
0 

 

  

 
 

Comparing Barriers to Women’s 
Participation in Civilian CSDP 
Missions: Belgium and The 
Netherlands 
 



 

 
 
 

1 

Contents 
Introduction .............................................................................................................................................. 2 

Differences in National Contexts ............................................................................................................... 3 

Similarities in Key Findings ........................................................................................................................ 4 

Motivation for being admitted into the pool and for applying for functions ......................................... 4 

Personal or family reasons discourage from applying ............................................................................ 5 

Mission experience is not considered a career advancement opportunity ............................................ 5 

Uncertainty about the requirements for positions ................................................................................. 6 

Uncertainty about the recruitment process ............................................................................................ 7 

Differences in Key Findings ....................................................................................................................... 7 

Seniority in rank plays a role in what motivates women candidates to apply ....................................... 7 

Lack of support from the hierarchy of the home organisation ............................................................... 7 

Lack of information was generally felt by most but differs by group ..................................................... 8 

A clear call for mentoring, buddies and contacts with experts working in missions .............................. 8 

The Way Forward ...................................................................................................................................... 8 

Recommendations .................................................................................................................................. 8 

Contact details ....................................................................................................................................... 10 

 

 
 
  



 

 
 
 

2 

Introduction  
As far back as 2004, the EU made a strong commitment to increase women’s participation in CSDP 
missions. This stance has been reinforced repeatedly, most recently in the 2023 Civilian CSDP Compact, 
which included a specific target to increase the representation of women in the international staff of 
civilian CSDP missions to 40%, with the aim for gender parity. The document emphasises Member 
States’ role in increasing the number of women candidates, with the 2023 Compact noting that “in 
2025, Member States will increase the number of female candidates to civilian CSDP”. To date, 
however, progress in this area has been slow. At the end of December 2024, the highest proportion of 
women seconded by all Member States made up only 26.4% of all seconded staff in civilian CSDP 
missions.  
 
In 2022, the Belgian Directorate for International Police Cooperation of the Belgian Federal Police (CGI) 
initiated a study to help improve their internal strategy to attract more women to participate in civilian 
crisis management missions. The CoE supported this study and developed a methodology document 
to help other Member States undertaking similar initiatives. In 2025-2026, a similar study was 
undertaken by the Security Policy Directorate (DVB) of the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(MFA). Both studies investigated what factors motivated and hindered women respondents from 
applying to expert databases/pools maintained by each agency (a pre-condition for applying to 
missions), and subsequently to participate in international civilian crisis management missions.  
 
This report compares key findings of both studies. It aims to increase understanding of the motivating 
and hindering factors for women respondents when applying to join expert pools, sometimes referred 
to as the civilian mission pool (CMP), and subsequently applying for positions in civilian CSDP missions. 
What this paper particularly focuses on is how these factors are influenced by different secondment 
systems – in case of Belgium, a police service (civil servants), and in the Netherlands, seconding Experts 
outside of Public Service (EoPS, non-civil servants).  
 
Based on the shared findings, this document also provides recommendations for how Member States 
can address these identified barriers and increase women’s participation — supporting Member States 
in their efforts to increase the number of women candidates for civilian CSDP missions. It is also hoped 
that these barrier studies may inspire other Member States to undertake a similar study adapted to 
their secondment system. This would be particularly useful in cases where the number of women 
applying for civilian CSDP missions is declining. The report may therefore help inform future barrier 
studies in police departments, or departments mainly seconding Experts outside of Public Service.   
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Differences in National Contexts  

 
 
There are some distinct differences between the Netherlands’ and Belgium’s two recruitment pools. 
Belgian Police seeks volunteers through an annual general call for applications among its staff 
members. Experts interested in international missions can apply and then must pass the internal 
selection process. As the experts are recruited from within the national integrated police, many may 
know each other.  
 
Unlike CGI’s pool, the Netherlands MFA’s pool contains Experts outside of Public Service. MFA has 
information on their website, and anyone interested can apply at any moment. Applications are 
reviewed during monthly meetings, and eligible candidates then need to pass a selection process that 
includes a psychological group dynamic assessment. Candidates accepted into the pool usually do not 
know each other. They can meet a few of the other experts during psychological assessment, or during 
mandatory training (pre-deployment and Hostile Environment Awareness Training (HEAT). Possibilities 
for networking and obtaining further information about the missions and functions are therefore more 
limited for the Netherlands’ candidates.  
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Another notable difference is the fact that experts in the Belgium Police pool need support from their 
hierarchy for applying for missions. On the other hand, experts in the Netherlands may have another 
job, meaning that they would need to resign from that position in case they apply successfully for a 
certain position in a civilian CSDP mission.  
 
