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On the cover: Women officers of the Formed Police Unit of 
the Nigerian contingent of the United Nations Mission in Li-
beria (UNMIL) participate in a medal parade held in honour of 
their service. 14 August 2008, Gbanga, Liberia

This policy brief benefited from the input and 

contributions of the following individuals: 

Megan Bastick, Anjali Dayal, Tara Denham, 

Vanessa Farr, Anne Marie Goetz,  

Katja Hemmerich, Nadine Jubb,  

Wenny Kusuma, Comfort Lamptey,  

Marcus Lenzen, Antero Lopes, Annette Lyth, 

Caroline Smit, Anne-Kristin Treiber,  

Ananya Vajpeyi, Kristin Valasek and  

Lee Waldorf.

First published in October 2007

Gender-Sensitive Police Reform  
in Post-Conflict Societies

71305_06_Gender_rv04_ACG   2 10/26/10   2:24 AM



1

In the last decade, women’s engagement in 

democratic governance, conflict resolution and 

economic activity, which are key components of 

the sustainability of peace in post-conflict con-

texts, has grown rapidly. Security Council resolu-

tion 1325 (2000) mandated UN Member States to 

recognize this fact and ensure women’s participa-

tion in peace processes. However, women face 

formidable constraints to effective engagement 

in public life after conflict, not least because of 

the threat or the experience of gender-based vio-

lence. women’s physical security is therefore 

an essential prerequisite to their effective 

participation in peacebuilding. The challenge 

of making public and private life safe for women 

falls on many public institutions, among which 

police services are central. With proper support, 

reformed police services can play a central role in 

promoting women’s peacebuilding work.

Police recovery and reform are widely under-

stood to be among the mainstays of post-conflict 

recovery, as the effectiveness of all governance 

processes derives from effective law enforce-

ment.2 However, a wide range of concerns must 

be addressed in post-conflict efforts to re-es-

tablish the rule of law, and in the past, women’s 

entitlement to security has often been an over-

looked aspect of the reform process. In addi-

tion to violating their human rights, the neglect 

of women’s security needs can compromise the 

inclusiveness and sustainability of peacebuild-

ing and efforts to build democratic governance 

after conflict. As a contribution towards more 

effective, rights-based and sustainable program-

ming in this area, this briefing note reviews key 

components of gender-sensitive police reform in 

post-conflict States.

To further the UN’s commitment to empower 

women and work towards gender equality in 

times of war and of peace,3 in 2006, the United 

Nations Development Fund for Women (UNI-

FEM), the United Nations Development Pro-

gramme’s Bureau for Crisis Prevention and 

Recovery (UNDP/BCPR) and the Department 

of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) commis-

sioned a study of the UN’s experience in gen-

der-sensitive police reform that would capture 

best practices to contribute towards the de-

velopment of minimum standards for policing 

policy and operations.4

Introduction
In early 2007, the Government of India sent over 100 highly trained women police officers to the Republic of Liberia, 

as the first all-female United Nations (UN) peacekeeping contingent. Early reports suggest that their presence in Liberia 

is helping to bring Liberian women out, both to register their complaints and to join the Liberian police service. The unit 

is making security services more accessible to ordinary women in a country with high rates of gender-based violence, 

including sexual violence.1 The contingent is a bold example of the UN’s broad aspiration to implement gender-sensitive 

police reform in post-conflict States.
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This study focused specifically on lessons learned 

from gender-sensitive police reform in Kosovo, 

Liberia and the Republic of Sierra Leone. The 

study’s findings show that gender-sensitive police 

reform constitutes a vital instrument in advancing 

the implementation of Security Council resolution 

1325 (2000) and implementing women’s human 

rights entitlements under the Convention on the 

Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against 

Women (CEDAW). It is an excellent means by 

which to establish accountable, equitable, effec-

tive and rights-respecting police services that are 

capable of delivering for women in crisis and post-

conflict situations.5 This briefing note outlines key 

elements of gender-sensitive police reform, based 

on findings from the inter-agency study and les-

sons emerging from UNIFEM and UNDP pro-

gramming in other countries.6

Definitions
Gender-sensitive police reform is based on the 

premise that women’s and men’s socially con-

structed roles, behaviours, social positions, ac-

cess to power and resources create gender-

specific vulnerabilities or gendered insecurities, 

some of which are particularly salient during and 

after conflict, because sexual violence may have 

been used as a weapon of war and may contin-

ue at high levels when conflict is formally ended. 

