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GENDER EQUALITY: DESPITE SOME PROGRESS, MANY 
CHALLENGES REMAIN TO BE OVERCOME

The progress that is being made 
towards gender equality in the field 
of peace and security is promising. 
The United Nations Women, Pea-
ce and Security Agenda highlights 
the importance of integrating gen-
der considerations – namely the 
particular needs, roles, constrain-
ts and vulnerabilities of men, wo-
men, boys and girls – into security 
sector governance (SSG), securi-
ty institutions, and peacekeeping 
operations. UNSCR 1325 (2000) 

recognizes the importance of wo-
men’s participation in peacekee-
ping operations, while resolution 
2242 (2015) calls for the doubling 
of uniformed women personnel by 
2020. Actions taken to actively im-
plement the WPS agenda and UN-
SCR resolutions have been consi-
derable, and great strides have 
been made in recent years. Howe-
ver, there remains a disconnect 
between calls to action and the 
actual implementation of change. 

As of 2019, only 5% of UN military 
personnel and 15% of police were 
women. Building upon the Secre-
tary-general’s System-Wide Stra-
tegy on Gender Parity, the UN’s 
Uniformed Gender Parity Strategy 
(launched in January 2019) set a 

target to have 15% of women in 
military contingents and 20% in 
formed police units by 2028. At the 
current rate of progress, this is a 
steep goal, and the road yet to be 
travelled to achieve it is long – and 
winding. The effort to overcome 
the obstacles to the achievement 
of gender equality and to achieve 
the call to increase women’s par-
ticipation into peacekeeping ope-
rations and national forces should 
no longer even be optional. It is 
essential. This was highlighted 
by the resolution adopted by the 
General Assembly: 2021, Inter-
national Year of Peace and Trust. 
This resolution called for: “reco-
gnizing also that peace not only 
is the absence of conflict, but also 
requires a positive, dynamic par-
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ticipatory process where dialogue 
is encouraged and conflicts are 
solved in a spirit of mutual under-
standing and cooperation.” This 
can only be possible if the parti-
cipatory process is extended to 
all. There is no peace and can 
never be peace without equality.

Despite the urgency of the afo-
rementioned resolution, women 
face a number of barriers to their 
meaningful participation in peace 
and security efforts, at three diffe-
rent levels: (1) recruitment, partici-
pation and leadership in national 
security forces, (2) de- ployment 
to peace operations, 
(3) retention and pro-
motion upon return 
from deployment.

There is nowhere 
more apt to start with 
looking closer at this 
than the recruitment 
process itself. There 
are several institutio-
nal obstacles which 
act as barriers to the successful re-
cruitment of women into the security 
sector. Still, the recruitment process 
is shrouded in mystery, often seen 
as actively hostile to women and is 
littered with roadblocks. In the past 
few years, both the United Nations 
and member states have empha-
sized the importance of lowering 
these existing barriers to women’s 
recruitment with national and in-
ternational security forces. Several 
initiatives have been established to 
support the creation of enabling 
environments for women to parti-
cipate in the security sector. But the 
lack of available and clear infor-
mation regarding national and in-
ternational recruitment processes 
still persist and is a serious impe-
diment to women’s participation.

These obstacles range from the 
socio-cultural to the deeply insti-
tutional.  A workshop held by the 
United Nations Institute for Trai-
ning and Research (UNITAR) into 
Gender Equality in Security Forces 
and Peace Operations identified 
some pressing issues. On a so-
cio-cultural level, women wanting 
to join the security sector often face 
discrimination, prejudice and ste-
reotypes. In many cultures around 
the world – Western ones included 
– local gender norms can discou-
rage women from joining the secu-
rity forces. This stems from a gene-

ral perception of the security sector 
being a “man’s sector”. As a con-
sequence of this, women willing to 
join the security sector might face a 
lack of acceptance or even strong 
opposition coming from their fa-
mily and friends as a response to 
their career choice. They may also 
face family pressures (including 
coercion, e.g. withdrawal of finan-
cial support, risk of being married 
against one’s choice). The poten-
tial of these repercussions combi-
ned with the absence of recogni-
tion for careers in the security sector 
can strongly discourage women 
and girls from pursuing this path.

This is only exacerbated when, at 
an institutional level, there is an 
overall absence of consideration 

and awareness of women’s specific 
needs, which can easily discourage 
young recruits. For example, due 
to unequal access to training facili-
ties and familiarization with the re-
quired skills, there is often a lack of 
preparation and training for wo-
men prior to the tests which form 
an integral part of recruitment. The 
selection criteria is in many instan-
ces, outdated and in fact frequent-
ly not reflective of the tasks that 
the person will perform but is in-
stead designed on a male percep-
tion of strength. Additionally, at an 
institutional level, the recruitment 
process is often seen as shrouded 

with secrecy in 
a number of 
ways. These 
range from ri-
ght at the con-
ception of the 
r e c r u i t m e n t 
process where 
there is seen to 
be an absence 
of information 
with regards 

to the necessary requirements 
for the recruitment processes ri-
ght throughout the cycle of hiring 
new recruits. There is a low level 
of retention of newly recruited can-
didates due to several factors such 
as discouragement, uncertainty 
about the future and lack of in-
formation on their career choices.