Belgian experts return to their agency after having spent a year or longer on a mission. They may not 
be able to take the same position they previously occupied. Experts from the Netherlands need to look 
for another job once they return from a mission.   
 
Above mentioned differences influence the decisions and motivations of each individual expert on 
whether they apply for a post in a mission. However, when comparing the outcomes of both studies, 
there are also some striking similarities.   
 
The last point concerns the methodology for each of the two studies. The CGI study included both 
police officers and civilian staff members. There was rarely a difference in their answers, except for 
access to information about the annual call for applications.   
 
The Netherlands MFA survey answers were organised in two data sets: answers from respondents who 
had never participated in a mission (group N) and answers from respondents with experience in 
missions (group W). The groups were of equal size, but there were important differences in some of 
their answers.   
 
Both reports contain actionable recommendations; the most important ones will be included at the 
end of this document.  

Similarities in Key Findings  

Motivation for being admitted into the pool and for applying for functions  
The three main motivations for applying to the pool were similar for all respondents. The most popular 
reason for applying for all groups was interest in gaining international experience. Two other important 
reasons included professional growth and the aspiration to make an impact and contribute to peace 
and stability in the world.  
 
Once admitted into the pool, the motivations of Belgian applicants did not change. However, for the 
Netherlands respondents there were considerable changes, especially for respondents without prior 
experience in missions. Their interest in applying for missions became stronger, and all three reasons 
gained importance. Of particular note, is that for Dutch respondents with prior mission experience the 
aspiration to make an impact and contribute to peace and stability in the world became an even 
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stronger reason to apply again, with this reason being selected by almost all respondents, possibly 
indicating that they felt they had a positive contribution while in a mission.  
 

Personal or family reasons discourage from applying  
For the Belgian respondents, personal or family reasons are marked as the primary discouraging factor 
for long-term missions, such as EU civilian crisis management missions, and the second most common 
discouraging factor for applying to the CGI Experts database.  
 
As for Dutch respondents, a third of respondents said that personal or family reasons were discouraging 
them from applying to mission roles; this was the same for both respondents with and without prior 
mission experience. For respondents with no experience in missions there was another important 
reason for not applying: “currently employed”.  
 

Mission experience is not considered a career advancement opportunity  
Career advancement can be looked at in two ways: how it aids progression into new roles back home, 
and how it enables career growth within missions.   
 
For Belgian respondents, the option of advancing one’s career came as the least motivating factor for 
all groups. More specifically, they answered that mission experience was not beneficial for their career 
within the Belgian police.   
 
For Dutch respondents, this was mentioned only by those with previous experience in missions, and 
their answers related specifically to career advancement within a mission. They had noted few 
opportunities to advance to other positions in missions. It is known, for example, that gender advisers, 
human rights advisers, and press/public information experts often go from mission to mission in the 
same role and have difficulty growing into a more senior position. Many women (as well as men) in the 
Civilian Mission Pool (CMP) end up in Mission Management Support and Evaluation, Planning and 
Reporting, as also indicated in a report by CMC Finland. The career opportunities in these departments 
are more limited than in, for example, Operations departments, where mainly police officers are 
employed, and more men than women.  
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Uncertainty about the requirements for positions  

 
 
Among Belgian respondents, around 20 per cent of respondents perceived themselves as not 
experienced or competent enough to meet the requirements of the position as advertised, even 
though 90 per cent of them had ten or more years of work experience. The perception of not meeting 
the professional or language requirements was identified by participants as an obstacle preventing 
them from applying for positions in missions, even though several participants commented that their 
views of not being qualified enough were unfounded. One respondent indicated that she felt insecure 
of her competences while “rationally I know I am sufficiently competent.” Respondents also considered 
job profiles (as selected by the directorate for which they could apply) as narrowly focused on high-
level positions and specific job profiles which were seen to favour men.  
  
For Dutch respondents, it was the group without prior experience that expressed doubts about the 
function or lack of information. The positions offered sometimes don't seem to fit their careers, and 
there was also a feeling that some functions seemed more relevant to police officers. Some had the 
feeling that unconscious bias might play a role during the selection. Some candidates with prior mission 
experience noted that it seemed that job functions have changed over the years.  
  
Dutch respondents also mentioned that they had doubts about whether they were qualified enough, 
even though some recognised that this may be due to self-confidence about their own abilities. 
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Research shows that women take written job qualifications more seriously than men and apply for 
a job only if they meet 100% of the requirements, whereas men apply when they meet 60% of them1.  
 

