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GPS POLICY BRIEF

In 2015, the UN Security Council 
(UNSC) decided to improve its 
performance with respect to Wom-
en, Peace and Security (WPS), 
especially when it dealt with coun-
try-specific situations. The pro-
cesses leading up to this decision 
additionally included pressure on 
the UNSC to move toward a use 
of WPS references that was more 
action-related, signaled political 
will to realize the decision, and 
brought the content to be more in 
line with the original WPS aim of 
supporting women’s agency. By 
drawing on unique data on resolu-
tions adopted between 2015 and 
2021, this brief examines whether 
the UNSC has lived up to its de-
cision and the expectations of 
change.
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• Overall, in the period 2015–2021, there 
has been a minor decrease in resolu-
tions with WPS references. Despite the 
decision to focus on country-specific 
situations, resolutions addressing such 
situations were the least likely to con-
tain WPS references.

• The UNSC introduced more action-
oriented WPS language in resolutions, 
but the change was granular.

• From 2020 to 2021, UNSC resolutions 
with WPS references increased by 7 
percentage points. Country-specific 
resolutions containing WPS references 
increased by 20 percentage points in 
the same period.

• While the focus remains on improving 
women’s security, references to wom-
en’s agency have increased since 2015. 

• Over time, the UNSC has signaled an 
elevation in the priority of WPS refer-
ences.
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Introduction

As UN Security Council Resolution 1325 (2000) 
on Women, Peace and Security (WPS) cele-
brated its 15-year anniversary in 2015, the im-
plementation of WPS was found wanting by a 
range of actors, from those in the UN system 
and a number of states, to sectors of civil soci-
ety, academic, and activist communities. One 
critical dimension when seeking to improve on 
implementation is understanding how WPS 
is addressed in the UNSC’s own decisions. 
Through Resolution 2242 (2015), the UNSC 
recognized the “need for greater integration of 
Resolution 1325 (2000) in its own work” and es-
pecially decided “to integrate women, peace and 
security concerns across all country-specific 
situations.” In addition, in the processes lead-
ing up to the 15-year anniversary of Resolution 
1325, pressure grew on the Council to move to-
ward action-related language rather than empty 
rhetoric on WPS and to strengthen the political 
will to prioritize WPS when addressing conflict 
and post-conflict situations. Finally, but criti-
cally, the UNSC was pressured to adjust its ap-
proach to better consider the original, core aim 
of the thematic WPS resolutions: to support 
women’s agency and influence in matters of in-
ternational peace and security (Coomaraswamy 
2015).

This brief presents unique data on resolu-
tions adopted by the UNSC between 2015 and 
2021.1 These data allow us to assess whether 
the Council has lived up to its decision to im-
prove its integration of WPS generally and 

in country-specific situations in particular. 
Additionally, we will look closer at whether the 
UNSC has responded to the 2015 demands that 
the UNSC should a) employ more action-related 
language, b) enhance political will, and c) adjust 
the content of WPS references to be more in line 
with the original WPS aims on agency. As reso-
lutions constitute the highest level of UNSC out-
comes, we consider this to be the best material 
to study in order to assess whether the UNSC 
has lived up to the expectations of moving to-
ward improved implementability of language.

Has the Council Better Considered 
WPS?

As visible in Table 1, the answer to whether the 
UNSC has better integrated WPS language into 
its resolutions since 2015 appears to be negative. 
Despite some variations, there has been a down-
ward trend in resolutions with WPS referenc-
es, from 71% in 2015 to 64% in 2021. Less than 
half of the resolutions on country-specific situ-
ations contain WPS references, which is much 
lower than the overall number of 64% in 2021. 
Of these country-specific resolutions, those that 
lacked WPS references most commonly involved 
sanctions against specific countries or a regime 
as well as resolutions on nuclear non-prolifer-
ation and/or chemical weapons. That said, our 
data demonstrate that change is possible. From 
2020 to 2021, UNSC resolutions with WPS ref-
erences increased by more than six percentage 
points. In 2021, approximately 58% of resolu-
tions addressing country-specific situations con-
tained WPS references. Moreover, we should not 

assume that every resolution must refer to WPS 
for implementation to improve. It may be more 
important to improve on honing and realizing 
the pre-existing references than to focus on in-
creasing the total overall frequency.

