kinderopvang”), (“Deeltijd” AND “kinderopvang”), (“Kinderopvang” AND 

“vrouwen”), (“Kinderopvang” AND “vrouw”), (Kinderopvang” AND “parttime).  
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All relevant paragraphs were also gathered in an Excel-document and sorted based on keyword, 

date of publication, plenary or committee debate, title of document, title of piece in the 

document (if plenary), topic (general, gender pay gap, gender employment gap, or childcare 

policies), the party to which the person making the remark belonged, the remark, and a summary 

of the remark. In all cases, it was necessary that the chosen paragraphs in the analysed 

documents was linked to the ES process.  

 

4.3. Data Analysis 

The documents listed under section 4.1. are diagnostically analysed. The analysis of the data is 

divided into three sections. The first section of the analysis is dedicated to analysing the data 

retrieved from the five different EU documents. This is done by conducting a frame analysis, 

as discussed in the previous chapter. First, each paragraph that was found and categorized in 

one of the three categories (gender employment gap, gender pay gap, or childcare) was analysed 

again. In each paragraph, the diagnostic, prognostic, and motivational elements of the frame 

were identified. An example of this can be found below, based on the analysis of the gender 

employment gap:  

 

Year Document Diagnostic element Prognostic element Motivational 
element 

2015 JER “Sustaining women’s 
employment and 
helping men and 
women to reconcile 
work and family life” 
(p. 31) 

“Access to affordable and 
quality childcare services, 
long-term care services and 
out-of-school care, flexible 
working arrangements as 
well as adequate leave 
policies continues to play a 
crucial role […]”  
(p. 31) 

Not present.  

Table 3: Example of attribution of core framing elements to retrieved data (Source: Council of 
the European Union, 2015, p. 31) 
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As can be read in the next chapter, the data analysis led to two distinctive collective action 

frames that were used between 2011 and 2020. Once the frames were identified, the three core 

framing tasks and the four variable elements of each collective action frame were identified. A 

specific focus was given to the credibility and salience of the collective action frames, as well 

as the quantitative/qualitative and economic/social focus of each collective action frame 

(Benford & Snow, 2000; Dawson, 2018; Elomäki & Kantola, 2020; Preece, 2022; Snow et al., 

2019; Vanhercke, 2020). Consequently, expectation one could be derived from this 

information. Expectation one stated that the EU has been unsuccessful in mobilizing the Dutch 

government to address issues of gender equality in employment policies, because of the 

diminished presence of policy suggestions on gender equality issues in documents published in 

the ES process. The dependent variable of this expectation is the mobilization of the Dutch 

government. The independent variable consists of the policy suggestions made on the gender 

employment gap, gender pay gap, and childcare regulation in employment policies. The 

indicator of the independent variable consists of the policy suggestions made by the EC on the 

gender employment gap, gender pay gap, and childcare regulation, discussed in the documents 

published in the ES process between 2011 and 2020 (JERs, CCs, Country Reports, and CSRs). 

The dependent variable is based on comments made on the three beforementioned policy 

suggestions by the Dutch government, discussed in the Dutch NRPs published between 2011 

and 2020. 

The second section is dedicated to comparing the collective action frames to the 

information retrieved from the Dutch NRPs, to examine which information was used in the 

Dutch NRPs and how this could be explained. From this information could also be concluded 

whether the Dutch government was effectively mobilized by the EU’s collective action frames 

or not. Consequently, expectations two, three, and four could be derived from this information. 

Expectation two stated that the EU’s collective action frame is effective in mobilizing the Dutch 



ADDRESSING GENDER EQUALITY IN THE EES 40 

government if the EU uses all three core framing tasks in their collective action frame. 

Expectation three stated that the EU’s collective action frame is effective in mobilizing the 

Dutch government if the frame resonates with the Dutch government’s beliefs, based on the 

credibility and salience of the collective action frame. Expectation four stated that the EU’s 

collective action frame is effective in mobilizing the Dutch government if the frame resonates 

with the Dutch welfare and employment regimes. In all expectations, the dependent variable of 

these expectations is the mobilization of the Dutch government. The independent variables 

consisted of the three core framing tasks of the collective action frames (expectation 2); the 

resonance of the collective action frames, e.g. the credibility and salience (expectation 3); and 

the welfare and employment regime of the Netherlands (expectation 4). In all expectations, the 

indicators of the independent variable consisted of the policy suggestions made by the EC on 

the gender employment gap, gender pay gap, and childcare policies, discussed in the documents 

published in the ES process between 2011 and 2020 (JERs, CCs, Country Reports, and CSRs). 

The dependent variable was indicated by comments made on the three beforementioned policy 

suggestions by the Dutch government, discussed in the Dutch NRPs published between 2011 

and 2020. 

The third section is focused on the mobilization effect of the EU’s collective action 

frames on the Dutch parliament. Here, the data retrieved from the minutes of plenary debates, 

and the minutes of two committee debates of the Dutch parliament were analysed. From these 

documents can be seen if the politicians responded to this information, to which information 

the politicians responded, and whether these responses were in favour or against the arguments 

made in the Dutch NRPs and Country Reports. Consequently, expectation five could be derived 

from this section. Expectation five stated that the EU’s collective action frame is effective in 

mobilizing the Dutch parliament if the frame is discussed in plenary debates and/or in 

committee debates of the Dutch parliament. The dependent variable of this expectation is the 
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mobilization of the Dutch Parliament. The independent variable consists of the policy 

suggestions made by the EC on gender equality issues in employment policies, and of the 

responses to these policy suggestions by the Dutch government. The indicator of the 

independent variable consists of policy suggestions made by the EC on the gender employment 

gap, gender pay gap, and childcare policies, while the indicator of the dependent variable 

consists of comments made by the Dutch Parliament on one of these three topics. The sources 

used for the independent variable were the JERs, CCs, Country Reports, NRPs and CSRs 

published between 2011 and 2020. The sources used for the dependent variable were minutes 

of plenary debates, the Social Affairs and Employment Committee, and the European Affairs 

Committee, held between 2013 and 2020.  

  An overview of the methodology, including the expectations, the theories from which 

these expectations are derived, the dependent and independent variables, and the sources used, 

can be found in Appendix one.  

  

4.4. Limitations 

There are a few limitations regarding this research. A limitation of this research is the way in 

which gender is defined. Given the current debates surrounding gender and the increased focus 

on using the terms ‘male’, ‘female’, ‘men’ and ‘women’ correctly, it is important to give a clear 

explanation of how these terms are used in this thesis. In order to answer the research question, 

this thesis uses official EU and Dutch national documents and these documents do not specify 

how they define the terms ‘gender’, ‘men’ and women’. Hence, it is assumed that the documents 

base the term ‘gender’, ‘men’, ‘women’ and equivalent terms on the sex of the person and does 

not consider how one identifies. Therefore, this thesis will follow the same definitions as the 

official documents used. Although a definition of ‘female’ that includes everybody that 
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identifies as a female would be more inclusive, it is impossible to do so since the analysis is not 

based on that information. 

