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SUMMARY 
The debate on the participation and role of women in foreign affairs and international security is a 
timely and relevant one, and is being raised with increasing frequency at both national and 
international levels. In particular, there is growing attention to the imbalances in the representation 
of women in leadership and other key positions in the area of foreign and security policy, as well as 
to the growing body of evidence regarding the positive effect of including women in several key 
areas of foreign and security policy. While gaps persist, women's representation at management 
and ministerial levels in the areas of foreign affairs and security has increased whether in the 
European Union (EU), the United States (US) or at the United Nations (UN) level. 

Among these issues, women's role in peacekeeping receives particular attention, as research has 
consistently shown that gender equality contributes to peace, and that peace negotiations 
involving women have a better chance of being sustainable and effective. Gender-equal societies 
enjoy better health, stronger economic growth and higher security. The UN and the EU have put 
pronounced emphasis on the issue in the past two decades. UN Security Council Resolution 1325 
established the 'women, peace and security' (WPS) agenda in 2000. Since then, more WPS-related 
resolutions have been adopted, widening the scope and breadth of gendered peace and security. 
These resolutions have been instrumental in changing the philosophy and rhetoric focused on 
conflict and gender equality, thereby challenging the international community to do more. Several 
initiatives are also being implemented at EU level, including through the 2018 EU strategic approach 
to WPS. However, critics underline that a lot remains to be done, as women continue to be under-
represented in the field of foreign and security policy across the world. 

This is an update of an EPRS briefing published in September 2019. 
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Introduction 
The topic of women in foreign affairs and international security is becoming increasingly relevant in 
the context of new paradigms and approaches to global affairs. Scholars, policy-makers and civil 
society are engaging in innovative ways to promote the participation of women in these domains 
of policy-making and on all levels on the ground, ranging from conceptualisation to 
implementation. 

The debate on women and foreign policy is not new. In the 1980s, scholars working on public 
opinion and foreign policy pointed to a gender gap on foreign policy issues and put forward the 
idea that the increased participation of women in foreign policy would lead to new and innovative 
paradigms, particularly with regard to peace and security. Yet, almost 40 years later, the debate on 
the extent to which foreign policy can be substantially transformed by the increase of women's 
presence in relevant government structures, or rather by their influence, is an ongoing one, not least 
because women continue to be under-represented in the area. Today, this debate has expanded to 
a number of inter-related issues, including, but not limited to: 

 the representation of women, including at the top level of policy-making, the armed forces, 
diplomacy, and foreign policy analysis (think-tank communities and other experts);  

 the content and approach of foreign policy and 
how this is affected by women's participation, 
including by the emergence of a 'feminist 
foreign policy 'agenda; 

 the research agenda on women in 
peacekeeping and crisis management, which 
focuses on the policies enabling women's 
participation in such activities, and on the 
impact that women's participation in the armed 
forces (especially in peacekeeping operations) 
can have on local societies and on the 
effectiveness of peace-building and 
reconciliation. 

Key issues 
The representation gap: Numbers 
speak for themselves 
A growing body of evidence points to the beneficial 
effects of having women represented in social, 
political and economic life on an equal footing with 
men, and of fostering gender diversity. Research has 
shown, for example, that gender diversity, 'when 
supported by gender-supportive norms and 
regulations within an industry, leads to better 
productivity and better exchange of diverse 
viewpoints'. There is, in addition, solid evidence that 
women's status, including their representation in 
decision-making, is an important predictive factor of 
state peacefulness. 

Public opinion is also shifting in favour of more 
representation of women in politics and leadership 

A shift in gender equality under the 
Biden administration in the US 

According to the think-tank Council on Foreign 
Relations, in 2020 America's foreign policy 
establishment remains 'disproportionately 
dominated by white men'. Women made up 
44 % of the State Department's permanent staff, 
but only 29 % of Foreign Service specialists. In 
the US, the gap between female representation 
in foreign policy, particularly defence policy, 
and other areas of the public sector is striking. 
For example, while in 2019 women constituted 
approximately half or over half of senior 
executives in departments dealing with issues 
such as health and human services or housing 
and urban development, they accounted for 
only 39 % of senior executives at the State 
Department, and even less in the Pentagon and 
intelligence communities. 

