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Introduction
As global tensions rise and armed conflicts proliferate across continents, the 
international community’s dedication to peace and security is undergoing a severe 
test. Twenty-five years after the landmark United Nations Resolution 1325 on Women, 
Peace and Security (WPS), the promise of inclusive, sustainable peacebuilding 
remains frustratingly out of reach.  

The WPS agenda, once heralded as a transformative approach to international 
security, now finds itself at a critical crossroads. Funding for peace initiatives is being 
slashed, women’s rights are under unprecedented global pressure and geopolitical 
tensions are eroding hard-won progress. The United States’ recent dismantling of 
its WPS programme signals a broader retreat from multilateral commitments, while 
rising authoritarian movements threaten to push women further to the margins of 
political life. 

On 7 May, Friends of Europe brought together an expert working group to examine 
this disconnect and to envision a more effective framework for women’s participation 
in peace and security – a goal that has never been more pressing. 

The following challenges and opportunities were highlighted during the discussion. 

Challenges 

•	 Growing backlash and legitimacy crisis facing the WPS agenda, including 
ideological resistance and regressive political movements. 

•	 Widespread co-optation and misinterpretation of WPS, including its reduction to 
militarised or symbolic roles rather than transformative objectives. 

•	 Mischaracterisation of WPS as a Western construct, which undermines its global 
legitimacy and erases the diverse local leadership and lived experiences at its core.  

•	 Geopolitical double standards and selective donor engagement, resulting in 
inconsistent funding and attention across conflict zones. 

•	 Bureaucratic funding mechanisms that are disconnected from realities on the 
ground, undermining grassroots women’s organisations. 

•	 Institutional cultures in diplomacy, security, and defence that remain resistant 
to structural change and uphold patriarchal norms. 

•	 Lack of accountability and sustainability in institutional leadership, with progress 
often lost when individual champions leave. 

Never has this agenda been more relevant than now. 
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•	 Existing monitoring frameworks that fail to capture the full scope and depth of 
women’s contributions to peace and security. 

Opportunities 

•	 Transforming resistance to gender initiatives into a catalyst for renewed 
dedication to the fundamental values of the WPS agenda across governments 
and institutions.  

•	 Expansion of global, interconnected networks of women peacebuilders that 
support mutual learning and strategic innovation. 

•	 Engagement of women peacebuilders in complex settings delivers critical 
strategic perspectives and supports enduring community resilience. 

•	 Diffusion of concrete proposals for institutional reform, including mandatory 
gender-responsive budgeting and political quotas with real influence. 

•	 Renewed calls for a revision of the UN WPS resolutions to embed clearer 
mandates for gender equality in political power. 

•	 Broader reframing of WPS as a human security initiative, challenging militarised 
definitions of security and promoting inclusive peace.

Key points 

WPS legitimacy crisis and divisions 

The WPS agenda now faces a growing backlash that questions not only its relevance 
but also its legitimacy. Across global contexts, there is a regressive push against 
gender equality, women’s leadership and broader efforts in Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion (DEI). While this backlash is concerning, it has paradoxically acted as a 
wake-up call, compelling some governments, which had previously offered only 
performative or minimal support, to reassess and defend the core values of the 
agenda. 

One of the starkest illustrations of this backlash has come from the United States, 
where Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth recently announced the cancellation of the 
Department of Defense’s WPS programme – an extraordinary reversal of legislation 
signed into law by President Trump in 2017. While the actual implementation of 
WPS within the Pentagon has long been questioned, its outright abandonment 
sends a deeply troubling signal: a disregard not only for women globally, but also 
for the record number of women serving in the US military and defence institutions. 
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This decision is part of a broader erosion of soft power, marked by the decimation 
of the US Agency for International Development (USAID), cuts to the US Institute 
for Peace, the US Africa Foundation and even the Wilson Center – institutions that 
have long supported women’s participation and protection in fragile and conflict-
affected contexts such as Iraq, Jordan, Egypt and Libya. The potential for further 
cuts to UN funding only compounds this trend. These actions amount to more than a 
bureaucratic shift; they represent an ideological retreat from the values of inclusive 
peace and human security that the WPS agenda was built to advance. 