A second limitation of this research is that the mobilization effect measured in this research 

cannot necessarily be seen as a cause of the gender employment gap and the gender pay gap in 

the Netherlands. As Mariely Lopéz-Santana (2006) explained, “there is not a direct relationship 

between compliance, implementation, and policy effectiveness” (López-Santana, 2006, p. 495). 

Thus, even if the Netherlands complied with all the suggestions made by the EU, it could still 

result in ineffective policies. A third and final limitation of this research concerns the 

applicability of this research to other EU Member States. Although the EU has an extensive 

website with an abundance of documents available, not all publications are present on the 

website: for example, Table 1 gave an overview of the documents that were unavailable for this 

research. Furthermore, while the Dutch parliament publishes the minutes from their plenary 

and committee debates on their website, this may not be the case for other EU Member States. 

Thus, although this research could be applicable to other EU Member States in principle, it 

depends on the availability of online documents on the countries of interest.  
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5. Results 

This chapter tests the expectations that derived from the literature review in chapter 3 and is 

divided into three sections. Section 5.1. identifies the three core framing tasks of the collective 

action frames, by conducting a frame analysis (Benford & Snow, 2000; Snow et al., 2019). 

Section 5.2. tests whether these collective action frames have mobilized the Dutch government. 

From the comments made by the Dutch government in this section, the variable elements of the 

collective action frames are also identified. Together with the identification of the three core 

framing tasks in section 5.1., an overview of each collective action frame is presented at the 

end of section 5.2. Finally, section 5.3. examines if the collective action frames succeeded in 

mobilizing the Dutch Parliament.  

 The findings of these sections contribute to testing the formulated expectations. 

Expectation one uses the findings from section 5.1; Expectations two and three use the findings 

from sections 5.1. and 5.2; Expectation four uses the findings from section 5.2. and 5.3; and 

expectation five uses the findings from section 5.1. and 5.3.  

 

5.1. Collective Action Frame Identification 

In order to test expectations one to four, it is necessary to identify the three core framing tasks 

in the collective action frames. This is done by looking at the ways in which the gender 

employment gap, the gender pay gap and childcare are addressed by the EU in the documents 

published through the ES. These frames could be recognized most clearly in the JERs. The 

JERs give a general overview of the current state of employment policies in all EU Member 

States, but also discuss the situations in some Member States in more detail. These documents 

have become the most extensive documents of all the documents published in the Semester 

process: the document published in 2011 was only 26 pages in total, compared to 2020 being 

135 pages in total (Council of the European Union, 2011; European Commission, 2020c). As a 
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result, they go into great detail on the numerous problems identified by the EU: they not only 

discuss the problem in itself, but its relationship with and effect on other existing problems. 

Other important documents in the Semester process are the CCs, the Country Reports and the 

NRPs. The CCs mostly repeat some of the statements made in the JER in a more concise way. 

The Country Reports use the frames formulated in the JERs by applying them to specific 

Member States, such as the Netherlands. Finally, the NRPs mostly reply to the collective action 

frames posed by the EU and are therefore discussed more in-depth in section 5.2.  

5.1.1. Collective Action Frame 1: Gender Employment Gap and Childcare 

In the collective action frame on the gender employment gap and childcare, all three core 

framing asks could be identified. The diagnostic element of the collective action frame is the 

existence of the gender employment gap. The documents pay close attention to the causes of 

the gender employment gap, such as fiscal disincentives related to tax and benefit systems that 

withhold women to work (more hours), “labour market segregation and gender stereotypes” 

(Council of the European Union, 2015, p. 31), the combination of care for children or elderly 

that results in inactivity or part-time employment, and “the lack of available, accessible and 

quality formal care services” (European Commission, 2018b, p. 37). The EU discusses the 

consequences of its occurrence as well: for example, they claimed that the gender pay gap and 

the gender pension gap are caused by differences in working rates (Council of the European 

Union, 2016a). Attention is given to women in general, but differentiations between groups of 

women are also made. In that case, documents would specifically look at women with care 

responsibilities, migrant women and elderly women.  

Consequently, the prognostic element of the frame is predominantly centred around 

increasing female labour market participation. This includes both inactivity and (in)voluntary 

part-time employment. This solution is accompanied with even more prognostic frames that 

should help achieve this. These prognostic elements included “flexible working arrangements” 
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and “adequate leave policies” related to childcare (European Commission, 2014a, p. 23); 

“reducing the gender pay gap” (Council of the European Union, 2015, p. 31); “a comprehensive 

integration of work-life balance considerations for both men and women” (European 

Commission, 2018b, p. 8); and examples of best practices from other Member States, such as 

measures to adjust tax and benefit systems in a way that makes it attractive for women to work 

more hours (European Commission, 2019b). At times, the Netherlands is taken as an example 

of good policymaking: in the JER from 2018, the Flexible Working Act was praised (European 

Commission, 2018b). Furthermore, the Netherlands was praised for increasing paternity leave 

in the JER from 2019 (European Commission, 2019b).  

The most important prognostic element of this collective action frame, however, is the 

improvement of childcare policies, such as “the availability of high quality and affordable 

childcare” (Council of the European Union, 2015, p. 32) and policies that improve parental 

leave opportunities (Council of the European Union, 2015). This prognostic element kept on 

reoccurring throughout the years as one of the most important ways to increase female labour 

market participation. Childcare is hardly discussed as the diagnostic element of a frame and 

mostly as a prognostic element of other frames, including the frame on the gender employment 

gap. Hence, this research argues that childcare is embedded within this collective action frame 

and from here on only discusses within the collective action frame on the gender employment 

gap. It is important to note that childcare is also discussed as a measure to improve poverty and 

social exclusion, but these discussions are not directly related to gender equality and therefore 

not taken into consideration for this research.  

The motivational element of the frame is to reach the goal of 75% of EU citizens 

between 20 and 64 years to be active in the labour market, as formulated in the goals of the 

Europe 2020 strategy (Council of the European Union, 2013). Although this general goal does 

not address the gender employment gap or include a specific employment target for women, it 
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is stated in the CC of 2013 that “facilitating the participation of women in the labour market 

will be essential to achieve the EU 2020 employment target” (Council of the European Union, 

2013, p. 6). Other incentives to increase female labour market participation are “for enhancing 

the EUs growth potential and to meet demographic challenges” (Council of the European 

Union, 2014, p. 2).  