The new Biden cabinet has marked a big step 
forward in the gender equality agenda in 
foreign and national security. It includes more 
women than under any of his predecessors, with 
one portfolio relevant for external affairs – 
commerce – being held by a woman. Biden has 
also appointed a woman, former UN 
ambassador Samantha Power, to lead the US 
Agency for International Development (USAID), 
but a woman missed the chance to lead the 
Pentagon. In the Congress, big disparities 
persist: women make up just over a quarter of all 
members of the current US Congress – the 
highest percentage in US history, but only 10 % 
of the Committee on Foreign Relations.  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/2130371?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://oxfordre.com/politics/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.001.0001/acrefore-9780190228637-e-368
https://fullerproject.org/story/only-women-can-stop-the-apocalypse/
https://cup.columbia.edu/book/sex-and-world-peace/9780231131827
https://www.cfr.org/blog/gender-representation-and-diversity-foreign-affairs-community
https://www.cfr.org/blog/gender-representation-and-diversity-foreign-affairs-community
http://www.afsa.org/sites/default/files/1220_diversity_data_for_web.pdf
https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/06/25/tear-down-the-foreign-policy-glass-ceiling/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/future-development/2021/02/10/usaids-policy-voice-should-be-heard/
https://www.politico.com/news/2020/12/08/biden-picks-austin-defense-flournoy-443678
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/01/15/a-record-number-of-women-are-serving-in-the-117th-congress/
https://www.senate.gov/general/committee_membership/committee_memberships_SSFR.htm
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roles. According to the 2017 special Eurobarometer survey on gender equality, 61 % of EU citizens 
believe that 'politics is dominated by men who do not have sufficient confidence in women'. The 
majority of respondents (54 %) think there should be more women in political decision-making. 
A 2018 Pew Research Center survey in the United States revealed that a majority of respondents 
would like to see more women in leadership roles. Interestingly, 22 % of respondents believe that 
women 'have a better approach to leadership', while 15 % say that men do. At the same time, a 
majority of respondents believe that gender discrimination is a major obstacle in the professional 
arena and that men have an easier path to leadership positions, in both business and politics. 

In spite of these findings and of relative 
progress made in several countries and 
multilateral organisations across the world in 
recent years, women remain largely under-
represented in politics, particularly in the area 
of foreign policy and international security. In 
the national militaries of EU and other G20 
countries, women make up a small minority ranging from less than 3 % in Finland to slightly under 
20 % in Hungary (see Figure 1). In EU military CSDP missions, women represent 7 % of military 
personnel, which is above the level in UN peacekeeping at only 3.9 %. Women are better 
represented in the diplomatic services, but at level of ambassadors no country in this group (for 
which there are available data) had reached parity in 2019 (see Figure 2). 

Figure 1 − Share of women in the 
military EU and G20 countries, 2018 

 

Data source: SHEcurity. 

* Latest available data only from 2017 

Figure 2 − Share of women in the diplomatic 
service, EU and G20 countries, 2019 

 

 

Data source: SHEcurity. 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=2ahUKEwi47uiUjrngAhXLLFAKHZNKDxsQFjAAegQIABAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fec.europa.eu%2Fcommfrontoffice%2Fpublicopinion%2Findex.cfm%2FResultDoc%2Fdownload%2FDocumentKy%2F80678&usg=AOvVaw17fvoDUexbCzB5_e1xhd6Z
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2018/09/20/women-and-leadership-2018/
https://eeas.europa.eu/csdp-missions-operations/eucap-sahel-mali/87846/eu-women4security-%E2%80%93-building-secure-world-all_en
http://shecurity.info/
http://shecurity.info/
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Globally, numbers speak for themselves. At the beginning of 2020, only 60 out of 190 countries 
surveyed by the Inter-Parliamentary Union had a woman as foreign affairs minister, while in many 
fewer still, only 22, did women held the defence portfolio - still a rise compared to previous years. In 
2018, only 15 % of the world's ambassadors were women. Out of the 47 Council of Europe member 
states, only 10 have women as foreign ministers. Among the 29 North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO) members, there are only 8 female defence ministers (a large percentage however, compared 
to the 12 % women defence ministers globally). Within the EU-27, there are currently six female 
defence ministers and only five female foreign ministers (Figure 3), an increase only in the number 
of foreign affairs ministers compared with 2019 (three at the time).  

Within the United Nations, while gender gaps remain, significant progress has occurred as a result 
of the UN Secretary General's gender parity strategy. Gender parity has been reached in the senior 
management group of the Secretary General (which brings together the heads of UN departments, 
offices, funds and programmes), and among Resident Coordinators (representatives of the 
UN Secretary General in UN member countries and leaders of UN country teams). In the area of UN 
peacekeeping, there has been progress as well. As of 2020, 41 % of the senior leadership of special 
political missions and peacekeeping operations were women, an increase from 21 % in 2017 when 
the strategy was launched; ten peacekeeping missions had gender units; and 5.4 % of UN military 
and 15.1 % of police personnel were women, compared to 3 % and 10 % respectively in 2015. Since 
its reorganisation on 1 January 2019, the Department of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs, which 
had existed under different names/formats since 1952, has had its first female head in its history. 