Have WPS References Become More 
Actionable?

How actionable the included language is can 
be critical when it comes to understanding the 
chances for implementation. In this respect, 
the UNSC appears to have considered the de-
mand to move toward more action-oriented lan-
guage, but the change is granular. Of the reso-
lutions adopted from 2015 to 2021, 56% (231 
out of 410) have WPS references located in the 
operative section of the resolution. This is the 
section in which language is most likely to be 
turned into actions. There is substantial varia-
tion between what type of situation the resolu-
tions address. Of the 161 resolutions focusing 
on peacekeeping/special political missions that 
have WPS references, 93% include WPS refer-
ences within the operative section. Country-
specific and regional resolutions had the largest 
share of resolutions where WPS references ap-
pear only in the preamble, a section less likely to 
see implementation.

For the WPS references located in the operative 
sections of a resolution, it is additionally impor-
tant to examine a) whether the references can 
be considered to use specific language to indi-
cate what should be done, or (b) whether the lan-
guage is generic, or general/vague, in character. 
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Table 1: Number of resolutions by year and with WPS references (number and percent)

Year % of resolutions with WPS referencesNo. of resolutions with WPS referencesNumber of resolutions adopted

2016

2015

2017

2018

2019

2020

2021

Total

63

72

61

53

50

56

55

410

45

37

43

37

33

33

36

264

71.40%

51.40%

70.50%

69.80%

66.00%

58.90%

65.45%

64.39% 
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As can be seen in Figure 1, between 2015 and 
2021, generic references were more common 
than specific ones, but the use of specific ref-
erences did increase over time, surpassing the 
generic in 2021. There are here interesting dif-
ferences among the WPS themes of protec-
tion, participation, and gender-mainstreaming. 
Notably, in 2021, the share of specific protection 
language exceeded that of the generic and the 
percentage of specific participation references 
rose from a mere 2% of all WPS references in 
2015 to nearly 14% in 2021.

Has the Political Will to Implement 
WPS Improved?

WPS issues can be thought of as competing 
with a long list of other serious issues includ-
ed in a resolution, where implementation takes 
place in conditions of limited resources and po-
litical constraints. The type of instructive words 
used in relation to WPS references can there-
fore help us understand the extent to which the 
UNSC is signaling the importance of WPS ref-
erences – i.e., how prioritized they are. In Figure 
2,2 these instructive words are presented on a 
scale from 1 to 7, where 1 conveys the weak-
est importance and 7 the strongest. This shows 
that, in 2020, there was a subtle shift away from 
pairing WPS references with the lowest-inten-
sity instructive words, such as “calls for,” to 
words with higher intensity, such as “decides.” 
However, in 2021, the use of weaker instruc-
tive words again increased. There are also here 
interesting variations between WPS themes. 
Higher-intensity instructive words were often 

paired with WPS protection references, includ-
ing in resolutions focusing on country-specific 
situations.

It could be argued that strong instructive words 
work to prioritize the implementation of spe-
cific references but might be less effective when 
paired with vague or generic WPS language. 
The reason is that generic language inserts am-
biguity about what forms of actions or results 
the UNSC wants to see. Moreover, every WPS 
reference cannot be expected to be of the high-
est priority in every situation. Selectivity with 
regard to WPS references, just as with other is-
sues, is often necessary in conditions of limited 
resources. However, we do argue that it is im-
portant to bear in mind that a combination of 
WPS language of low specificity and instructive 

words conveying low priority reduces the chanc-
es for implementation.

Has the UNSC Redirected Its Focus on 
WPS toward Agency?