Based on the overarching goal of reaching numerical targets in the Europe 2020 

strategy, it can be argued that the collective action frame is a strategic process (Benford & 

Snow, 2000). Furthermore, the gender employment gap had an economic and quantitative 

focus: within the frame, women are primarily described as “untapped labour potential” (Council 

of the European Union, 2011a, p. 2), and a higher participation rate would boost the economy. 

Yet, some qualitative elements can be recognized in the explanation of the diagnostic element 

of the frame, such as the high part-time employment rates amongst women, or the relationship 

between women and caring. This, together with the many prognostic elements that are 

embedded in the frame, makes the frame feel very broad, but “inclusive and flexible” at the 

same time (Benford & Snow, 2000, p. 618). Furthermore, the collective action frame is very 

credible based on its consistency, empirical credibility and the credibility of the frame makers. 

This is because the collective action frames stayed very consistent in the diagnostic and 

prognostic elements of the frame between 2011 and 2020. Furthermore, the JERs focused 

extensively on the empirical credibility of the frame, by including statistics, graphs and other 

numerical elements on which their claims are based. Finally, the collective action frames are 

created by official EU entities, such as the EC.  

In all, the collective action frame of the gender employment gap and childcare includes 

a very clear diagnostic element, a number of prognostic elements, and one or two motivational 

elements. The frame is broad, inclusive and flexible, and has an economic and quantitative 

focus. Based on the three credibility indicators, there is no need to question the credibility of 
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the frame. The credibility and salience of the frame, as well as a complete overview of the 

collective action frame on the gender employment gap and childcare, can be found under 

section 5.2.1. in Table 4. 

5.1.2. Collective Action Frame 2: Gender Pay Gap 

As opposed to the first collective action frame, the collective action frame on the gender pay 

gap did not include all three core framing tasks. Most attention was given to the diagnostic 

element of the collective action frame and could predominantly be derived from the JERs from 

2015 onwards. The identification of the problem often included causes of its occurrence, data 

and comparisons between Member States, and how its occurrence possible lead to other 

(gender-related) problems. The prognostic element of the collective action frame, however, 

was discussed much less frequent. As is common in the OMC framework, most solutions 

included the ways in which Member States addressed the gender pay gap and were addressed 

in the JERs from 2015, 2019, and 2020. In that way, other Member States can use these 

solutions as inspiration for their own national policies. Finally, no attention was given to the 

motivational element of the collective action frame, as the documents did not discuss why it 

was necessary and important to close the gender pay gap. Although the gender pay gap became 

a part of the European Pillar of Social Rights and was implemented into the ES from 2018 

onwards, the motivational element was not further specified (European Commission, 2021). 

Given the fact that the collective action frame is hardly discussed as a whole and 

incomplete, it is hard to comment on the variable elements of the collective action frame. Like 

with the collective action frame on the gender employment gap and childcare, the collective 

action frame is a strategic process that is based on the overarching goal of reaching numerical 

targets in the Europe 2020 strategy. There is a mix of the economic and social perspective 

present in the frame, as well as a mix of the quantitative and qualitative perspective. The JER 

from 2017 included a great example of how the EU uses this frame:  
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In addition to low full-time equivalent employment rates, women also suffer 

from a significant pay gap. This amounted to 16.6% in 2014 in the EU, with 

large variations across Member States […]. There are various potential reasons 

behind the gender pay gap, such as differences in work experience, working 

time, type of job or sector of employment. For the EU as a whole labour market 

segregation is relatively high, reaching 25.3% for occupational segregation and 

18.3% for sectoral segregation. Women tend to work in sectors that are relatively 

less well paid, are less represented in managerial positions, and are more 

represented than men in part-time work, which is less well remunerated than full 

time jobs per hour of work. Gender pay gaps in favour of men exist in almost all 

occupations. Moreover, other factors that cannot be directly measured by 

Eurostat data, such as discrimination, can contribute to the gender pay gap. 

Women’s lower pay, shorter working time and shorter career duration have a 

negative impact on their overall earnings and pension entitlements. (European 

Commission, 2017, p. 46) 

 

The gender pay gap is essentially a social problem with economic consequences. In the JERs, 

the EU provides focuses on both economic problems (e.g. differences in work experience and 

working time, both related to the gender employment gap) and social problems (e.g. less women 

in managerial positions, discrimination) related to the existence of the gender pay gap. 

Furthermore, the quantitative element of the frame is the focus on numbers and percentages, 

while the qualitative elements are the explanations that cause these percentages. While not 

addressed specifically in the ES documents, the fact that the EU primarily expresses and 
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monitors the gender pay gap in its unadjusted form gives the impression that the EU is more 

focused on the quantitative element (Eurostat: Data Browser, 2023c). 

Based on the prognostic elements available, it can be argued that the frame is narrow, 

exclusive and rigid. Although the frames are created by credible frame makers (i.e. official EU 

entities such as the EC) and the empirical credibility of the frame is proven by the use of several 

graphs and other data in the JERs from 2015 onwards, the credibility of the frame also decreased 

due to some frame inconsistencies. One inconsistency can be recognized in the Country Report 

from 2020: the document speaks of “the relatively small hourly gender wage gap in the 

Netherlands”, but states in the same paragraph that “women also experience a […] considerable 

pay gap”, with “an average wage gap of 39%” (European Commission, 2020a, p. 46). This 

contrasting use of language could jeopardize the necessity to address the issue by the Dutch 

government. Finally, although the increased length of the JER documents gives room to more 

collective action frames and more extensive discussions on them, the way the information is 

provided could come across as unorganized and chaotic. 

Interestingly, the gender pay gap was more often perceived as a prognostic element in 

other collective action frames. The diagnostic elements of these frames were then centred 

around labour market segmentation, the gender employment gap, the gender pension gap, and 

even gender equality itself. While analysing these frames would be beyond the scope of this 

research, the reoccurrence of collective action frames within others shows the complexity of 

problems on gender equality, as frames also complement or contrast each other. More 

importantly, it shows that the EU perceives the gender pay gap as a genuine problem and could 

focus more on developing the collective action frame of the gender pay gap itself, thereby 

addressing other frames as well. A complete overview of the collective action frame on the 

gender pay gap can be found under section 5.2.2. in Table 3. This table includes the salience of 

the collective action frame, which is discussed further in section 5.2.2. 
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5.2. The Mobilization Effect: The Dutch Government 

As the two collective action frames have now been identified, these frames can be sought for 

in the CSRs and the NRPs. The NRP discusses the CSRs of the previous Semester cycle, as 

well as the Country Report and the CCs of the current Semester cycle (The Council of the EU 

& the European Council, 2023). Hence, the NRPs, the CSRs, the CCs, and the Country Reports 

are the most important documents in seeing whether the Netherlands accepted the EU’s 

recommendations.  