Gender analysis is therefore applied to police 

reform processes, ensuring that gender equal-

ity principles are systematically integrated at all 

stages of its planning, design, implementation 

and evaluation. Gender-sensitive police reform 

also addresses, for instance, how the construc-

tion of gender identities shapes perceptions of 

security and police mandates.

gender-sensitive  police services aim to pre-

vent and respond to the specific security 

needs of women and men, boys and girls. 

Gender-sensitive police reform should also con-

tribute towards building police institutions that 

are non-discriminatory, reflective of the diversity 

of citizens and accountable to the population at 

large. Police services would thus be better able 

to fulfill their essential mandate of upholding the 

rule of law.

The UN’s commitment to supporting gender-

sensitive police reform is based on the rationale 

that a gender-sensitive police service can sig-

nificantly enhance the security of citizens. This 

is paramount for human development, human 

rights and peace: when police services are not 

responsive to the different security needs of 

women and men, the threat of gender-based 

violence is far greater, particularly in post-conflict 

situations, seriously undermining the rule of law 

and post-conflict recovery efforts. Women in 

countries emerging from conflict are entitled to 

respect for and protection of their human right 

to gender equality. CEDAW and Security Council 

resolution 1325 (2000) together provide powerful 

legal and normative authority worldwide for the 

requirement that police reform incorporates all 

measures necessary to guarantee women their 

rights. The UN accordingly recognizes the se-

curity sector as a duty bearer with responsibility 

to guarantee women’s physical security—both a 

right in itself and an essential pre-condition for 

women’s enjoyment for all other rights.7

Key elements of gender-sensitive institutional 

change in the reform of any institution are:

 » The institution’s mandate: What is it sup-

posed to do and for whom? 

 » Operating practices, incentive systems and 

performance measures, as well as informal 

cultures: What are they supposed to do? 

Who does what and how? Who reviews per-

formance? 

 » The composition of staff and the division of 

labour and power between different social 

groups: Who does the work? Who makes 

the decisions? Who is held accountable? 

 » Accountability systems: How does the insti-

tution learn, correct mistakes and respond 
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to changing client needs? How do internal 

and external actors monitor and, if needed, 

correct mistakes? 

Post-conflict police reform designed to address 

problems such as corruption, excessive use of 

force, ethnic bias and gender discrimination must 

work with each of these elements of institutional 

change. Similarly, each of these elements comes 

into play in efforts to build a police service that 

is more responsive to women’s security needs.

Mandate:  Criminalizing abuses 
of women’s rights
In some contexts where systematic abuses of 

women’s rights are not prevented or investigated 

by the police, there is a profound gender bias 

in the legal system—in effect, there is no strong 

mandate to defend women’s rights. Abuses of 

women’s bodies and property, particularly when 

perpetrated by a male relative in the domestic are-

na, may be seen as a private matter not requiring 

police attention. Breaking the silence, including 

through legal reform to bring national laws up to 

international human rights standards, is therefore 

an essential first step towards building a law en-

forcement system that protects women.

In post-conflict contexts, legislative reform has 

been a priority for the women’s movement and 

for UNIFEM and UNDP. In Liberia, for instance, 

one of the first new laws passed following the 

election of President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf was 

strong legislation criminalizing rape.8 In Sierra 

Leone, the passage of three laws in June 2007 

designed to strengthen women’s rights in rela-

tion to marriage, inheritance and gender-based 

violence has been seen as essential to support-

ing efforts to improve the responsiveness of the 

police to abuses of women’s rights.

Formal mandates, however, may do little to alter 

entrenched gender biases and discriminatory at-

titudes. For gender-sensitive police reform mea-

sures to be effective, they must also be internal-

ized by society and the police officers themselves. 

