
313 1 3

 EuropEan ViEw (2017) 16:313–324
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12290-017-0467-1

Women in the CSDP: 
strengthening the EU’s 
effectiveness as an 
international player

Irina Bratosin D’Almeida · 
Rebekka Haffner · Corinna Hörst 
published online: 26 December 2017 
© The author(s) 2017. This article is an open access publication

Abstract Security and defence cooperation in the Eu is being upgraded, and there-
fore the importance of the civilian missions and military operations launched in the 
framework of the union’s Common Security and Defence policy (CSDp) is likely to 
increase. This article argues that much can be gained by improving the gender bal-
ance in CSDp missions and operations. The participation of female personnel in crisis 
management has a positive effect on operational effectiveness and contributes to the 
acceptance of the mission by the local population. Moreover, women deployed abroad 
play an important role in overcoming gender stereotypes and demonstrating the Eu’s 
commitment to gender equality. This article explores the reasons for the low number of 
women in CSDp missions and operations. it suggests ways to improve the gender bal-
ance at the national and Eu levels, which would increase the Eu’s chances of resolving 
foreign affairs issues abroad.

ARTICLE

i. Bratosin D’almeida · r. Haffner · C. Hörst (*) 
wiiS Brussels, rue Franz Merjay 125, 1050 Brussels, Belgium

i. Bratosin D’almeida 
e-mail: ibratosin@wiis-brussels.org

r. Haffner 
e-mail: rhaffner@wiis-brussels.org

C. Hörst
e-mail: chorst@wiis-brussels.org

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s12290-017-0467-1&domain=pdf


314

 EuropEan ViEw (2017) 16:313–324

Keywords women | CSDp | Crisis management | Gender equality | Eu effectiveness

Introduction

The Eu operates in an increasingly difficult security environment. The nature of conflicts 
is changing, as can be seen in the rise of hybrid and cyberthreats, the multiplication 
of non-state players and the increase in the interaction between security forces, civil-
ian personnel and populations. These changes make international conflict management 
even more challenging.

against this backdrop, the Eu’s Global Strategy—which was presented by High rep-
resentative Federica Mogherini in June 2016—makes it clear that the Eu’s importance 
as a foreign and security policy player is growing:

The purpose, even existence, of our union is being questioned. Yet, our citizens 
and the world need a strong European union like never before. our wider region 
has become more unstable and more insecure. The crises within and beyond our 
borders are affecting directly our citizens’ lives. in challenging times, a strong union 
is one that thinks strategically, shares a vision and acts together. (European Exter-
nal action Service 2016a, 3)

To be able to play this growing security role internally and externally, the Eu is step-
ping up its security and defence work considerably. Eu policies, coupled with imple-
mentation mechanisms and financial allocations, are under pressure due to the need to 
address the above-mentioned threats and conflicts. The success of these policies is not 
only about the capability to produce the desired results but also about the legitimacy of 
the Eu as an international player.

The civilian missions and military operations that the Eu deploys in the framework 
of its Common Security and Defence policy (CSDp) are among its most visible tools 
for external action. They focus on a range of peace-building issues, including capac-
ity building, training, reforming the security and justice sectors, supporting border man-
agement, enhancing maritime security and monitoring ceasefire agreements. Thus far 
in 2017, the Eu has maintained 15 missions and operations worldwide. all missions 
and operations should mainstream human rights and gender throughout their work. 
Therefore, although limited in time and in scope, CSDp missions can contribute to the 
implementation of the Eu’s commitments to promote women’s role in peace-building 
and conflict prevention (Hörst et al. forthcoming). This article argues that women’s par-
ticipation in crisis management both contributes to the effectiveness of missions and 
promotes the Eu’s credibility and image as a defender of human rights. it is about mak-
ing compliance not merely a matter of rhetoric but actually implementing policies in 
measurable ways. it is about humanitarian agencies, civilian police and academics, as 
well as the military and defence, diplomacy, and development sectors engaging in new 
and better ways to measure and achieve operational effectiveness. ‘Effectiveness is 
the term commonly used to refer to the goal-attainment of a measure, thus relating the 



315

 EuropEan ViEw (2017) 16:313–324

1 3

outcome of a process to its original goals. in other words, an intervention is said to be 
effective if the outcomes match with the goals’ (Meharg 2009, 1).