The crisis also highlights widespread misunderstandings about the agenda’s 
true purpose. Reactionary movements have sought to repurpose or co-opt the 
agenda, shifting its focus from peace and human security to narrow, militarised 
interpretations, such as focusing solely on enhancing the operational effectiveness 
of security forces. Some have reduced it to a simple call for gender parity or peace 
exclusively for women. However, the WPS agenda has always been a bold call for 
women to play a meaningful role in shaping the political, economic and social 
futures of their countries, offering a comprehensive vision of human security and 
inclusive peace. At its heart, the WPS agenda was never merely about achieving 
gender equality within existing structures; it was about reimagining those structures 
to ensure a more inclusive and just approach to conflict and security. 

Persistent and misleading characterisations of the WPS agenda as a Western 
construct, frequently by conservative actors attempting to resist the adoption and 
implementation of Resolution 1325, erases the lived experiences and leadership of 
women across the world who have been instrumental in shaping the agenda from 
the very beginning. This narrative must be pushed back. Framing WPS as a Western 
agenda not only distorts its history – it empowers regressive forces and silences 
the very women whose voices the agenda was designed to amplify. 

While the agenda recognises the importance of women’s roles in security forces, 
it also seeks to broaden the scope to ensure that women’s voices and experiences 
are central in peace processes, not only for their own benefit but also for their 
communities, countries and future generations. The agenda was, and remains, 
a call for transformative equality: a vision of peace where no one should have to 
suffer the horrors of war. To maintain its integrity and relevance, WPS must resist 
any narrow interpretations and remain focused on its original mandate – a human-
centred, feminist and sustainable vision of peace. 

There is a growing tendency to reduce the WPS agenda to UN Resolution 1325 
alone, particularly in multilateral contexts and especially during its anniversary 
year. This narrow focus risks overlooking the broader, more comprehensive nature 
of the WPS agenda, which includes multiple resolutions that require action from all 
actors, not just the EU. To preserve the integrity of the agenda, it is vital to recognise 
its full scope and the need for widespread, coordinated efforts. 
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The erosion of peacebuilding commitments 

The global landscape of conflict resolution is experiencing a profound crisis of 
credibility. This crisis manifests in multiple, interconnected dimensions that challenge 
the fundamental principles of international peacebuilding. The militarisation of 
global responses has transformed conflict resolution from a nuanced, collaborative 
approach to a binary, often violent engagement. Western powers increasingly view 
women’s participation through a narrow lens of military effectiveness rather than 
transformative peace potential. 

The geopolitical ecosystem now actively undermines women’s meaningful 
participation. Authoritarian movements are systematically rolling back women’s 
rights, closing civic spaces and creating environments hostile to inclusive dialogue. 
The surge of ultra-conservative movements has further sidelined women’s voices, 
relegating them to the margins of ‘serious’ security discourse. In many contexts, 
women peacebuilders face not just institutional resistance, but direct personal 
threats and intimidation. 

Funding mechanisms reveal stark ideological and geographical biases. Donor 
countries demonstrate dramatically different levels of commitment depending 
on geopolitical interests, with some conflicts receiving extensive support while 
others are effectively ignored. The humanitarian crisis in certain regions exposes 
these double standards, where women’s suffering is hierarchised and politicised 
rather than addressed holistically. International institutions, including the UN and 
regional bodies, have become increasingly bureaucratic, losing touch with ground-
level realities. 

The weaponisation of the Women, Peace and Security agenda itself has become a 
critical concern. What was originally conceived as a transformative framework for 
inclusive security has been reduced to a performative checkbox exercise. Military 
and diplomatic institutions frequently deploy women as symbolic representatives 
without genuine power or decision-making capacity. This tokenistic approach not 
only undermines the original vision but actively harms the credibility of peace and 
security frameworks. 

These systemic failures are not just administrative challenges but represent a 
fundamental breakdown of international commitments to human security. The 
disconnect between policy rhetoric and lived experiences has never been more 
pronounced, challenging the very legitimacy of current global conflict resolution 
mechanisms. 

The agency of women peacebuilders 

At the heart of the discussion was a powerful recognition of women’s essential 
contributions to peacebuilding, grounded in their lived experiences of conflict 
and reconciliation. Women often operate in some of the most complex and fragile 
environments, negotiating with armed actors, mediating inter-ethnic tensions and 
leading the reconstruction of communities shattered by violence. Their approaches 
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are frequently holistic, addressing not only the immediate symptoms of conflict but 
also the underlying structural inequalities that sustain it. 