This can be a particular challenge in contexts 

where exerting violence against women is viewed 

as a male social prerogative. Unchanged attitudes 

and mentalities result in familiar obstacles to effec-

tive policing of abuses of women’s rights, notably 

with regard to sexual violence:

 » underreporting by victims and witnesses; 

 impunity for perpetrators by tacit social 

 consensus;

 »  the pressure to treat violence against women 

as a domestic dispute that can and should 

be settled outside the criminal justice system;

 »  the tendency to regard child abuse as an in-

ternal family matter;

 »  the stigmatization of women who experience 

sexual violence by known persons;

 » blaming the victim;  

 » isolating the victim after trauma; 

 »  treating abuse as a matter of shame  

for the victim

Worse still, the police themselves may perpetrate 

crimes against women, ranging from sexual ha-

rassment on the streets to sexual assault in po-

lice cells.9 Even police women can be subject to 

gender-based discrimination and violence from 

male colleagues.

In traditional contexts, both the police and soci-

ety at large may favor negotiation and compro-

mise as the appropriate ways to deal with sexual 

violence. This can lead to situations in which 

men forgive men for violence committed against 

women. Such culturally determined behaviours 

are very hard to dislodge or alter through insti-

tutional reforms that do not engage with society 

as a whole. Like many other public institu-

tions, the police reproduce the stereotypes 

and prejudices of their society with respect 

to women and men. This directly shapes the 
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institutional culture, affecting mandates, opera-

tions and resource allocation. For these reasons, 

an essential feature of legal and social change 

is building women’s and men’s awareness of 

women’s rights and encouraging a shift in gen-

eralized gender biases through the use of media 

and popular culture.

Both male and female police officers require 

greater awareness of the nature, extent and se-

riousness of crimes perpetrated against women. 

Gender-sensitive police reform therefore needs 

to invest in specific training to build under-

standing of new mandates in law enforcement 

that specifically include gender-based violence. 

Police officers have to be trained to take these 

forms of violence against women and children 

seriously. They need to change their methods of 

dealing with victims and survivors who are often 

too afraid or too vulnerable to cope with aggres-

sive, invasive or insensitive behaviour from offi-

cers and staff at the police station. A number of 

UN agencies invest in gender training for the po-

lice, notably the United Nations Population Fund 

(UNFPA), the United Nations Children’s Fund 

(UNICEF), UNDP and UNIFEM.

While the criminalization of sexual violence is a 

priority for police reform in post-conflict situa-

tions, it must be accompanied by wider efforts to 

bring institutional mandates, doctrines and stra-

tegic missions in line with gender equality prin-

ciples. For instance, the police in the Republic 

of Nicaragua have enshrined a ‘gender perspec-

tive’ as one of their nine institutional principles 

and values. Moreover, gender issues should be 

systematically integrated into all components of 

police training to ensure that reform efforts go 

beyond the issue of gender-based violence.

Operating practices, incentives, 
performance measures
Training must be reinforced by changes in oper-

ating protocols and procedures, concrete incen-

tives to motivate and reward changed practices, 

and sanction systems to prevent or punish failure 

to comply with a gender equality mandate. Fi-

nally, performance measures should record staff 

commitment to gender equality principles, as re-

flected by new types of policing that respond to 

women’s and men’s needs so that these innova-

tions do not go unrecognized.

Operational protocols and procedures translate 

new mandates into new practices. In relation to 

effective responses to gender-based violence, 

new operating procedures have been developed 

in police services around the world that mandate 

the arrest of perpetrators upon reasonable sus-

picion (instead of persuading women to return 

to a violent partner), mandatory reporting to a 

higher officer, and assistance in providing medi-

cal attention to victims.10

Another visible change in operating practices 

involves setting up dedicated police units to 

address crimes against women. Women’s po-

lice stations, family support units and women’s 

desks are intended to provide an environment 

in which women subject to violence feel safer 

registering their complaints and taking steps 

to seek prosecution. They are often staffed ex-

clusively by female police personnel or women 

and men specially trained to deal with survivors 

of sexual crimes and to build effective investiga-

tions. Women’s police stations and dedicated 

gender units help to counter the underreport-

ing of crimes against women that is ubiquitous 

in patriarchal societies, as well as in their police 

services. By allocating specific resources to deal 

with sexual violence, a strong message is sent 

to the population about the end of impunity for 

these crimes. At the same time, these measures 

contribute to rebuilding trust among the civilian 

population in security sector institutions.11

In April 2005 the Liberian National Police es-

tablished the Women and Child Protection Unit 

(WACPU) with help from the United Nations Mis-

sion in Liberia (UNMIL) and UNICEF. WACPU 
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works with various governmental and non-gov-