Why is gender balance in CSDP missions 
and operations important?

Gender balance increases the operational success of missions and operations. numer-
ous studies have shown that diverse teams perform better than homogenous ones 
(Chen and Levine 2016; Hunt et al. 2015; Hoogendoorn et al. 2013). This evidence 
holds true both for police forces (asquith 2016; Miller and Segal 2013) and for military 
teams (Hörst et al. forthcoming, 18–21). it is important to note that the argument here is 
not about women being more peaceful than men but about women bringing a different 
perspective and skill set to the table. For example, when deployed on missions abroad, 
female soldiers are able to liaise with segments of the host nation society to which their 
male colleagues often have no access at all: to women who are in some cultures are 
not allowed to talk to men outside their families. in afghanistan, for example, naTo has 
set up Female Engagement Teams, Cultural Support Teams and Foreign area Special-
ists. Their roles include gaining a better understanding of the local security situation and 
insurgent activities, and gathering information by engaging with the female population 
(Tzemach Lemmon 2015; Lackenbauer and Langlais 2013). To address security con-
cerns more effectively, the institutions handling security should reflect the societies they 
are intended to protect.

Engaging female personnel in training efforts also increases the effectiveness of mis-
sions and operations significantly (Hörst et al. forthcoming, 19). according to the first 
annual CSDp report, of the 9,000 people trained by civilian CSDp missions in 2016, at 
least 1,300 were women (European External action Service 2016b, 4). including more 
female trainers could lead to more female personnel being trained and thereby broaden 
the outreach of the Eu’s training efforts. a more holistic approach enables the mission 
to address security concerns more effectively and demonstrates that it is accountable to 
the Eu’s own standards of diversity. Furthermore, role modelling in training is a way to 
change mind-sets. Mixed training teams do not only teach skills. They also showcase 
patterns of behaviour, for example, how a male team leader should treat his female col-
leagues on patrol or when making decisions (Hörst et al. forthcoming, 18).

Furthermore, the presence of women on missions and operations contributes to the 
acceptance of the mission by the local population, as female personnel can reach out to 
both men and women in the host nations.1 This in turn contributes to the implementation 

1 when deployed in afghanistan, the uS army found that female soldiers are often perceived as a ‘third 
gender’ by afghan men. while strict honour and tribal codes might prohibit afghan men from sharing infor-
mation with other men or afghan women (to whom they are not allowed to talk if there is no family connec-
tion), the american women—and foreign women in general—were placed outside the strict moral codes, 
which made talking to them easier for many afghan men (Tzemach Lemmon 2015).
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of the mission mandate. in Georgia no women serve at the check-points along the 
administrative Boundary Line that divides the conflict areas. as a consequence, local 
women preferred to talk to female personnel on the mission’s patrols rather than to local 
security officers (Hörst et al. forthcoming, 19).

if a core aspect of a mission’s mandate is to promote human rights and women’s 
rights, then one of the best ways of accomplishing this is to showcase in practice how it 
can be done. The very presence of women on missions and operations challenges any 
stereotypes held by those in the host countries (and unfortunately, often by the wom-
en’s own male colleagues as well). women functioning as patrol leaders or heads of 
missions—or in more general terms, women performing traditional military duties such 
as security checks or carrying out special forces assignments—send a strong signal 
about the professional roles women can play. This demonstrates the Eu’s ability to hold 
itself accountable to its own standards on gender parity in employment and shows that 
its compliance leads to actual change on the ground.

Moreover, when deploying women to crisis-management duties, it is also impor-
tant not to create or reinforce stereotypes and to ensure that women are strategically 
placed. For example, in ukraine a community policing team consisted solely of women. 
This situation led the local population and counterparts to consider community policing 
a soft area and not as important as the mission’s other focus areas (Hörst et al. forth-
coming, 18).