5.2.1. Collective Action Frame 1: Gender Employment Gap and Childcare 

The CSRs collected all findings of the documents published in one Semester year and 

formulates a number of recommendations at the end of each CSR document. Based on an 

analysis of these recommendations, the collective action frame of the gender employment gap 

and childcare was never used as an independent recommendation. Instead, the frame was 

partially embedded in a number of recommendations made in the CSRs of 2011, 2012, 2013, 

and 2014. The frame was most noticeable in a recommendation from the CSR of 2012, in which 

the EC specifically recommended to increase female labour market participation:  

 

Enhance participation in the labour market, particularly of older people, women, 

and people with disabilities and migrants, including by further reducing tax 

disincentives for second-income earners, fostering labour market transitions, and 

addressing rigidities. (European Commission, 2012, p. 5) 

 

As one can see, the point of the recommendation was not solely to address the gender 

employment gap. Instead, the goal was primarily to increase labour participation amongst 

marginalized groups, including women. Furthermore, although the tax solution is a prognostic 
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element of the collective action frame, suggestions on childcare regulation were not included 

in the recommendation.  

The CSRs from 2011, 2013, and 2014 included recommendations that focused on 

increasing labour market participation as well, but these recommendations was mostly based 

on stimulating “untapped labour potential” (Council of the European Union, 2011a, p. 2). 

Childcare policies were not included in these recommendations either. Instead, the 

recommendations posed some general solutions, such as “to support the most vulnerable groups 

and help them to re-integrate within the labour market” (Council of the European Union, 2011a, 

p. 3) and the need to “address labour market rigidities” (European Commission, 2013, p. 6; 

European Commission, 2014b, p. 6). These broad suggestions left the option open to the Dutch 

government to pose more detailed solutions that fit their situation best. 

When comparing these findings from the CSRs to the NRPs published between 2011 

and 2020, it became clear that the Dutch government replied to every recommendation made in 

the CSR from the previous year. Consequently, the NRPs also commented on the 

recommendations made to increase labour participation. In their comments, the Dutch 

government showed how they applied the CSR recommendations, by listing the national 

policies that the Netherlands had created that were in line with these recommendations. For 

example, when the CSR of 2011 recommended to “enhance participation in the labour market 

by reducing fiscal-disincentives for second-income earners to work”, the NRP of 2012 

commented that “the double tax credit for breadwinner families will be gradually phased out to 

make work more attractive for non-working partners” (Council of the European Union, 2011a, 

p. 3; National Reform Programme, 2012, p. 6). In fact, each time a recommendation was made 

that addressed an increase in labour participation, the Dutch government showed a tax-related 

solution in their NRPs.  



ADDRESSING GENDER EQUALITY IN THE EES 52 

While the CSR recommendations did not include specific solutions that focused on 

childcare regulation, the general formulation of their solutions created the possibility for the 

Dutch government to discuss their plans on childcare policy reforms on their own. Plans on 

childcare policy reforms were included in the NRPs of 2012, 2013, 2014, and 2015, and 

discussed plans to cut the funding of formal childcare, as well as plans to reform and simplify 

the “child-related schemes” (Ministry of Economic Affairs, 2014, 2015; National Reform 

Programme, 2012, 2013).  

The Dutch government discussed the frame on their own initiative in the NRP of 2014, 

by discussing the “participation of women and non-working partners/secondary earners” 

without commenting on a CSR recommendation (Ministry of Economic Affairs, 2014, p. 29). 

Here, they discussed the high part-time employment rates among women. While this is 

predominantly on a voluntary basis, the document acknowledged that women were more 

economically dependent compared to men. Therefore, in order to increase the economic 

independence of women, the Dutch government wishes to increase their labour participation 

(Ministry of Economic Affairs, 2014).  

The CSRs published between 2015 and 2020 lacked specific recommendations on 

increasing the female labour force. While the Country Reports continued to discuss the 

challenges surrounding women’s part-time employment in the Netherlands, the Dutch 

government merely summarized these findings and did not further comment on them. Instead, 

the Dutch government continued to discuss their progress on women’s labour participation and 

their financial independence by focusing on the goals formulated in the Europe 2020 Strategy. 

The NRPs of 2017 and 2020 included efforts that improved tax measures for women and the 

NRPs of 2018 and 2019 included the funding of projects that helped increase the economic 

independence of Dutch women (National Reform Programme, 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020). The 

NRP of 2020 announced that the Dutch government planned on researching the high part-time 
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employment rates among women (National Reform Programme, 2020). Finally, measures 

regarding childcare policies were also included in the NRPs of 2018 and 2020 and included an 

increase of childcare benefit, an improvement of parental leave measures and “improving the 

affordability, accessibility and quality of childcare services” (National Reform Programme, 

2018, 2020). 

Based on the comparisons between the CSRs and the NRPs, it is difficult to comment 

extensively on the salience of frame due to the frame being underutilized in the CSR 

recommendations. By focusing on the prognostic elements of the frame, including the increase 

of female labour market participation and the improvement of tax disincentives, the experiential 

commensurability of the frame increased as both topics are relatable for the Dutch population. 

However, because the NRP of 2014 stated that part-time employment is highly voluntary 

amongst women in the Netherlands, it is possible that the frame lacks in centrality and narrative 

fidelity: it is possible that Dutch women do not want to increase their labour participation, and 

the Dutch government acknowledged this (Ministry of Economic Affairs, 2014). This directly 

relates to expectation four: increasing female labour participation does not necessarily resonate 

with the Dutch welfare and employment regime.  

With the addition of the collective action frame’s salience, an overview of the core 

framing tasks and the variable elements can be found in Table 4. 

Frame element Description 
Diagnostic element The existence of the gender employment gap and, as a result, 

increasing female labour participation  
 

Prognostic element • The availability of high quality and affordable 
childcare;  

• Flexible working arrangements and adequate leave 
policies 

• Work-life balance;  
• Improving tax-benefit systems to make working more 

hours attractive for women 
Motivational element • To reach the goals formulated in the Europe 2020 

strategy; 
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• “Enhancing the EUs growth potential and to meet 
demographic challenges” (Council of the European 
Union, 2014, p. 2) 

Variable element: 
Economic or social 
perspective? 

Economic, with a dominant perspective on increasing female 
labour participation. 

Variable element: 
Quantitative or 
qualitative perspective? 

Quantitative, as the percentage of female labour market 
participation should be increased.  

Variable element: 
“Exclusive and rigid’ 
OR “Inclusive and 
flexible”? 

Inclusive and flexible. 
 

 

Variable element: 
Broad or narrow 
definition of problem? 