ernmental entities, supported by the Gender-

Based Violence Inter-Agency Task Force, which 

coordinates the efforts of the UN and other do-

nors. Similarly, in Rwanda, the gender desk of 

the Gender-Based Violence Office (GBV Office) 

at the headquarters of the Rwandan National Po-

lice was launched in May 2005 with UNIFEM and 

UNDP support.12 The GBV Office was created to 

strengthen the former Child and Family Protection 

Unit and to respond to the legacy of sexual vio-

lence, especially rape, as an act of genocide.

Gender-sensitive police reform has, in many 

places, led to the creation not only of the spe-

cial women’s police stations mentioned above, 

but also to dedicated police units specifically 

designed to fight sexual violence, domestic vio-

lence, human trafficking and prostitution, in the 

form of Domestic Violence Units, for instance.

In recognizing the need for specialized approach-

es to gender-based violence in law enforcement, 

the UN General Assembly passed resolution 

52/86 on ‘Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice 

Measures to Eliminate Violence against Wom-

en.’13 This resolution provides guiding principles 

for the design of new operating practices and 

procedures to be applied in specialized units.

Another vital operational measure for main-

streaming gender equality concerns into police 

practices is the physical and communications in-

frastructure in a police station that allows staff to 

attend to and record the complaints, depositions 

and narratives of survivors of sexual violence. 

Toll-free telephone hotlines for rape crisis, dedi-

cated vehicles servicing the gender units, am-

bulances, separate medical examination rooms, 

private spaces for interviews, and tie-ups with 

shelters that provide longer stays for women who 

cannot return home are some basic elements of 

how a gender-sensitive infrastructure can better 

serve survivors of sexual violence. Occasionally, 

higher-order facilities like medical treatment and 

social, legal and psychological counselling, pro-

vided by non-governmental organizations are 

also integrated into the reformed police station.

Dedicated gender units within the police can 

support attitudinal change in the general 

public and encourage better reporting of 

gender-based crimes. They can have a similar 

effect on the attitudes of male and female po-

lice officers. The creation of a gender unit in the 

Kosovo Police Service, for instance, helped bring 

human trafficking and forced prostitution—major 

problems in post-conflict Kosovo—out into the 

Mongolian Peacekeepers of the 8th Contingent trained 
at the Tavan Tolgoi Peace Operations Support Training 
Centre, shown here, are to be deployed for the protection 
of the Special Court for Sierra Leone. 26/Jul/2009. Tavan 
Tolgoi, Mongolia. UN Photo/Eskinder Debebe.
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open and made them priority issues for the police.

For this positive effect to occur, however, it is es-

sential that dedicated gender units do not become 

undesirable departments to work in, underrecog-

nized and underrewarded. Powerful incentives 

must be provided to encourage police personnel to 

work in this demanding area, including promotions, 

visibility, public approval and psychosocial support. 

Personal commitment to gender equality should be 

rewarded and considered an indispensable com-

plement to wider institutional commitment.

In Liberia, WACPU has acquired something of 

the prestige of an elite task force within the larger 

body of the police, in part because donor sup-

port has ensured that these police units are better 

equipped than some of their counterparts. Police 

officers thus want to be associated with gender-

related work; it does not carry the common stig-

ma of being a neglected or low-priority backwater.

Sanction systems to prevent and punish non-

compliance with new mandates, policies and 

operating procedures are a central element in 

strengthening the impact and sustainability of all 

other elements of gender-sensitive police reform. 

Internal correction systems as well as external 

oversight mechanisms (see below) need to inte-

grate new benchmarks, codes of conduct and 

standards of operations.

Finally, gender sensitivity in operating practices 

should also be reflected in recruitment: commit-

ment to gender equality principles as an institu-

tional value should form an integral part of job 

requirements.