The presence of women in leadership positions is equally important. on the one hand, 
women in leadership positions serve as role models for other women that aspire to such 
roles. on the other hand, women leaders are more sensitive to issues of discrimination 
and sexual harassment and can contribute to creating a safer environment in which 
women working in the missions can feel more comfortable to speak out on issues such 
as (sexual) harassment. For example, it is reported that female managers contribute to 
a more positive working environment, with many women working in the missions and 
operations reporting feeling safer and more comfortable about discussing (sexual) har-
assment issues with a female manager (Hörst et al. forthcoming, 21). Diverse and inclu-
sive leadership is key in implementing a mission’s directive. Thus it makes Eu policies 
more effective when it comes both to addressing threats and conflicts on the ground 
and to showing that the Eu adheres to its own democratic principles.

Finally, aside from the argument that (gender) diverse work forces perform better, 
women’s rights are also workers’ rights, as set forth in the Treaty of rome (articles 
118–19). women should thus have access to equal rights in every aspect of life, includ-
ing work. But CSDp missions are not only employment opportunities: they serve as ‘the 
face of the Eu’ in host countries. Their composition in terms of diversity on all levels can 
further enhance the democratic principles and the legitimacy of the Eu. including more 
women in those missions and making them more visible would send a powerful mes-
sage about Eu principles of non-discrimination and gender equality. it would make the 
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standards set out in un Security Council resolution 1325 more credible.2 This resolu-
tion states that women play an important role in the prevention and resolution of con-
flicts, in peace negotiations, in peace-building and in peacekeeping. These declarations 
address all players. Thus, a diverse Eu mission team leads by example.

Why are so few women deployed on CSDP 
missions and operations?

Eu member states provide the majority of CSDp personnel. For civilian missions there 
is a degree of flexibility as member states nominate candidates but each individual mis-
sion selects its own personnel from those proposed. Missions have used this flexibility 
to proactively recruit women. However, it is the member states that provide personnel 
for military operations. and with personnel selection being dependent on the policies of 
the individual member states involved, personnel tend to be predominantly male. in 
2015 women made up 10.8% of the personnel in naTo’s armed forces (compared to 
10.3% in 2014).3 it is thus not surprising that the number of female soldiers deployed in 
CSDp operations is low.

Moreover, women seeking to join CSDp missions face other obstacles. in European 
societies, despite gender equality policies, soldiering is still largely perceived as a 
‘man’s job’. while women have fought their way into European armies, military com-
mand has often only opened up positions to women when forced to do so by court rul-
ings. although women can join the military, many of their fellow soldiers and large parts 
of society continue to believe that women are (physically) unable to do the job. in a 
recent study commissioned by the European parliament, women who were interviewed 
acknowledged facing more prejudice from the men working inside the Eu institutions 
and member states than from their male counterparts in the host nations. Many men-
tioned that their ability to do the job in conflict environments or in male-dominated fields 
such as the police force had occasionally been put in doubt by their own colleagues. 
women from civilian backgrounds faced even greater prejudice. The reality of the situ-
ation, however, is that women have led and currently lead some of the Eu missions 
with the highest security risks, such as missions in afghanistan, Mali and niger. This 
contradicts the misconception that women cannot take on challenging roles or are less 
capable than their male colleagues (Hörst et al. forthcoming).

additionally, the military structure and culture are highly vulnerable to the phenom-
enon of ‘toxic masculinity’, an extreme form of masculine behaviour which leads people 

2 un Security Council resolution 1325 is the first act passed by the un that specifically addresses the role 
of women in peace and security. The resolution emphasises that women bear the brunt of conflict violence 
and that more should be done to prevent sexual and gender-based violence and to prosecute those who 
carry it out. it also clearly indicates that women have a role to play in contributing to peace and stability.
3 naTo member states are expected to report yearly on the numbers of male and female personnel serving 
in their armed forces (naTo 2015, 9).
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to take unreasonable risks and makes them averse to admitting error. Toxic masculine 
behaviour often leads to contests among men eager to prove to themselves and others 
how masculine they are. it cannot accept a situation where women do the same job as 
men and perform just as well (Haffner 2017).

neither men nor women find it easy to combine a military profession, in particular 
deployments, with a family life. working hours can be unsocial and unpredictable, and 
training and missions may regularly require long absences from home. as family and 
childcare are still widely considered a female domain, women face more problems 
than men when being deployed on missions. after her appointment in 2013, German 
Defence Minister ursula von der Leyen caused a good deal of furore when she openly 
discussed the need to improve military personnel’s work–life balance.