Broad. 

Resonance: Credibility • Frame consistency: Diagnostic and prognostic elements of 
the frame stayed consistent 

• Frame credibility: The claims made in the frame were 
accompanied by numerical evidence, such as graphs and 
percentages 

• Credibility of the frame or claimsmakers: The frame was 
created by official EU entities, such as the EC 

Resonance: Salience • Centrality: Possibly lacking due to the high voluntary part-
time employment rate in the Netherlands 

• Experiential commensurability: Female labour market 
participation and tax disincentives are relatable topics for 
the Dutch population 

• Narrative fidelity: Possibly lacking due to the high 
voluntary part-time employment rate in the Netherlands 

 
Table 4: Overview of collective action frame on the gender employment gap and childcare in 
the EU (2011-2020) 
 

5.2.2. Collective Action Frame 2: Gender Pay Gap 

It was difficult to analyse the use of the collective action frame on the gender pay gap, as there 

were only a few instances in which the gender pay gap was discussed. The Country Report in 

2015 related the gender pay gap to the high part-time employment rate amongst women in the 

Netherlands (European Commission, 2015). In 2016, the CC included a comment on increasing 

the visibility of the gender pay gap (Council of the European Union, 2016b). Furthermore, the 

Country Report in 2016 included a footnote that stated the following:  
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The Netherlands has one of the highest gender gaps in pensions in the EU (46%) 

and the second highest overall earnings gap (49.1%). This last indicator shows 

that the average number of hours paid per month to women in the Netherlands 

is by far the lowest in the EU. As a result, 47% of all women aged 20-65 are not 

economically independent. (European Commission, 2016, p. 43) 

 

In 2018, the Country Report stated that “income inequality is relatively low” (European 

Commission, 2018a, p. 7). In the same report, a large earnings gap of 47.5% is blamed on 

“differences in work intensity” (European Commission, 2018a, p. 33). This is repeated in the 

Country Report of 2019. The CC of 2020 pointed towards the lack of measures to increase pay 

transparency in the majority of the Member States. Finally, in the Country Report of 2020, the 

report stated that the Netherlands had a “relatively small hourly gender wage gap”, the report 

later makes a contradicting statement by claiming that the country had “an average wage gap 

of 39%” (European Commission, 2020a, p. 46). 

While these findings show that some comments were made on the gender pay gap in the 

Country Reports and CCs, the gender pay gap has not been addressed in any of the 

recommendations made in the CSRs published between 2011 and 2020. The gender pay gap 

has also not been addressed in any of the NRPs either: although topics as wages and wage-

setting procedures (2014, 2015) and the promotion of female economic independence (2017, 

2019, 2020) were discussed, only the NRP in 2020 came close to discussing the gender pay gap 

by replying to a finding from the Country Report of 2020: 

 

The country report also states that the share of women in part-time employment 

in the Netherlands is relatively high, which also creates a corresponding 

earnings gap and pension gap. Women in the Netherlands consequently have a 
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relatively low level of economic independence. (National Reform Programme, 

2020, p. 17. Stress added) 

 

As the frame was not used in the CSRs and the NRPs between 2011 and 2020, it is not possible 

to comment on the salience of the frame. An overview of the core framing tasks and the variable 

elements can be found in Table 5. 

Frame element Description 
Diagnostic element The existence of the gender pay gap/gender earnings gap  
Prognostic element • Work-life balance  

• Strengthening pay transparency  
Motivational element Not present.  
Variable element: 
Economic or social 
perspective? 

Both economic and social. 

Variable element: 
Quantitative or 
qualitative perspective? 

Both quantitative and qualitative. 

Variable element: 
“Exclusive and rigid” 
OR “Inclusive and 
flexible”?  

Exclusive and rigid. 

Variable element: 
Broad or narrow 
definition of problem? 

Narrow. 

Resonance: Credibility • Frame consistency: Some inconsistencies could be 
recognized (European Commission, 2020a) 

• Empirical credibility: Use of data and graphs strengthens 
the credibility of the collective action frame 

• Credibility of the frame or claimsmakers: The frame was 
created by official EU entities, such as the EC 

Resonance: Salience • Unable to comment on the centrality, experiential 
commensurability and narrative fidelity, due to a lack of 
findings.  

Table 5: Overview of collective action frame on the gender pay gap in the EU (2011-2020) 

 

5.3. The Mobilization Effect: The Dutch Parliament 

As section 5.2. showed how the two frames were used and discussed by the EC and the Dutch 

Government, it is important to see whether these discussions also reached the Dutch Parliament. 
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For this section, minutes from plenary debates, the Social Affairs and Employment Committee, 

and the European Affairs Committee were analysed. As the documents from 2011 and 2012 

were unavailable, only the documents published between 2013 and 2020 were analysed. In 

analysing these documents, it was important that the comments made on the gender 

employment gap, the gender pay gap, or childcare policies were made in relation to the ES 

process. The results showed, however, that the issues were either discussed outside of the ES 

process, or that it was impossible to see a connection with the ES. Together, the findings of this 

section are used to test expectation five.  

5.3.1. Discussions in Plenary Debates 

The gender employment gap was discussed a number of times in plenary debates. However, 

this was not caused by CSR recommendations or NRP discussions: while the CSRs of 2013 and 

2014 included recommendations on increasing labour participation, these recommendations 

were not discussed in plenary debates (European Commission, 2013, 2014b). Instead, the 

gender employment gap was discussed a number of times from 2018 onwards. Although the 

term ‘gender employment gap’ (Dutch: ‘werkkloof’) was not stated specifically in any of the 

documents, related terms were. In the minutes of 2018 and 2019, there were a number of 

occasions in which a connection with the EU could be made, but not with the ES specifically. 

On 19 April 2018, for example, the position of women in the labour market was a topic of 

discussion in the plenary debate. The debate was centred on women being predominantly 

involved in part-time labour. Although a member of the SP made the comparison with other 

European countries, the debate did not use findings from any of the documents published in the 

ES process. Instead, only other Dutch entities were referenced, such as the SCP and the 

‘Centraal Planbureau’ (Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2018b). On 26 September 2018, a 

member of the Party for the Animals referenced to the EC recommendation concerning 

maternity leave, but this recommendation was not made in relation to the ES process (Tweede 
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Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2018c). On 27 and 28 November 2019, a member of the People’s 

Party for Freedom and Democracy and a member of D66 discuss the same McKinsey report on 

the role of women in the Dutch labour shortages as the one referenced in the Country Report 

from 2019 (Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2019b; Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 

2019c; European Commission, 2019a). These findings show that the topic was discussed a 

number of times in plenary debates. However, these debates were not held because of CSR 

recommendations, nor did the members of parliament use information from any of the 

documents published in the ES. 