The lack of balanced representation across political professions has also been identified in data 
regarding the make-up of the scientific community in the field of foreign affairs. The Gender 
Scorecard of Washington DC Think Tanks 2018, produced by Women in International Security, a 
global non-governmental organisation dedicated to advancing the leadership and professional 
development of women in the field of international security, illustrates that the gap goes well 

Figure 3 – Women in foreign and defence ministerial positions in the EU, 2021 

 
Source: EPRS, March 2021. 

https://www.ipu.org/resources/publications/infographics/2020-03/women-in-politics-2020
https://www.forbes.com/sites/avivahwittenbergcox/2020/04/30/the-best-defense-how-about-more-women-in-the-military/?sh=55ef2a697bdc
https://www.globus.uio.no/news/2019/gender-foreign-policy-feb19.html
https://www.coe.int/en/web/cm/members-cm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/who_is_who_51267.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/who_is_who_51267.htm
http://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/peace-and-security/facts-and-figures
https://reform.un.org/content/gender-parity-strategy
https://www.wiisglobal.org/programs/gender-scorecard-initiative/wiis-gender-scorecard-washington-dc-think-tanks-2018/
https://www.wiisglobal.org/programs/gender-scorecard-initiative/wiis-gender-scorecard-washington-dc-think-tanks-2018/
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beyond the government sector. According to the scorecard, 68 % of the heads of top Washington 
think-tanks and 73 % of experts in the same organisations are male. Only one of the 22 think-tanks 
reviewed had a significant gender programming component. There are, in February 2021, no 
comprehensive data on this same issue in the EU. In addition, according to a report by the Carnegie 
Endowment, only 30 % of scholars in the domain of international relations are women. 

Concerns about work-life balance and lack of the right administrative infrastructure to enable 
women to pursue high-level careers while building a family, have been highlighted as factors that 
contribute significantly to the problem. Anne Marie Slaughter, a prominent figure in the debate, 
emphasised in 2012 the importance of creating the right social policies, but also of closing the 
leadership gap by ensuring that women are equally represented in the ranks of politics, corporate 
executives and judicial leaders. While representation alone will not solve gender-based foreign 
policy issues, it is perceived as one of the many necessary steps in that direction. 

The feminist foreign policy agenda 
Sweden: A ground breaker in 'feminist' foreign policy 
In 2014, Sweden became the first country to present the concept and implementation plan for a 
feminist foreign policy under then Swedish Foreign Minister, Margot Wallström. This concept, which 
has subsequently gained momentum, places women's rights, human security and equal 
representation at the centre of diplomatic action. It is based on the premise that gender-equal 
societies enjoy better health, stronger economic growth and higher security as well as on the 
evidence that gender equality contributes to peace. A concern for the individual and human security 
instead of state security is a defining aspect of this policy agenda. 

The three starting points for this feminist foreign policy are: 

Rights: The Swedish Foreign Service shall promote all women's and girls' full enjoyment of human 
rights, including by combating all forms of violence and discrimination that restrict their freedom of 
action. 

Representation: The Swedish Foreign Service shall promote women's participation and influence 
in decision-making processes at all levels and in all areas, and shall seek dialogue with women 
representatives at all levels, including in civil society. 

Resources: The Swedish Foreign Service shall work to ensure that resources are allocated to 
promote gender equality and equal opportunities for all women and girls to enjoy human rights. 
The service shall also promote targeted measures for different target groups.1 

Sweden's feminist foreign policy also supports the establishment of peace ministries, 
demonstrating that peace is as important to foreign policy as is national defence. Since 2014, 
79 other states have created national plans of action to better include women in foreign policy and 
in peace and security processes. In that context, interesting developments continue to take place in 
the EU and in countries as diverse as Australia, Brazil, Canada, or Norway. In June 2019, the United 
States administration released its Strategy on Women, Peace and Security.  

Other countries follow 
Sweden's model has been followed by other countries. Since March 2018, France has integrated 
'feminist diplomacy' in its foreign policy. In November 2020, the French High Council on Gender 
Equality presented its report on feminist diplomacy, which clarifies the concept, taking over the 
three principles proposed by Sweden and adding three more: a transformative long-term approach, 
institutional coherence, and international solidarity. Some other EU countries have announced their 
intention to develop a feminist foreign policy.  