Furthermore, positive narratives and widely known examples of mothers ‘leaving their 
children behind’ to go on a military mission are still rare. a German soldier addressed 
that gap and wrote a children’s book explaining to her three-year-old daughter what she 
was doing so far away from home and why it was necessary. The positive feedback and 
demand for the book4 clearly show the need for more such stories—and for deployed 
women to become the norm for their own families and for society at large. Having more 
men in the military speaking up about their wish to serve their country and about their 
desire to be present in their children’s life would be another way of breaking traditional 
gender stereotypes.

How to involve more women in CSDP missions

as most personnel on CSDp missions are seconded by Eu member states, the solution 
to the shortage of women lays primarily at the national level. There are good practices 
from which countries could certainly learn.5

Sweden is reintroducing conscription, and in connection with this, Defence Minister 
peter Hultqvist has stated, ‘it’s very important to emphasise that military service is for 
girls and guys’, and ‘it is important for the military to have a gender equal profile’ (olter-
mann 2017). Emphasising gender equality when it comes to conscription both sends a 
very important signal to society at large and is a great opportunity for young women to 
learn more about a possible career in the armed forces—which they might not consider 
without conscription. Sweden was not the first country in Europe to call women to ser-
vice: norway introduced female conscription in 2016.

4 according to the author’s Facebook page, about 200 copies have been sold so far: https://www.facebook.
com/meinemamaistsoldat/.
5 a resolution of the parliamentary assembly of the Council of Europe recently summarised concrete best 
practices and recommendations with regard to hiring and retaining women in the armed forces and ending 
gender-based violence (parliamentary assembly of the Council of Europe 2016).

https://www.facebook.com/meinemamaistsoldat/
https://www.facebook.com/meinemamaistsoldat/
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it makes a difference when leaders communicate clearly and openly about the impor-
tance both of equality between men and women and of diversity. The irish Defence 
Forces chief of staff, for example, made the case for diversity, emphasising the ben-
efits of diverse teams, such as greater innovation and better decision-making. in view 
of the complex problems militaries face today, a gender perspective—a more holistic 
approach that takes into account the different needs of men and women and the value 
of greater gender diversity—should be ‘institutionalised’ (Siggins 2017).

Leadership commitment to equality between men and women must be backed up 
with concrete policies, and implementation processes should be more than just a ‘tick 
the box’ exercise. at the European External action Service (EEaS), two women have 
been recently appointed as heads of mission, one in the Eu’s Capacity Building Mis-
sion in Sahel, Mali, and the other in the Eu’s police Mission in afghanistan. This brings 
the number of women heads of mission to an unprecedented 4 out of 15 (European 
External action Service 2016c). in Germany the minister of defence has implemented 
the ‘attractiveness agenda’, a set of policies that include measures aimed at enhanc-
ing flexibility and childcare facilities with the objective of increasing the German armed 
Forces’ attractiveness as an employer.

Like any other employer, the armed forces are carefully watching the changing 
demographics in Europe and preparing for increased competition in attracting and 
retaining qualified personnel. This is a challenge today, and it is likely to increase in 
the future. The importance of employers’ ‘diversity image’ was recently highlighted by 
a Deloitte survey which found that 72% of working americans might consider leaving 
their employer for an organisation which they consider more diverse and inclusive (see 
Deloitte 2017). if similar attitudes are prevalent in Europe, the armed forces will urgently 
need to move from words to deeds to keep up in the race to become inclusive employ-
ers. in times of personnel shortages, armed forces simply cannot afford to exclude 
potential candidates because of their sex, religion, ethnic background and so on.

integrating women into the military is one step; creating special female units to use 
the distinct advantages of having women on the battlefield is another. This norway has 
demonstrated by setting up the first all-female military special-forces unit in the world. 
The special unit was justified by the concrete added value of having women on the front-
line. Moreover, norwegian commanders found that the female unit contributed to troop 
motivation and ultimately helped to raise the standards of male units as well: where 
some women performed better than men, the latter would be likely to try harder or adopt 
more ‘female’ patterns of behaviour such helping other team members (angerer 2017).