Furthermore, while the findings showed that childcare regulations and childcare 

subsidies was a discussion point in the Dutch parliament between 2013 and 2020, it was very 

unclear whether the debates were held because of the ES. Nevertheless, the topic was widely 

discussed, and a number of plenary meetings discussed childcare as their only topic. The 

findings showed that the fact that Dutch parents are subsidised if they want to bring their 

child(ren) to formal childcare, is primarily seen as an instrument to boost female labour market 

participation. Throughout the years, there were some attempts at making childcare free to all 

because of the benefits to the child’s development, but this did not succeed in the time period 

analysed n this research.  

Finally, the gender pay gap was not discussed in relation to any of the documents 

published in the ES process. However, there were a number of interesting debates on the gender 

pay gap. The largest debate was based on the implementation of a law to address equal pay for 

women and men (Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2016b). Furthermore, on International 

Women’s Day in 2016, a member of the Labour Party discussed the gender pay gap in the 

Netherlands and asked the Minister for commentary on the matter (Tweede Kamer der Staten-

Generaal, 2016a).  
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5.3.2. Discussions in the Committee of European Affairs 

The committee of European Affairs did not discuss anything related to childcare or the gender 

pay gap. Female labour market participation is only discussed once in relation to the Europact, 

but this not related to the ES. This also means that the CSR recommendations of 2013 and 2014 

were not discussed in this committee (European Commission 2013, 2014b). This can be 

explained based on a comment made by a member of the Labour Party, who stated on 6 March 

2013 that the contents of the ES were discussed in other committees (Tweede Kamer der Staten-

Generaal, 2013).  

Instead, the minutes of this committee included some discussions concerning the 

process and workings of the Semester from 2011 to 2013. The recommendations from the CSRs 

were touched upon, but only to ask whether these recommendations were binding or taken 

seriously by the Dutch Government. Other discussions related to the ES were based on the fear 

of the EU overstepping their competences, which was mostly seen as meddling by a number of 

parties in committee debates held in 2011 and 2012 (Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 

2011b, 2012b). In 2017, however, a member of the Social Party asked about the discussions on 

the addition of a social character to the ES. This addition most likely referred to the European 

Pillar of Social Rights, that would be standardized in the ES process from 2018 onwards 

(Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2017). In all of these discussions, the responses of the 

member of the Government remained the same: they always answered that learning from other 

countries is positive and desirable, yet the competencies on social policies belonged solely to 

the Member States. 

5.3.3. Discussions in the Committee of Social Affairs and Employment 

The committee of Social Affairs and Employment discussed both collective action frames a 

number of times. There were two occasions in which the gender employment gap was discussed 

in the context of the ES. On 3 March 2011, members of the D66 party and the Green Left party 
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were having an extensive discussion with the minister of Social Affairs and Employment. 

Especially the member of the Green Left party criticised the government’s stance on how to 

apply the EU’s recommendations in the Semester process and recommended to differentiate 

more: the Netherlands was already performing well on the female labour market participation 

rates, but not on related problems, such as the financial independence of women. The minister, 

member of the People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy, showed his reluctance in using the 

European recommendations more, by answering the following:  

 

I do not plan to differentiate within groups. I do not think that is wise. We all 

have the insight that there are many reasons to increase the labour market 

participation of women, elderly, people from marginalized groups and people 

partially fit for work as much as possible. No Europe or European goals are 

necessary to achieve this. (Translated from Dutch) (Tweede Kamer der Staten-

Generaal, 2011a, p. 10) 

 

Furthermore, a member of the Christian Democratic Appeal questioned in 2012 what lessons 

the Secretary of State learns from the recommendations made in the CSRs, as he believed the 

recommendations to be too abstract (Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2012a).  

 No discussions were held on childcare in the context of the ES, but there were occasions 

in which ministers praised the quality of the formal childcare sector in the Netherlands. In 2012, 

for example, the minister of Social Affairs and Employment, member of the People’s Party for 

Freedom and Democracy, defended the international position of the Netherlands (Tweede 

Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2012c). The minister praised the many childcare spots and the 

financial support given to the formal childcare sector, that helped facilitate the high labour 

participation in the country. To support his claims, comparisons between other OECD and 
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European countries were also made (Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2012c). Furthermore, 

the minister of Social Affairs and Employment, member of the Labour Party, praised the 

Netherlands in 2015 for belonging to the best countries in Europe in terms of labour 

participation and the ability to combine work and care. The high quality and affordability of the 

formal childcare should therefore be maintained (Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2015a).  

 The gender pay gap was also discussed on a number of occasions. On 18 June 2014, a 

question was asked about the suggestions that the EC had made on closing the gender pay gap. 

However, based on the discussion and the lack of a reference to the ES, the question is not 

asked because of any documents published in the ES process (Tweede Kamer der Staten-

Generaal, 2014). On 17 November 2016, the gender pay gap is discussed, in which a report on 

the Global Gender Gap and an Action plan on labour market discrimination are referenced. The 

ES, however, is not (Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2016c). On 12 December 2018, the 

Social Party briefly touches upon the existence of the gender pay gap and the bill that they 

submitted on the matter, but no reference was made to the ES (Tweede Kamer der Staten-

Generaal, 2019a). The most interesting discussion that touched upon both the gender pay gap 

and the ES, however, occurred on 7 March 2018. On this day, the EU-Action plan 2017-2019 

is discussed. While the ES is not discussed specifically, details on the Action Plan shows that 

the gender pay gap is monitored through the ES. Interestingly, the minister comments on the 

importance of closing the gender pay gap, while also emphasizing the supportive role that the 

EU should have in this manner and points towards national measures taken to address the 

gender pay gap (Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2018a). 

Some general comments were made on the ES process itself, which mostly concerned the 

ability of the EU to comment on social aspects in general. In 2011, for example, a member of 

the People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy commented on the social policy suggestions 

that the EU is able to make in the ES and finds it an “intervention in the policy space of the 
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Member States” (Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2011a, p. 4). In 2015, Minister Asscher 

from the Labour Party explained an EC road map to stimulate female labour market 

participation, but emphasized that it is important to closely monitor the subsidiarity of the 

comments made by the EC on the matter (Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2015b).  
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6. Discussion and Conclusion 

This chapter discusses the findings from chapter five and provides an answer to the research 

question: To what extent has the EU been successful in mobilizing the Dutch government and 

Dutch parliament to address gender equality issues in employment policies, and how can this 

be explained? The answer to this research question was sought for by analysing whether the 

frames that the EU posed were accepted or commented upon in the NRPs, and by analysing 

whether the documents published in the ES were discussed in plenary debates, the European 

Affairs committee and the Social Affairs and Employment committee. A total of five 

expectations were formulated. They are answered in this section, before answering the overall 

research question. 