Uncertainty about the recruitment process  
A third of those who were in the Belgian Police Experts database indicated that having too little 
information on the international organisations' recruitment process hindered them from applying for 
a position for an international mission.  
 
Both Dutch groups also mentioned having too little information about recruitment processes, although 
this was more a general remark by the group without mission experience (some may have applied for 
functions but were not successful, whereas others had no application experience yet). The group with 
experience in missions was more precise about the need for information about the recruitment 
processes; this included information about why they had not been successful after having participated 
in an interview.  

Differences in Key Findings   

Seniority in rank plays a role in what motivates women candidates to apply  
This was noted amongst Belgian candidates. In general, junior staff members were motivated by overall 
international experience, whereas senior staff members focused more on the relevance of a specific 
vacant position to their own professional experience. 
 

Lack of support from the hierarchy of the home organisation   
Lack of support discouraged experts from seeking international assignments. This appears to have been 
the case particularly among those applying to the Belgian Police Experts database and long-term 
missions (over six months). Almost half of experts who considered applying to the database or long-
term missions reported it as the most important obstacle. For short-term missions (from one week to 
three months), the figure was slightly lower.  
 
Dutch respondents did not need to ask for support from their hierarchy; therefore, this does not apply 
to them. 
 

 
1 Do women only apply when they are 100% qualified, whereas men already apply when they are 60% qualified? 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1002/ejsp.3109
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Lack of information was generally felt by most but differs by group  
Within the Belgian police, informal networks and colleagues are an important source of information. 
Police officers learn about the annual call for applications to the database in two main ways: through 
the police newsletter and from colleagues. However, there is a difference between police officers and 
civilian staff members in how they learn about the annual call: police officers mainly do so from 
colleagues, and civilian staff — through the newsletter. A larger percentage of civilian staff said they 
had not noticed the Belgian Police annual calls at all.  
 
As for the Dutch respondents, as mentioned earlier, candidates are admitted in the pool on an 
individual basis. Therefore, there are little opportunities to meet and get to know each other.   
 
The group without prior experience in a mission expressed the need for general information regarding 
missions: e.g. the location of the position in the hierarchy, the male-female relationship in the mission, 
safety (especially for women) in the country where the mission is located. The group with prior mission 
experience had a need for more precise and detailed information, for example, living conditions in a 
particular country, working conditions that apply to a specific country (number of days off, leave 
arrangements, travel allowance tickets).   
 

A clear call for mentoring, buddies and contacts with experts working in 
missions  
This was noted frequently by Dutch respondents. Being in the pool but not knowing many others can 
be an important factor for not applying. Experts in missions could be linked to those in the pool who 
may wish to have such contact. This could be for application assistance, but also for general information 
about the mission, and the nature of certain positions.  

The Way Forward 

Recommendations 
1. Women candidates who have been admitted into the pool have a strong interest in participating 

in civilian CSDP missions and contributing to peace and stability in the world. It is therefore 
recommended that ministries and seconding agencies in EU Member States undertake barrier 
studies in case they see that women in their pool apply less for civilian CSDP missions and 
investigate the reasons for lower applications this way.  

2. It is recommended that ministries and seconding agencies invest in career opportunities for 
their seconded women. For police departments that would mean a better career within the 
department, and for seconded EoPS — considering supporting women secondees with a career 
in missions.   
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3. Recruiters within ministries and agencies (those selecting nominations for vacancies in 
missions) need to be aware that, as one Dutch candidate formulated it, compared with men, 
women are more modest while applying, so recruiters should also look at their potential and 
development. Recruiters also need to be aware that seniority may play a role in how the 
candidate expresses their interest, and that there may be a need to provide better information 
about recruitment processes.  

4. Police departments should carefully address the support needed by women experts seeking 
international assignments from police hierarchy. Appreciating and highlighting valuable 
experience of women experts in missions can be addressed through various ways, including 
regular feedback from the expert to the home base, letting the expert tell their story to the 
hierarchy and to other colleagues during home base visits, and featuring stories from the field 
in internal newsletters and social media posts.  

5. Limited awareness about applications addressed by many respondents can be addressed 
through diversifying the information about annual calls and ensuring that it reaches a wide 
audience while providing clear and updated missions details (mandate, composition of staff, 
security in the mission and in the country).  

6. Ministries and seconding agencies could consider a buddy system — linking experts in missions 
to women candidates in their pool. They could also consider setting up simple mentoring 
programmes.  
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Contact details  
 
Marianne Flach 
Gender Advisor CoE 
Office@coe-civ.eu  

mailto:Office@coe-civ.eu
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