while several positive examples can be found on the national level, the Eu should 
play a stronger role. First and foremost, the Eu can continue raising awareness about 
the importance of equality between men and women on CSDp missions and encourage 
member states to nominate more women. Furthermore, the Eu can adapt job descrip-
tions and family policies to make missions more gender-friendly. particular attention 
should be given to ensuring job descriptions are gender-neutral and list skills and expe-
rience that are needed to perform the job in the specific working environment involved.
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The Eu automatically defines all missions and operations as non-family duty stations, 
and it is assumed that all personnel will work in hostile crisis environments. This, how-
ever, is not the case for all Eu missions. Exceptions include the advisory Mission in 
ukraine, the Monitoring Mission in Georgia, the police Mission in the palestinian Territo-
ries, the Border assistance Mission at the rafah crossing point between Egypt and the 
Gaza strip, and the rule of Law Mission in Kosovo.6 in these types of mission, practical 
measures should be taken to ensure families can and are welcome to join family mem-
bers working on the mission. (These measures include providing for health coverage 
and arranging visas.)

The principal advisor on Gender and on unSCr 13257 can play an important role in 
making the CSDp more gender-friendly. at the request of several member states, the 
principle advisor on Gender recently visited several CSDp missions and operations in 
an effort to shed light on the important work undertaken by the gender advisors and 
focal points in the field, work that is often neglected. Furthermore, these types of high-
level visit are also a means to bring political pressure to bear on the leadership of the 
individual missions and operations for more action on gender mainstreaming. Mission 
personnel working on these topics report feeling more supported by EEaS headquar-
ters when such high-level visits address gender and diversity.

There is also a role for the informal Task Force on un Security Council resolution 
1325. it can further support the development of gender equality strategies for missions 
and operations, as well as for Eu departments dealing with crisis management. The 
Eu’s advisory Mission ukraine has drafted a gender strategy for the mission which 
attempts to provide a comprehensive answer to the question of how to make the mis-
sion more gender sensitive. offering such expertise and promoting these types of action 
can help institutionalise a practice which is today largely dependent on the personal 
commitments of managers or expert staff (Hörst et al. forthcoming).

Finally, while the European parliament plays no formal role in CSDp missions and 
operations, it can raise much-needed political awareness of the issue by

•  commissioning research on the topic of gender and the CSDp,
•  instructing the European institute for Gender Equality to collect sex-disaggregated 

data from missions and operations, and
•  ensuring that Eu staff in the CSDp receive questions on their efforts to increase 

gender-friendly policies within their structures.

6 This designation is without prejudice to position on status, and is in line with un Security Council resolu-
tion 1244/99 and the international Court of Justice opinion on the Kosovo declaration of independence.
7 The role of the EEaS principal Gender advisor is to ensure cooperation and coordination between the Eu 
and international, regional and national actors on policy and action related to gender and unSCr 1325. He 
or she is also to contribute to internal coordination on gender and unSCr 1325 matters, and to increase 
the visibility of these issues within the EEaS as well as in its foreign policies. For more information, please 
see European peacebuilding Liaison office (no date).
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Conclusion

The Eu Global Strategy states that the union aims to play a decisive role in global secu-
rity. The Eu has many well-developed soft-power policy instruments at its disposal, but they 
must be backed up by hard power. indeed, the Global Strategy recognises that ‘to engage 
responsibly in the world, credibility is essential. in this fragile world, soft power is not enough’ 
(European External action Service 2016a, 44). Eu security and defence cooperation is being 
upgraded; thus, the importance of CSDp missions in the union’s wider neighbourhood is 
likely to increase in the coming years. This makes addressing gender balance a key priority 
for achieving the operational success of CSDp missions. it also underscores the aim of tak-
ing a more integrated approach to conflicts and crises, one that looks at the multiple dimen-
sions of conflict, including gender (European External action Service 2016a, 28, 51).

while the evidence is clear that teams with greater gender balance increase the 
effectiveness of missions and operations, there is much to be done at the national and 
European levels to involve more women in crisis management in all positions and at all 
levels. Eu member states are mainly responsible for recruiting and retaining women for 
CSDp missions and for deploying them to these missions. Efforts to increase diversity 
and equality must be strengthened. The Eu has a vested interest not only in encourag-
ing its member states to improve gender balance but also in adapting its own practices, 
rules and regulations to become more gender-friendly.

Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons attribution 4.0 
international License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, dis-
tribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) 
and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made.
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