 The frame analysis identified two collective action frames from the five EU documents 

that were analysed: a frame that tackled the gender employment gap, and a frame that tackled 

the gender pay gap. Childcare was predominantly used as a prognostic element of the collective 

action frame on the gender employment gap. Through strategic processes, the EU created these 

frames to mobilize the Dutch government and Dutch parliament in accepting the problems and 

solutions that they posed in the documents created in the ES process. With this, the EU hoped 

to create policy change on the Dutch national level.  

 The mobilization effect of the Dutch government was based on an analysis of all 

documents published in the ES process. Its effect became most evident from a comparison 

between the CSRs and the NRPs; the Dutch government was expected to commented on all the 

recommendations made in the CSRs and stated the ways in which they have reacted, or planned 

to react, on the recommendations. The mobilization effect of the Dutch parliament, on the other 

hand, was based on discussions that they held about the documents published in the ES process. 

These discussions were held in plenary debates, or two committee debates.  
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 Based on the literature review in chapter two, expectations were formulated that could 

help explain the degree of mobilization. Expectation one stated that the EU has been 

unsuccessful in mobilizing the Dutch government to address issues of gender equality in 

employment policies, because of the diminished presence of policy suggestions on gender 

equality issues in documents published in the ES process. While Ivan-Ungureanu and Marcu 

(2006) found a diminished presence of gender equality suggestions in the EES, this research 

found that it depended on the analysed documents. The frames were most prominent in the 

JERs and the entire frame identification process could be done solely by analysing these 

documents. As the JERs grew in length each year, the policy suggestions related to gender only 

became more prominent. However, this did not influence the mobilization effect, as the NRPs 

only replied directly to recommendations made in the CSRs. A decrease in the utilization of 

recommendations for the gender employment gap were recognized, as they were only made in 

the CSRs of 2012, 2013, and 2014. A decrease could not be recognized in case of the gender 

pay gap, as no recommendations were made with this frame. Therefore, this expectation is only 

partially correct.  

 Expectation two stated that the EU’s collective action frame is effective in mobilizing 

the Dutch government if the EU uses all three core framing tasks in their collective action frame. 

The research showed that the frame of the gender pay gap lacked the motivational element. 

While all three core framing tasks were present in the collective action frame that focused on 

increasing female labour market participation, the Dutch government only responded to the 

suggestions when the frame was used for a recommendation in the CSR, or when they discussed 

the progress of the Netherlands in the Europe 2020 Strategy. This contradicts the findings from 

Benford & Snow (2000) to some extent, as they stated that the presence of the three core 

framing tasks was necessary for mobilization. As a result, expectation two is incorrect.  
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 Expectation three stated that the EU’s collective action frame is effective in mobilizing 

the Dutch government if the frame resonates with the Dutch government’s beliefs, based on the 

credibility and salience of the collective action frame. While the credibility was high in both 

collective action frames, there were some issues regarding the salience of collective action 

frames. In case of the gender pay gap, a lack of comments from both the Dutch government and 

parliament made it impossible to comment on the salience of this frame. In case of the gender 

employment gap and childcare, a possible friction between the centrality and narrative fidelity 

of the frame could be recognized. This was based on the high rates of part-time female 

employment in the Netherlands (Ministry of Economic Affairs, 2014). As there were problems 

with the resonance of both collective action frames and this could have affected the degree of 

mobilization, expectation three is incorrect.  

 Expectation four stated that the EU’s collective action frame is effective in mobilizing 

the Dutch government if the frame resonates with the Dutch welfare and employment regimes. 

Kantola (201) stated that the Netherlands has a conservative welfare state, and this research 

found that the employment regime is based on high female part-time employment rates. Since 

this expectation predominantly focuses on employment, it is hard to apply the frame of the 

gender pay gap to this expectation. In case of the frame on the gender employment gap and 

childcare, it can be argued that the JERs were at times rather critical of the high female part-

time employment rate in the Netherlands. Yet, when the frame on the gender employment gap 

and childcare was applied in a recommendation in the CSR, it only addressed female labour 

market participation and did not follow up on the critical notes written in the JERs. However, 

since the frame was applied in CSR recommendations, the Dutch government replied to it in 

their NRPs and was therefore mobilized. As a result, expectation four is partially correct, but 

only based on the CSR that used the collective action frame in its recommendations.  
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 Expectation five stated that the EU’s collective action frame is effective in mobilizing 

the Dutch parliament if the frame is discussed in plenary debates and/or in committee debates 

of the Dutch parliament. The two committees analysed for this research were the Social Affairs 

and Employment Committee and the European Affairs Committee. The analysis showed that 

the publication of these documents and its content were no topic of debate in these entities. If 

any of the documents were stated in the minutes, the comments were mostly based on 

confusions regarding the ES process, and the intrusiveness of the EU because of their 

recommendations on other topics. These findings also underscore issues of democratic 

legitimacy in the EES process, at least for the Netherlands specifically (López-Santana, 2006; 

Kreilinger, 2018). Since the Dutch parliament was not mobilized, expectation five is incorrect.  

 In all, it can be concluded that the EU has failed to mobilize the Dutch government in 

addressing the gender employment gap, the gender pay gap, and childcare policies. The 

inability of the EU in mobilizing the Dutch government and Dutch parliament to address the 

gender equality indicators in Dutch employment policies can be attributed to three causes. 

Firstly, both collective action frames were underutilized by the EU. While a collective action 

frame on the gender employment gap is recognizable, the ES process was more concerned with 

the prognostic element of the frame: increasing female labour market participation. Although 

each JER discussed this topic in great length and the CRs followed up on this, the CSRs only 

included the topic within a general recommendation on increasing labour market participation 

between 2011 and 2014. The implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights into the 

ES in 2018 would have been a good opportunity for the EU to re-introduce the topic, but instead 

turned out to be another missed opportunity.  

 Secondly, both collective action frames were underdeveloped in some way. The frame 

on the gender pay gap missed a clear motivational element and due to the underutilization of 

the frame, it was not possible to distinguish the salience of the frame. While the incomplete 
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frame is increasingly used in the JERs from 2015 onwards, the CSRs did not use the frame in 

one of its recommendations, and, consequently, the NRPs fail to discuss the topic further. Frame 

contradictions and other inconsistencies were also recognized: the use of several terms that 

relate to gender and wages, such as the gender pay gap, the gender earnings gap, and 

differentiating between an “hourly gender wage gap” and an “average gender wage gap” as was 

done in the 2020 CR, can lead to seemingly contradictory conclusions and confusion amongst 

the readers (European Commission, 2020a, p. 46). The frame on the gender employment gap, 

on the other hand, was mostly focused on (increasing) female labour market participation when 

included in one of the CSR recommendations, and did not address childcare policies any 

further.  