Staff composition: Divisions  
of labour and power14

Police work in all societies is seen as a ‘man’s job.’ 

This is evident from the fact that in most coun-

tries of the world, women are poorly represented 

among police personnel, as the figure below illus-

trates. Australia, with 29.9 per cent of women in 

its police service, and South Africa, with 29 per 

cent, are among the world leaders in this respect, 

but the exceedingly low numbers of women else-

where testify to substantial barriers to women’s 

access to police work and to problems with re-

tention of female staff once employed.

Increasing women’s representation in police ser-

vices is seen as an important element of gender-

sensitive police reform for a number of reasons: It 

is expected to support more effective community 

relations, since a police service whose compo-

sition more adequately reflects the population it 

serves may result in a greater perception of legiti-

macy. It can potentially moderate extremes in the 

Women in police services: global average

Low-income countries

Middle-income countries

High-income countries

0 20 40 60 80 100

8.5%

15%

17.3%

91.5%
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82.6%

Policewomen

Policemen
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use of force. Above all, it can result in a police ser-

vice that responds with greater alacrity and com-

mitment to preventing abuses of women’s rights. 

More women in the police does not automatically 

guarantee a more gender-sensitive police service, 

however, because incentive systems and training 

may still reinforce operating practices that dis-

criminate against women, particularly if women in 

the police are present in just token numbers.16

For this reason, efforts to recruit women must ‘aim 

high’ in the sense of seeking to attract large num-

bers of women to improve gender parity. Recruit-

ment drives targeting women must avoid gendered 

divisions of labour and power that relegate women 

to the lower ranks and the least-valued tasks.

In post-conflict Sierra Leone, the police set a 

quota of 30 per cent for female officers, and it 

is halfway to achieving this goal. The Kosovo 

Police Service currently succeeds in recruiting 

18 per cent women, above the Balkan average 

of 14 per cent. UNMIL developed a gender pol-

icy for the Liberian National Police that includes 

efforts not just to recruit and train more female 

officers, but also to ensure that they are not iso-

lated in the lower ranks. Women are placed in 

leadership roles in the police hierarchy, and the 

newly created Association of Women Police Of-

ficers enables them to build a culture of support 

among themselves. Furthermore, the Kosovo 

Police Service not only has women officers in 

all its units, but several of them occupy senior 

positions—a tactic that has a trickle-down effect 

and keeps women’s morale high.

effective gender-sensitive police reform en-

sures that women are promoted to the higher 

echelons in order to subsequently serve as 

role models for other women wishing to en-

ter and rise through the ranks. Likewise, these 

reforms should focus on promoting women’s 

equal representation in operational posts, active-

ly addressing women’s frequent marginalization 

to non-operational and administrative posts.

Post-conflict contexts can offer special oppor-

tunities for attracting larger numbers of women 

recruits to the police because of the way con-

flict may have changed traditional gender roles, 

with women taking on new roles as community 

leaders and even combatants. At the same time, 

a frequent obstacle to gender parity in police 

services in post-conflict contexts is that women 

may lack qualifications as a result of years of 

neglected schooling, which can either prevent 

them from entering the service in the first place 

or exclude them from promotions. In Liberia, the 

Liberian National Police addresses this problem 

by providing free education at the high-school 

level to young girls who are willing to undergo 

specialized police training once they are award-

ed their high-school diplomas.

Making the workplace a safe and supportive 

environment for women is an essential part 

of attracting women to and retaining them in 

the police. First and foremost, female officers 

must be protected from sexual harassment by 

colleagues. Zero tolerance policies with respect 

to sexual harassment and abuse are essential 

elements of gender-sensitive police reform and 

must be backed by strong enforcement actions, 

including complaints mechanisms, to demon-

strate high-level commitment to gender equality.

In addition, family- and child-support policies—

including maternity and paternity leave, ma-

ternity uniforms, and time off on working days 

for female officers to nurse infants—have been 

introduced in some contexts to retain female 

recruits. These policies have been deemed ef-

fective in retaining women in the Kosovo Police 

Service, for instance. Gender-sensitive police 

reform recognizes that women have special 

workplace needs related to their physical safety 

and their child- and family-care responsibilities. 