Outside the EU, Canada launched its feminist international assistance policy (FIAP) in June 2017 and 
is expected to publish a document outlining its broader vision of a feminist foreign policy in 2021. 

https://carnegieendowment.org/2019/04/09/missing-in-action-absence-of-women-scholars-on-foreign-policy-panels-pub-78825
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2012/03/why-are-women-so-poorly-represented-in-foreign-policy/254283/
https://epthinktank.eu/2016/12/23/work-life-balance-in-the-eu/
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2012/07/why-women-still-cant-have-it-all/309020/
https://www.government.se/government-policy/feminist-foreign-policy/
https://lb.boell.org/en/2019/02/13/feminist-foreign-policy-imperative-more-secure-and-just-world
http://foreignpolicy.com/2019/01/30/sweden-feminist-foreignpolicy
https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/the-rise-of-womens-foreign-policy-leadership/
http://www.itamaraty.gov.br/pt-BR/plano-nacional-de-acao-sobre-mulheres-paz-e-seguranca/14063-as-mulheres-na-diplomacia-brasileira
https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/issues_development-enjeux_developpement/gender_equality-egalite_des_genres/women_peace_security-femmes_paix_securite.aspx?lang=eng
https://www.regjeringen.no/en/aktuelt/womens_billion/id2613724/
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/WPS_Strategy_10_October2019.pdf
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/20-3315-diplomatie_feministe_synthese_du_rapport_du_hce_en_v2_cle422caf.pdf
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/20-3315-diplomatie_feministe_synthese_du_rapport_du_hce_en_v2_cle422caf.pdf
https://euobserver.com/institutional/150073
https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/issues_development-enjeux_developpement/priorities-priorites/policy-politique.aspx?lang=eng
https://www.amnesty.ca/our-work/issues/womens-human-rights/feminist-foreign-policy
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In 2019, Canada appointed its first ambassador for women, peace and security. In January 2020, 
Mexico also launched its feminist foreign policy, which, among other things, strives to ensure 
gender parity in its foreign service, but critics point out that this policy is in stark contrast with the 
internal reality in the country characterised by widespread gender violence and inequality. 

The implementation of such a novel policy approach is not easy. In practice, Sweden's strong 
feminist approach to diplomatic relations has elicited negative reactions from some third countries, 
which have erected trade barriers or cancelled diplomatic encounters and dialogues (such as when 
the Arab League cancelled a speech by Sweden's foreign minister because of her stance on human 
and women's rights in the region in 2015).  

Women in international security 
Including women in international security-related processes and high-level peace negotiations, as 
well as offering them senior diplomatic posts means more than just equal representation. There is 
an increasing body of evidence illustrating that women's participation in peace and security 
processes can play a significant role in determining the success and sustainability of peace 
agreements, as well as the durability and quality of peace. Studies also show that peace agreements 
signed by female delegates have a higher implementation rate. 

Data show that women are often perceived as 'honest brokers' during peace negotiations and 
therefore are able to achieve more sustainable and equitable peace, as seen, for example, in the 
conflict resolution in Northern Ireland in the years up to 1998. Furthermore, thanks to their societal 
roles and responsibilities, women also have the capacity to initiate inclusive cross-community 
dialogues, as for example in Northern Ireland, or to gauge security risks in violence-prone situations 
such as in Afghanistan. According to a study by the US think-tank, the Council on Foreign Relations, 
substantial inclusion of women and civil society groups in a peace negotiation makes the resulting 
agreement 64 % less likely to fail and, according to another study, 35 % more likely to last at least 
15 years. These, among other statistics, clearly show that gender diversity and women's inclusion in 
peace negotiations produce longer-lasting and better results.2 

Longer-lasting peace agreements, improved human security and equal representation are just a few 
of the results of feminist foreign policy and the inclusion of women in the security field. Women 
often take a collaborative approach to peace-making and organise themselves across cultural and 
sectarian divides. It has been argued that such an approach – which incorporates the concerns of 
diverse demographic groups (for instance, religious, ethnic and cultural ones) affected by a conflict 
and having an interest in its resolution – increases the prospects of long-term stability and reduces 
the likelihood of state failure, conflict onset and poverty. 

Scientific inquiry regarding the impact of women's participation in international security is 
expanding. Research from 2019 has also shown that women's participation in the resolution of 
nuclear issues is beneficial, in that it reduces the potential for risk-taking behaviour and increases 
the likelihood that negotiated agreements would hold, while also contributing innovative ideas. Yet 
women represent only about a quarter of delegates to international non-proliferation talks, less than 
the threshold indicated for group dynamics to change enough so as to lead to better outcomes. 