 Thirdly, from the analysis became clear that the EU had chosen to focus on more 

prominent problems that the Netherlands faced. This is hardly surprising: compared to other 

EU countries, the Netherlands continued to be one of the top performers on the gender 

employment gap. The Netherlands had already reached the goal of 75% overall labour 

participation, as formulated in the Europe 2020 Strategy, in 2011 (Ministry of Economic 

Affairs, Agriculture and Innovation, 2011) The country increased their personal goal to 80%, 

but reached that goal as well in 2016 (Ministry of Economic Affairs, Agriculture and 

Innovation, 2011; National Reform Programme, 2017). Although part-time employment 

amongst Dutch women was already standard practice in 2011, it only became an issue for the 

Netherlands from an economic perspective when the labour market grew tight and was 

addressed as such in their NRP of 2020 (National Reform Programme, 2020).  

 Future research could focus on other social policies that the EU has commented upon in 

the past: topics as pensions, wage setting and housing were also discussed in the documents, 

but were beyond the scope of this research to include in the analysis. Hence, it would be 

interesting to see whether the EU has successfully created collective action frames for these 
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social problems and has been able to mobilize the Netherlands. Furthermore, the documents 

published in the ES process after 2020 could also be analysed, to see whether the social element 

has become more prominent. Finally, future research could examine ways to involve the Dutch 

parliament more into the EES process, thereby improving the democratic legitimacy of the 

process.  
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Appendix 1: Overview of Expectations and Methodology  

Theory Expectation Independent variable 
of expectation 

Dependent variable of 
expectation 

Indicator independent 
variable 

Indicator dependent 
variable 

Source 

The presence of gender 
equality suggestions has 
decreased in the EES due 
to changing programs and 
goals (Ivan-Ungureanu & 
Marcu, 2006)  

The EU has been 
unsuccessful in mobilizing 
the Dutch government to 
address issues of gender 
equality in employment 
policies, because of the 
diminished presence of 
policy suggestions on gender 
equality issues in documents 
published in the ES process. 
 

Policy suggestions on 
gender equality issues 
in employment 
policies 

The mobilization of the 
Dutch government 

Policy suggestions made 
by the EC on the 
following three topics:  

- Gender 
employment gap 

- Gender pay gap  
- Childcare policies 

Comments on the policy 
suggestions made by the 
EC in the Dutch NRPs, 
on the following three 
topics: 

- Gender employment 
gap 

- Gender pay gap 
- Childcare policies 

European Commission 
documents (2011-2020) 

- JER 
- Council Conclusions 
- Country Reports 
- NRPs 
- CSRs 

The presence of the three 
core framing tasks is 
essential for the 
mobilization effect 
(Benford & Snow, 2000; 
Snow et al., 2019) 

The EU’s collective action 
frame is effective in 
mobilizing the Dutch 
government if the EU uses 
all three core framing tasks 
in their collective action 
frame. 

Three core framing 
tasks of the collective 
action frame  
- Diagnostic framing  
- Prognostic framing 
- Motivational 

framing 

The mobilization of the 
Dutch government  

Policy suggestions made 
by the EC on the 
following three topics:  

- Gender 
employment gap 

- Gender pay gap  
- Childcare policies 

Comments on the policy 
suggestions made by the 
EC in the Dutch NRPs, 
on the following three 
topics: 

- Gender employment 
gap 

- Gender pay gap 
- Childcare policies 

European Commission 
documents (2011-2020) 

- JER 
- Council Conclusions 
- Country Reports 
- NRPs 
- CSRs 

The degree of resonance 
of the collective action 
frame affects the degree 
of mobilization (Benford 
& Snow, 2000) 

The EU’s collective action 
frame is effective in 
mobilizing the Dutch 
government if the frame 
resonates with the Dutch 
government’s beliefs, based 
on the resonance (credibility 
and salience) of the 
collective action frame.  

Resonance of the 
collective action frame 
- Credibility  
- Salience 

The mobilization of the 
Dutch government 

Policy suggestions made 
by the EC on the 
following three topics:  

- Gender 
employment gap 

- Gender pay gap  
- Childcare policies 

Comments on the policy 
suggestions made by the 
EC in the Dutch NRPs, 
on the following three 
topics: 

- Gender employment 
gap 

- Gender pay gap 
- Childcare policies 

European Commission 
documents (2011-2020) 

- JER 
- Council Conclusions 
- Country Reports 
- NRPs 
- CSRs 

The welfare and 
employment regime 
affect the willingness to 
accept policy suggestions 
on gender equality issues 
(Tomlinson, 2011; 
Kantola, 2010) 

The EU’s collective action 
frame is effective in 
mobilizing the Dutch 
government if the frame 
resonates with the Dutch 
welfare and employment 
regime. 

Welfare and 
employment regime of 
the Netherlands 

The mobilization of the 
Dutch government 

Policy suggestions made 
by the EC on the 
following three topics:  

- Gender 
employment gap 

- Gender pay gap  
- Childcare policies 

Comments on the policy 
suggestions made by the 
EC in the Dutch NRPs, 
on the following three 
topics: 

- Gender employment 
gap 

- Gender pay gap 
- Childcare policies 

European Commission 
documents (2011-2020) 

- JER 
- Council Conclusions 
- Country Reports 
- NRPs 
- CSRs 
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The involvement of 
national parliaments in 
the EES is important for 
compliance and 
democratic legitimacy 
(López-Santana, 2006; 
Kreilinger, 2018).  

The EU’s collective action 
frame is effective in 
mobilizing the Dutch 
parliament if the frame is 
discussed in plenary debates 
and/or in committee debates 
of the Dutch parliament. 

Policy suggestions on 
gender equality issues, 
made by the EC, and 
the reactions upon 
them by the Dutch 
government 

The mobilization of the 
Dutch Parliament 

Policy suggestions made 
by the EC, and the 
reactions upon them by 
the Dutch government, 
based on the following 
three topics:  

- Gender 
employment gap 

- Gender pay gap  
- Childcare policies  

Reactions made by Dutch 
members of parliament 
on the policy suggestions 
made by the EC and the 
responses upon them by 
the Dutch government, 
based on the following 
three topics: 

- Gender employment 
gap 

- Gender pay gap 
- Childcare policies 

European Commission 
documents (2011-2020) 

- JER 
- Council Conclusions 
- Country Reports 
- NRPs 
- CSRs 

 
Minutes of the Dutch 
parliament (2013-2020): 

- Plenary debates 
- Social Affairs and 

Employment 
Committee 

- European Affairs 
Committee  