Women’s unequal access to education in some 

instances—owing to entrenched societal gender 

biases—might require additional investment in 

training to ensure that women are able to obtain 
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education and experience on equal footing with 

their male colleagues and that policewomen can 

meet prerequisites for promotion. In addition, 

both women and men experience high levels of 

stress associated with working with survivors of 

sexual violence; this must be addressed through 

psychosocial support services. 

Thus just as new physical infrastructure is often 

required for effective policing of crimes against 

women, new physical infrastructure may be 

needed to support the operational effectiveness 

of female staff.

Accountability systems:  
Responding and correcting
Gender-sensitive police reform requires that 

women become engaged in holding the police to 

account. Ensuring the accountability of security 

services in any country presents important chal-

lenges. Effective civilian and democratic over-

sight of security services, for instance, depends 

upon the level of transparency and democratic 

participation in any country. Beyond encour-

aging women in national politics to participate 

in parliamentary defence and internal security 

committees, there are other means of enhancing 

women’s engagement in oversight mechanisms.  

Police review boards, national human rights 

commissions, community–police liaison commit-

tees and international organizations can improve 

the relationships between women and the po-

lice, opening up channels for making complaints 

or supporting the police to better respond to 

women’s needs. Such complaint mechanisms 

should also be expanded to include complaints 

by internal actors and address wider issues of 

discrimination based on sex, ethnicity and HIV 

status, among others.  

Another key to effective accountability is 

public consultation that enables dialogue 

between the police and individual women, 

as well as the wider public, including members 

of the women’s movement, human rights orga-

nizations, marginalized ethnic groups and advo-

cacy groups that focus on HIV and AIDS. Such 

consultations could form part of policy design, 

implementation and monitoring.

The Kosovo Police Service works closely with a 

network of 85 organizations in the Kosovo Wom-

en’s Network, as well as with UNIFEM, to ensure 

that the police are regularly apprised of women’s 

needs and concerns. The GBV Office of the 

Rwanda National Police is supported by UNIFEM 

and UNDP to likewise engage with local women’s 

organizations so that it is better able to design and 

deliver its response to gender-based violence. 

Finally, new operating systems should be backed 

by gender-sensitive information systems that al-

low for evidence-based performance reviews 

and evaluations. These would also constitute 

a tool for gender-sensitive planning and better 

gender analysis in policy design, implementation, 

monitoring and evaluation.

Conclusion
In post-conflict contexts, there is a particularly 

strong need for gender-sensitive police reform. 

Such environments also frequently present op-

portune conditions for pursuing institutional 

change in law enforcement institutions and prac-

tices. This briefing note has drawn out four di-

mensions of institutional change that are evident 

in current gender-sensitive police reform efforts 

in some post-conflict countries: 

 » Changing mandates to direct the police to 

respond to crimes against women; 

 » Putting in place new operating practices, in-

centive systems and performance measures 

to motivate and reward new forms of polic-

ing that respond to women’s needs; 

 » Recruiting women and implementing mea-

sures to retain and promote them; and

 » Engaging women in accountability systems.

71305_06_Gender_rv04_ACG   8 10/26/10   2:24 AM



9

It is important to note that gender-sensitive po-

lice reform is still relatively new.  While some re-

gions, such as Latin America, are quite advanced 

in terms of setting up infrastructure to address 

crimes against women, others are still coping 

with deeply gender-biased legal frameworks. 

UNIFEM and UNDP will continue to support na-

tional efforts to make police services more inclu-

sive and responsive, broader UN efforts to main-

stream gender equality concerns and advance 

women’s human rights, and other system-wide 

efforts to build coherence in post-conflict se-

curity sector reform. Looking forward, effective 

and coherent gender-sensitive police reform will 

require the setting of performance standards for 

addressing women’s needs, effective monitor-

ing systems to track compliance, and quantita-

tive and qualitative evaluation to assess impact. 

Women are an indispensable part of the process 

of peacebuilding and social stabilization. After 

conflict, re-establishing a viable police service as 

quickly as possible, and ensuring that it is gen-

der responsive in both recruitment and policing, 

is essential to allow women to recover from the 

effects of extreme violence and to move forward 

with the business of rebuilding their lives and 

those of their families. 
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