Beyond emphasising the role that women can play in decision-making, peace negotiations and 
peacekeeping, the WPS agenda also focuses strongly on the protection of women and their rights 
in situations of conflict. In societies facing conflict, women and girls are exposed to heightened 
risks of violations of their human rights, as discrimination tends to become more acute. Conflicts 
often result in higher levels of violence against women and girls, including arbitrary killings, torture, 
sexual violence and forced marriage. The necessity for gender-sensitive language and gender 
provisions as well as their implementation within peace agreements is a key challenge. Experts have 
shown that 'the presence of gender provisions in peace agreements affects women's participation 
in post-conflict societies as well as the chances that a post-conflict society will move towards gender 
equality' and that 'peace agreements are significantly more likely to have gender provisions when 

https://pm.gc.ca/en/news/news-releases/2019/06/12/prime-minister-names-first-ambassador-women-peace-and-security
https://www.cfr.org/blog/five-questions-gender-equality-foreign-policy-jacqueline-oneill
https://mx.boell.org/es/2020/03/06/politica-exterior-feminista-la-mexicana
https://www.cfc.forces.gc.ca/259/290/405/305/aldous.pdf
https://www.timesofisrael.com/swedish-fm-saudi-arabia-blocked-speech-to-arab-league/
https://www.cfr.org/interactive/interactive/womens-participation-in-peace-processes/why-it-matters
http://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/peace-and-security/facts-and-figures#_Notes
http://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/peace-and-security/facts-and-figures#_Notes
https://www.c-r.org/
https://www.c-r.org/
https://www.cfr.org/interactive/womens-participation-in-peace-processes/northern-ireland
https://www.cfr.org/interactive/interactive/interactive/womens-participation-in-peace-processes/afghanistan
https://www.cfr.org/interactive/interactive/womens-participation-in-peace-processes
https://www.inclusivesecurity.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Why-Women-Brief-10.12.15.pdf
https://www.inclusivesecurity.org/publication/why-women-inclusive-security-and-peaceful-societies/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/04/15/only-women-can-stop-the-apocalypse/
https://www.crdfglobal.org/news/breaking-barriers-women-nuclear-security
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Women/WRGS/Pages/PeaceAndSecurity.aspx
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0192512118808608
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women participate in elite peace 
processes' and are better represented in 
national parliaments and civil society. 

The importance of women's participation 
in civil society is illustrated by several 
examples in the Middle East. Israeli and 
Palestinian women have long built 
coalitions across national, ethnic, and 
religious lines in order to lead non-
violent efforts to promote security and 
access to basic services. In Syria, the 
Women's Advisory Board to Syrian 
negotiations, a group of independent 
civil society representatives, has raised 
matters missing from the agenda and 
helped develop policy positions, made 
recommendations to assist the peace 
talks, and proposed gender-responsive 
perspectives. Successful local efforts led 
by Syrian women include monitoring 
and documenting human rights abuses, 
establishing ceasefires, creating local 
political councils and distributing 
humanitarian aid. Similar observations 
about the role of women's civil society organisations have been made in conflicts in Colombia, 
Liberia and Tunisia. The Council on Foreign Relations has put together a database on the inclusion 
of women in peace negotiations across the globe, and on the role their contribution (or lack thereof) 
has played. Despite the evidence that women's participation is beneficial, there are still glaring 
inequalities both in representation in international peace negotiations, and in aid and development 
policies for women in fragile states.  

Between 1992 and 2019, women constituted, on average, 13 % of negotiators, 6 % of mediators, and 
6 % of signatories in major peace processes worldwide. These numbers, even if still low, represent 
an increase compared with previous years. Between 1995 and 2019, the proportion of peace 
agreements with gender equality provisions also increased from 14 % to 22 %. Similarly, despite the 
role that local women's groups could play in preventing and resolving conflicts, such groups receive 
only a small percentage of the aid allocated to fragile states by major donors. A 2017 Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) study attributed this to significant 'blind spots 
in donors' understanding of the links between gender equality, conflict and fragility'. 

The EU perspective 
The topic of women in foreign affairs and international security has gained increased visibility across 
EU institutions. In 2008, the Council adopted the comprehensive approach for EU implementation 
of UN Security Council resolutions 1325 and 1820 on women, peace and security; in 2010, it adopted 
a set of indicators to monitor the implementation of this comprehensive approach in the areas of 
prevention, participation, protection, relief and recovery. Among others, the indicators include the 
number and percentage of women mediators and negotiators as well as the number of women's 
civil society groups involved in peace negotiations supported by the EU. The indicators were 
reviewed and revised in 2016. 

Starting in 2010, three successive gender action plans (GAPs) for promoting gender equality and 
women's empowerment through EU external action have defined the general framework for EU 
external policies with respect to gender. The third EU gender action plan (GAP III) published in 

Women, peace and security agenda 

UN Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1325 was unanimously 
adopted on 31 October 2000 and established the 'women, peace 
and security' (WPS) agenda. The resolution reaffirms the 
important role of women in the prevention and resolution of 
conflicts, and equally in peace negotiations, peace-building, 
peacekeeping, humanitarian response and post-conflict 
reconstruction. Furthermore, it stresses the importance of 
women's equal participation and full involvement in all efforts 
related to the maintenance and promotion of peace and security. 
It urges all players to increase the participation of women and to 
incorporate gender perspectives in all UN peace and security 
efforts. It also calls on all parties to conflicts to take special 
measures to protect women and girls from gender-based 
violence, particularly rape and other forms of sexual abuse, in 
situations of armed conflict. As of August 2019, 81 UN member 
states (42 % of all UN member states) have UNSCR 1325 national 
action plans. 