Local women peacebuilders bring critical strategic insights that traditional diplomatic 
approaches consistently overlook. From the Balkans to the Middle East, they have 
consistently demonstrated the ability to bridge divides that many formal processes 
fail to overcome. Their work extends beyond resolving conflict; they actively mend 
social fabrics, create space for dialogue and foster community resilience where 
institutions have faltered. However, the racial and ethnic biases that persist in 
many peace processes often undermine these women’s efforts, leaving them to 
work within systems that marginalise their contributions and fail to address the 
intersectional nature of the conflicts they are striving to resolve. 

The intellectual and emotional labour of these women is profound and systematically 
undervalued. They operate with minimal resources, often risking personal safety to 
facilitate community healing. Their approaches challenge fundamental assumptions 
about security, viewing it not through military hardware but through human 
relationships, economic opportunities and social reconciliation. They understand 
that sustainable peace requires addressing root causes of conflict: economic 
marginalisation, entrenched patriarchy and systemic exclusion. 

Critically, these women’s networks are increasingly global and interconnected. What 
was once localised resistance has transformed into a sophisticated, transnational 
ecosystem of knowledge-sharing and mutual support. They learn from each other’s 
experiences, developing innovative strategies that transcend national boundaries. 
Their collective wisdom represents a powerful alternative to state-centric, militaristic 
approaches to conflict resolution, yet their experiences are often obscured by both 
racial and gendered biases in international policy and funding structures. 

The international community continues to treat these women as peripheral rather 
than central to peace processes. Funding mechanisms remain bureaucratic, risk-
averse and largely detached from the realities on the ground. Women peacebuilders 
are frequently asked to navigate burdensome administrative requirements, diverting 
valuable time and energy from their vital work. 

The most transformative potential lies in recognising women not as victims or 
symbolic participants, but as indispensable partners in building sustainable peace. 
Their approaches offer a radical reimagining of security – one based on human 
dignity, mutual understanding and collective healing. 

There’s something universal about this. There’s 
something timeless about this. Whether we have the 
agenda on paper or not, women peacebuilders were 
there before 1325, they will be there long after we’re 
gone.
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Reimagining institutional frameworks 

The discussion made clear that only radical institutional reform will suffice. Current 
structures have been fundamentally designed to exclude women, requiring a 
complete reimagining of decision-making processes. The approach must move 
beyond simply adding women to existing structures and instead fundamentally 
reimagine security and peace-building processes.  

Institutional culture represents the most significant barrier. Military, diplomatic 
and political institutions are shaped by deeply entrenched patriarchal systems 
that actively resist meaningful participation by women. Training pathways, career 
advancement mechanisms and organisational norms are systematically structured 
to uphold male dominance. Reforms must therefore address these root causes 
rather than focusing solely on surface-level representation. 

A robust and effective approach to the WPS agenda must go beyond numerical 
representation and adopt comprehensive strategies. One key element is mandatory 
gender-responsive budgeting, which should include earmarking funds for women’s 
organisations that serve as essential peacebuilders and service providers for 
vulnerable and marginalised groups – especially critical amid the ongoing funding 
crisis that threatens their survival.  

Quotas remain important – not only in securing women’s political power, but also 
in ensuring their meaningful inclusion in peace negotiations. Representation is not 
an isolated goal; when women attain political power, they are more likely to be 
involved in shaping peace and security decisions. This interconnectedness reinforces 
the broader objectives of the WPS agenda, illustrating that inclusive governance, 
equitable negotiation processes and sustainable peace are inseparable. Women’s 
presence in decision-making spaces must therefore be institutionalised, not treated 
as optional or symbolic. 

A fundamental shift is needed to recognise women not as supplementary actors but 
as essential strategic partners in peacebuilding. Their expertise spans mediation, 
reconstruction and reconciliation, yet current institutions largely overlook these 
multidimensional contributions. This applies equally to political power: while women 
may gain access to legislatures through quotas, they are often excluded from genuine 
decision-making roles. Ensuring meaningful political participation requires structural 
changes that place women in leadership positions across all levels of governance 
and negotiation. 

It must be noted that substantive representation – where women in power actively 
advance women’s rights and broader human rights – is not the same as numerical 
representation; it is this kind of transformative leadership that the WPS agenda 
seeks to embed across peace and political processes.  

We should look for not only WPS, but WPS plus 
political power for women.
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At the same time, real progress requires the active engagement of people of all 
genders who are committed to upholding the principles of inclusive peace and 
gender justice. 