Not all forms of WPS references advance imple-
mentation in line with one of the original aims 
of the thematic WPS resolutions, which was to 
support women’s agency. In terms of whether 
or not the UNSC, over the 2015–2021 period, 
has attempted gradually to move away from re-
garding women mainly as victims, there is rea-
son to be moderately positive. As seen in Figure 
3, when the main content of WPS referenc-
es is disaggregated to capture three key WPS 
themes – protection, participation and gender 
mainstreaming – it is apparent that the UNSC 

Figure 2: Use of instructive words to indicate priority, 2015–2021
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Figure 1: Generic and specific WPS themes by year, 2015–2021
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This brief builds on a report for the project 
‘Tracking and analyzing Women, Peace and 
Security in the Security Council’, funded by the 
Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. It ana-
lyzes data on how the UNSC has lived up to 
expectations regarding WPS since the 15-year 
anniversary. This material can be used by states 
and organizations promoting WPS.

The Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO) is a 
non-profit peace research institute (estab-
lished in 1959) whose overarching purpose 
is to conduct research on the conditions for 
peaceful relations between states, groups and 
people. The institute is independent, interna-
tional and interdisciplinary, and explores is-
sues related to all facets of peace and conflict.
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continues to focus on improving women’s secu-
rity. However, since 2015, WPS references relat-
ed to participation have increased.

When moving forward on improving on partici-
pation, it should be noted that many women’s 
civil society organizations from conflict areas 
often push for inclusion of protection referenc-
es in UNSC resolutions. Their critique of the 
UNSC is instead directed at how the UNSC ar-
ticulates references to women’s security. The 
use of words such as “women and children” in 
this context has been seen as signaling a de-
valuation of women’s agency and as support-
ing a prevailing tendency to infantilize women. 
In line with this critique, our data show that 
the expression “women and children” is associ-
ated entirely with the WPS theme of protection. 
There are, however, interesting variations over 
time, which indicate that it is possible to change 
the language used to describe women. Notably, 
from 2015–2021, the use of “women and youth” 
– language mainly employed to signal agency 
and participation – has been steadily increasing, 
whereas the use of “women and children” has 

decreased. This shift occurred in tandem with 
two developments. First, participation-themed 
WPS references in UNSC resolutions have in-
creased. Second, a small but increasing number 
of WPS references have more explicitly linked 
protection and participation to capture the nex-
us between women’s agency and security. This 
second development reflects a perspective of-
ten articulated by civil society in relation to con-
cerns about shrinking civic space and violence 
against human rights defenders. Moreover, 
UN guidance now cautions against grouping 
“women” together with other categories such 
as “youth” unless they are mutually reinforc-
ing. Rather, women and youth should be consid-
ered as two distinct categories with differentiate 
needs and agency.

Conclusions

This brief has shown that, in a few key areas, the 
UNSC is making more use of language to foster 
implementation of WPS. If progress continues, 
these changes could decisively affect the lives 
of women in conflict and post-conflict areas. It 

is particularly encouraging that WPS referenc-
es increasingly contain more specific language 
and that participation references appear more 
often. Moreover, protection references are more 
often paired with stronger instructive words, 
which signals the priority the UNSC places on 
addressing serious human rights situations. 
These changes are positive, but there remains 
a need to continue addressing the critique of 
the UNSC’s articulation of women’s security, 
for example, its use of the expression “women 
and children.” One approach is to use language 
that fosters better understanding of the link be-
tween women’s security and women’s agency in 
promoting peace, as underlined by Norway’s fo-
cus, during its January 2022 presidency of the 
UNSC, on the nexus between participation and 
protection for women peacebuilders and human 
rights defenders.  

Notes

1. 12 resolutions were omitted from the dataset 
– seven on UN procedures and five focusing 
exclusively on WPS – so as not to skew the data 
on integration.

2. In Figure 2, there is a running polynomial trend-
line (dashed line) on the instructive word “Re-
quests”, with an R-squared value of 0.974, which 
is a good fit of the line to the data.
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Figure 3: Breakdown of WPS themes
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