Since 2000, nine additional resolutions related to the WPS 
agenda have been adopted, widening its scope. The resolutions 
on WPS aim to change the philosophy and rhetoric around 
conflict and gender equality, and to challenge the international 
community to do more. 

https://www.cfr.org/interactive/womens-participation-in-peace-processes/israel-and-palestinian-territories
https://www.cfr.org/interactive/womens-participation-in-peace-processes/israel-and-palestinian-territories
https://eeas.europa.eu/diplomatic-network/european-neighbourhood-policy-enp/59467/syrian-women-agents-change_en
http://www.passblue.com/2017/02/23/whos-missing-at-the-syria-peace-talks-women/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/syriasource/here-s-why-syrian-women-need-to-be-included-more-in-peacebuilding
https://www.cfr.org/interactive/interactive/womens-participation-in-peace-processes/explore-the-data
https://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/peace-and-security/facts-and-figures
https://www.oecd.org/dac/conflict-fragility-resilience/docs/Gender_equality_in_fragile_situations_2017.pdf
http://eeas.europa.eu/archives/features/features-working-women/working-with-women/docs/01-eu-comprehensive-approach-1325_en.pdf
http://register.consilium.europa.eu/pdf/en/10/st11/st11948.en10.pdf
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-12525-2016-INIT/en/pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/system/files/join-2020-17-final_en.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/RES/1325(2000)
https://www.peacewomen.org/member-states
https://www.peacewomen.org/security-council/WPS-in-SC-Council
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November 2020 proposes several priorities to support 
these objectives, of which some are relevant for the 
representation of women in foreign affairs and in 
security policy. For example, the EU will strive to 
enhance women's capacity as political leaders in 
governments and parliaments. Another key priority for 
EU external action is to increase the participation of 
women in all matters related to peace and security. 
GAP III seeks to integrate the WPS agenda as defined in 
the 2018 Council conclusions into broader EU action. 
The plan proposes a series of concrete actions, 
including:  

 capacity-building on women's leadership for 
women negotiators and mediators;  

 at least 33 % of women participating in all EU 
activities and projects related to peace;  

 consultation with grassroots women activists and 
civil society organisations, both in Member States 
and in conflict-related settings;  

 mandatory training on mainstreaming gender 
perspectives for all EU diplomatic staff and 
common security and defence policy (CSDP) 
missions;  

 strengthening of the rule of law and the criminal justice system, to address sexual and gender-
based violence and providing various forms of support to the victims of this type of violence.  

 a leadership role for the EU, by making substantial progress on gender parity in management 
positions in the Commission, the European External Action Service (EEAS), CSDP missions, and 
through improving gender knowledge and expertise in EU institutions. 

In 2018, the Council welcomed the new EU strategic approach to WPS. In its conclusions, it recalled 
the commitments of the EU and its Member States to the full implementation of the WPS agenda, 
ensuring that 'it is fully integrated into all EU policies and efforts in promoting the important role of 
women's engagement in support of sustainable peace, security, human rights, justice and 
development'. The new approach places particular emphasis on the need to 'engage, empower, 
protect, and support women and girls in order to help all countries achieving sustainable and lasting 
peace and security as intrinsic components of human rights and sustainable development'. The 
promotion of the women, peace and security agenda is also a priority of the joint declaration on 
EU-NATO cooperation. Based on this strategic orientation, in July 2019, the EU Council adopted an 
EU action plan on women, peace and security (WPS) for the period 2019-2024, which lists concrete 
actions to be undertaken by the EU and on a voluntary basis by its Member States as well. These aim 
to increase women's leadership and participation in all areas related to peace and security both 
internally and externally, and to mainstream gender in all EU policies. 

In September 2018, the EU and Canada hosted the first ever women foreign ministers conference, 
at which 17 countries were represented. The meeting focused on topics such as women's 
empowerment and leadership, conflict prevention, democratic growth and the elimination of 
gender-based violence. Participants pledged to work together and with partners to build a network 
of governments and civil society organisations to advance gender equality and women's rights, and 
to work towards implementing existing commitments.  