In this context, participants suggested that a renewal of the UN WPS resolution 
would offer the opportunity to advance this objective. The text of the resolution, 
it was argued, should be more concrete and explicitly call for gender equality in 
political power, firmly anchoring women’s political leadership within the broader 
peace and security agenda. 

It is also essential to address the fact that, over the past 25 years, progress on the 
WPS agenda has been hindered by recurring issues such as ad hoc decision-making, 
a lack of sustained institutional commitment and a failure to hold senior leadership 
accountable. Valuable work often fades when key individuals, such as dedicated 
envoys, leave their roles and systems persist with ineffective practices. This issue 
is especially evident in the UN context, where the Security Council grants envoys 
significant power with little oversight or course correction, leading to dysfunction 
and cynicism. The result is a cycle of fragmented efforts and missed opportunities 
for continuous, systematic progress. 

The international community must also develop new evaluation metrics that 
genuinely capture women’s contributions. Existing frameworks rely on narrow 
criteria that systematically undervalue their impact. New approaches should prioritise 
holistic assessments that reflect both the visible and less visible dimensions of 
peace and security work. 

Ultimately, the discussion highlighted that institutional reform requires challenging 
deeply ingrained power structures, reimagining leadership and creating genuinely 
inclusive spaces for women’s strategic leadership.  

The WPS agenda must be understood as a human security initiative, not a narrow 
gender equality exercise.

Disconnect diagnosed and pathways to transformation 

The working group identified critical systemic disconnections fundamentally 
undermining the WPS agenda’s effectiveness: 

•	 Rhetorical versus practical commitment: Despite formal endorsements from 
over 100 countries, there remains a profound gap between institutional rhetoric 
and actual implementation. The agenda is frequently treated as a bureaucratic 
checkbox rather than a transformative framework for conflict resolution. 

•	 Geopolitical double standards: International responses to conflicts reveal 
stark inconsistencies. The Ukraine conflict exemplifies these disparities, with 
significant resources and attention directed towards certain geopolitical contexts 
while other conflict zones such as Gaza are systematically neglected. 

•	 Tokenistic representation: Women’s inclusion in peace processes remains 
superficial, prioritising numerical representation over meaningful participation. 



10
FRONTLINE VOICES — FIRST WORKING GROUP MEETING | 7 MAY 2025

Current approaches often integrate women without providing genuine decision-
making power or respecting their strategic expertise. 

•	 Funding erosion: Peacebuilding initiatives have experienced dramatic funding 
cuts, with some countries reducing overseas development assistance to minimal 
levels. This financial contraction directly undermines women’s capacity to drive 
conflict resolution. 

•	 Institutional resistance: Deeply entrenched patriarchal structures in military, 
diplomatic and security institutions continue to marginalise women’s perspectives, 
treating gender considerations as peripheral rather than fundamental to effective 
conflict management. 

These systemic gaps seriously undermine the credibility of the WPS agenda and 
its ability to bring about real change, highlighting the need for urgent action. Even 
so, despite the shortcomings of institutions, the discussion carried a sense of 
cautious hope. 

That hope stems, first and foremost, from the resilience of women peacebuilders 
around the world. What began as isolated efforts has grown into a connected and 
increasingly sophisticated network across many countries. These women continue 
to build peace and support local reconciliation, often without formal backing or 
recognition. They are not waiting for permission; instead, they are creating their 
own spaces for dialogue and problem-solving. Their work shows that meaningful 
change is possible, even in the most difficult settings. 

The strength of the global feminist movement to maintain solidarity across political 
and cultural divides adds further hope. Despite ongoing pushback, women continue 
to form transnational networks for support, shared learning and collective action. 

Finally, the fact that this conversation is taking place at all is a sign of progress. The 
willingness of diverse international actors to reflect on the WPS agenda, confront 
its limitations and explore new ways forward is an important step towards lasting 
change. 

Ultimately, the discussion made clear that hope is not a passive emotion but a 
deliberate and strategic stance. It demands ongoing critique, creative reimagining 
and a steadfast commitment to human dignity.
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Friends of Europe is a leading think-tank that connects people, stimulates debate 
and triggers change to create a more inclusive, sustainable and forward-looking Europe.

Friends of Europe
Connect. Debate. Change.

info@friendsofeurope.org
friendsofeurope.org

mailto:info%40friendsofeurope.org?subject=
http://friendsofeurope.org