Perhaps more concerningly, the 
same UNITAR workshop found that 
there is widespread perception wi-
thin institutions that women’s par-
ticipation is a target imposed from 
above by the international com-
munity, and there is a reluctan-
ce to implement equity measures 
that can be seen as favours. This 
is a harmful understanding on a 
number of levels. While increa-

“AS OF 2019, ONLY 5% OF UN MILITARY PERSON-
NEL AND 15% OF POLICE WERE WOMEN. BUILDING 
UPON THE SECRETARY-GENERAL’S SYSTEM-WIDE 
STRATEGY ON GENDER PARITY, THE UN’S UNIFOR-
MED GENDER PARITY STRATEGY (LAUNCHED IN 
JANUARY 2019) SET A TARGET TO HAVE 15% OF 
WOMEN IN MILITARY CONTINGENTS AND 20% IN 
FORMED POLICE UNITS BY 2028.”
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sing the gender balance of secu-
rity forces and peacekeeping ope-
rations does not ensure that these 
fields be more gender-responsive, 
it enhances the likelihood that di-
verse voices and perspectives will 
be represented, and hence that 
different needs will be addressed 

more aptly and effectively. It is well 
understood by now that the pre-
sence of women increases local 
community acceptance of securi-
ty forces, as locals tend to percei-
ve them as less threatening, more 
willing to listen, and better able to 
defuse potentially violent situations
 However, there is also growing 

evidence for a more transforma-
tional understanding of women’s 
participation: that increased fe-
male participation constitutes an 
operational asset in broader ter-
ms too. For example, according 
to General D J Hurley, AC, DSC 
Chief of the Defence Force: “To 

have its greatest effect, engaging 
women should be considered a 
primary element of our operations 
rather than an adjunct duty. This 
reflects the important role women 
in peace and security operations 
play in increasing our operational 
effectiveness.” Moving far beyond 
stereotypes, women have consi-

stently shown themselves to be as-
sets in high-risk operations.  It is 
these narratives that need to be 
better promoted, refuting the no-
tion that women’s participation is 
a favour or a ‘target’. It is an as-
set, and must be treated as such.

Clearly, whilst progress towards 
gender equality has been made, 
there is much that still must be 
done and many solutions to the-
se barriers which must be explo-
red. The UNITAR workshop and 
subsequent report found that it is 
essential to address recruitment 
solutions with a top down and 
bottom-up approach and to in-
volve and mobilize leaders. In or-
der to remove social barriers and 
address stereotypes that limit wo-
men’s access to the security sector, 
it is necessary to aim for a parti-

“ON A SOCIO-CULTURAL LEVEL, WOMEN WAN-
TING TO JOIN THE SECURITY SECTOR OFTEN FACE 
DISCRIMINATION, PREJUDICE AND STEREOTYPES.”
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cipatory partnership with grassro-
ots and community leaders, to talk 
with formal and informal figures 
at the grassroots level and engage 
them with informal opportunities. 

Additionally, to really get to the 
root of the socio-cultural barriers 
to women’s recruitment, there is 
a need for more visibility and me-
dia coverage concerning the re-
cruitment process. It is important 
to work on image and perception. 
Campaigns should be designed at 
the local and national level and 
be disseminated through different 
channels such as local and natio-
nal newspapers, radios and tele-
vision. These campaigns should 
inform and educate the public on 
the work in the national and in-
ternational security forces with a 
particular emphasis on the impor-
tance of women’s role and the be-
nefits of having men and women 
working together. Additionally, 
open doors, roundtables, discus-
sion and awareness campaigns in 
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schools and universities could help 
sensitize young people on the role 
of police, gendarme and military 
forces. Communities and women 
could be invited twice a year to vi-
sit police stations or HQs and di-
scuss with the security personnel.  

In this systematic way, a targeted 
campaign focused on awareness 
raising and recruitment campaigns 
that specifically target women will 
be most effective in truly creating 
attitudinal changes. These must be 
based on the country’s needs, rea-
lity and the context on the ground. 
Specifically focused national recru-
itment campaigns will also highli-
ght peace operations and other 
career tracks, to show the diversi-
ty of the job and eventually bring 
about relevant national advance-
ment policies in addition to clear 
recruitment guidelines and cam-
paigns. This is how long lasted 
change will truly be achieved. To 
revert back to the aforementioned 
resolution adopted by the General 

Assembly, peace is far more than 
simply the absence of conflict. Pe-
ace – true and long-lasting pea-
ce – “requires a positive, dynamic 
participatory process.” This can 
only be possible if the participatory 
process is extended to all, from the 
very conception of recruitment into 
peacekeeping operations. The-
re is no peace and can never be 
peace without equality. And this 
peace-by-way-of-participation 
starts with the very first step.