In 2015, the mandate of the EU/EEAS Principal Advisor on Gender (PAG) and on the implementation 
of UNSCR 1325 on Women, Peace and Security was created, with Ambassador Mara Marinaki the 

Combating violence against women 

In 2008, the EU Council adopted guidelines on 
violence against women and girls, and 
combating all forms of discrimination against 
them. They focus on a commitment by the EU 
and its Member States 'to promote and protect 
the rights of women in third countries'. The 
adoption of these guidelines, though they are 
not mandatory, gives a signal about their 
importance in all EU external action. They are 
the only guidelines among some 13 sets of 
human rights guidelines adopted by the EU 
that address a women-specific issue. They 
propose a very comprehensive set of actions 
combining diplomatic efforts and political 
dialogue at bilateral and multilateral levels with 
development aid and, urge that women's rights 
be integrated in the mandates of EU special 
representatives and envoys, as well as in the EU 
delegations reporting. 

Source: EU Council, Guidelines on violence 
against women and girls and combating all 
forms of discrimination against them. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2018/12/10/women-peace-and-security-council-adopts-conclusions/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/36096/nato_eu_final_eng.pdf
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-11031-2019-INIT/en/pdf
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/09/20/one-small-step-for-feminist-foreign-policy-women-canada/
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/50696/node/50696_ku
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-16173-2008-INIT/en/pdf
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-16173-2008-INIT/en/pdf
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-16173-2008-INIT/en/pdf


Women in foreign affairs and international security 

9 

first to serve in the post. However, there has been criticism about the position lacking a clear 
mandate and sufficient resources. Among the achievements of Marinaki's mandate is the update of 
the comprehensive approach, which led to the EU strategic approach to women, peace and security, 
adopted in December 2018 (see above). While her term ended at the end of 2020, the seat has still 
to be filled. The procedure has been open, but only after concerns were expressed that it would not 
be renewed. 

Progress in EU institutional settings 
At EU institutional level, there has been progress in women's representation in foreign policy and 
security fields. The current Commission has the ambition to be gender balanced, and one external 
action portfolio (International Partnerships) is currently held by a woman, Jutta Urpilainen. The EEAS 
is in the process of implementing its gender and equal opportunity strategy 2018-2023 (endorsed 
in November 2017), which aims to achieve sustainable gender balance at all levels in all functions 
and all job categories in the EEAS, both in the Brussels headquarters and in EU delegations. Based 
on a 2019 Commission report on equality between women and men in the EU, the overall gender 
representation in the EEAS is close to equal. However, criticism has pointed to areas that could be 
improved. For example, only one of the eight EU special representatives for troubled regions and 
countries is a woman, in spite of the aforementioned evidence of the beneficial effects of women in 
mediation.  

According to a study commissioned by the European Parliament and carried out by Women in 
International Security (WIIS), women's participation in EU civilian crisis management missions 
increased by approximately 10 percentage points in the decade from 2007 to 2016, reaching around 
30 % of personnel. In addition, the EU's CSDP missions currently include gender advisors who 
provide strategic advice on gender mainstreaming. The study identifies several ways in which the 
EU and its Member States, as well as the Parliament, can make EU crisis management more gender-
sensitive and simultaneously more effective and efficient. 

European Parliament position 
The Parliament has been an ardent supporter of the WPS agenda in its annual resolutions on the 
CSDP. On 12 March 2019, it adopted a resolution on building EU capacity on conflict prevention and 
mediation, with a strong emphasis on women, peace and security and particularly on enhancing 
gender capacities in the EU in this area. Among other things, the Parliament called for the EU to lead 
efforts in the implementation of the relevant UN Security Council resolutions and for the 
incorporation of the principles contained therein at all stages of EU conflict prevention and 
mediation activities; for full gender equality and participation of women across the conflict cycle; 
and for gender sensitivity in training and intervention. 

In an October 2020 resolution on gender equality in the EU's foreign and security policy, the 
Parliament calls on the EU and its Member States to advance towards a 'foreign and security policy 
that mainstreams a gender-transformative vision', and encourages all Member States to adopt a 
feminist foreign and security policy. It calls on the EU institutions and Member States to 
systematically mainstream gender into the EU's foreign and security policy. It also emphasises the 
need for a gender focus in the EU institutional culture. This presupposes that the EEAS pays more 
attention to diversity and inclusion in its staff hiring policies and that gender-responsive leadership 
becomes part of middle and senior management objectives. To achieve this kind of leadership, it is 
necessary to introduce mandatory and tailored training on gender equality and gender 
mainstreaming for all managers in the EEAS, staff of EU diplomatic posts and heads of CSDP missions 
and operations. With regard to the EU's CSDP missions, it calls for the appointment of a gender 
adviser on all the military CSDP missions, as is already the case with civilian missions, and for 
sufficient training on gender equality and WPS for all staff of these missions. It supports the objective 
of increasing the number of women in the EU's crisis management missions and operations.  

https://euagenda.eu/publications/rhetoric-and-real-progress-on-the-women-peace-and-security-agenda-in-africa
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/37412/st15086-en18.pdf
https://plan-international.org/eu/principal-advisor-on-gender
https://www.politico.eu/newsletter/brussels-playbook/politico-brussels-playbook-merry-brexmas-ready-when-eu-are-getting-close-to-the-pope/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/middle-ground-politics/news/von-der-leyen-leans-on-gender-balance-in-quest-for-commission-presidency/
https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/home_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2019-2024/urpilainen_en
https://eurotradeunion.eu/documents/WGgender.pdf
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=4&ved=2ahUKEwikopKz-r7jAhXR4KQKHXdzDQAQFjADegQIARAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fec.europa.eu%2Finfo%2Fsites%2Finfo%2Ffiles%2Faid_development_cooperation_fundamental_rights%2Fannual_report_ge_2019_en_1.pdf&usg=AOvVaw2unUNaMZylWZ1uKRuZiSjM
https://ideas.repec.org/a/etc/journl/y2018i17p54-61.html
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage_en/3606/EU%20Special%20Representatives
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2017/603855/EXPO_STU(2017)603855_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2019-0158_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2020-0286_EN.html
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With regard to representation and leadership posts, after the 2019 elections, women made up 
slightly over 40 % of elected members of the Parliament (2019-2024), continuing a progressive trend 
from previous legislatures. When looking at the five committees and sub-committees that deal with 
external affairs, their number drops to 35.7 % (see Figure 4). This is largely due to the low 
representation of women in the Subcommittee on Security and Defence (in spite of the 
subcommittee being chaired by a woman), an observation that is consistent with the research 
findings presented in previous sections. With regard to delegations for relations with third countries 
and international organisations, only 14 delegation chairs out of 44 delegations are women.3 
Rule 15(2) of the Parliament's Rules of Procedure establishes the 'need to ensure an overall fair 
representation of political views, as well as gender and geographical balance' in leadership 
positions; this also applies to the distribution of the posts of committee chairs and vice-chairs by 
virtue of Rule 213(3) of the Rules of Procedure. 

Criticism and challenges 
Experts have strongly criticised the fact that commitments and declarations about promoting the 
WPS agenda and equal representation of women in foreign and security policy often amount to 
rhetoric more than actual implementation, leading to limited progress on the agenda's goals 
worldwide. While, as mentioned above, a high number of states have adopted national action plans 
for WPS (86 states, representing 45 % of all UN members), only 33 % of those include an allocated 
budget for implementation. This is exacerbated by the general decline observed in global foreign 
aid. 

There is a need to clarify the novel concept of a 'feminist foreign policy' and its added value in 
relation to a foreign policy that focuses on gender equality and mainstreaming, as well as on 
women's empowerment through many of its strands, without necessarily calling itself feminist (as 
is the case with EU external policies). Such a conceptual clarification would be helpful for decision- 
makers, but also for scholars, the public and other stakeholders who wish to assess this policy, taking 
into account the complexities surrounding women's rights. 

Figure 4 – Women in external affairs in the European Parliament, 
(%) during the 2019-2024 term 

 
Source: EPRS, February 2021. 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_ATA(2019)637976
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/election-results-2019/en/mep-gender-balance/2019-2024/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/delegations/en/about/conference-of-delegation-chairs
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/RULES-9-2021-01-18-RULE-015_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2019)637966
https://wiisglobal.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/7th-WIIS-Policy-Brief-v1-11-7-17.pdf
https://centreforfeministforeignpolicy.org/journal/2019/2/16/canadas-feminist-vision-for-the-g7-and-beyond
https://www.peacewomen.org/member-states
http://www.oecd.org/newsroom/development-aid-drops-in-2018-especially-to-neediest-countries.htm
https://ecpr.eu/Filestore/PaperProposal/05def9c8-34c6-4415-8df1-55144d2fd016.pdf
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With regard to gender balance, while administrative, institutional and training structures may have 
evolved, they are far from being able to act as true enablers of gender balance in leadership 
positions. Moreover, some experts posit that equality among the genders has yet to be considered 
a top priority, a prerequisite for it to become a leading aspect of foreign policy. 

A big challenge is reconfiguring public perceptions. While the WPS agenda is focused on human 
security and civil society roles, traditional security is linked primarily to military action and economic 
stability. A shift in the public's thinking about what the meaning of security truly is, with a strong 
emphasis on human security, could be the key to a more inclusive and well-rounded security 
agenda. Raising more awareness of gender imbalances, including through the way in which women 
are portrayed in the public space; addressing institutional culture and underlying sexism; and 
encouraging mentorship and role models for women, are some of the main challenges ahead. 
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