
 

 

Gender is more than numbers 
 
The mission objectives are key 
 

To our military organization, the mission objectives are key. Any military operational plan and its 

execution, should contribute to the overall objective of the mission. Correspondingly, in order to 

ensure that we are able to fulfill these mission objectives, recruitment and retainment of qualified 

and capable individuals, irrespective of sex, is crucial.  

 

At the same time, the defence organisation must reflect the core values of our Dutch society: 

those of equality and tolerance towards diversity (gelijkheid-vrijheid-solidariteit). These values, 

when translated to the internal organization, require us to re-evaluate strategies for recruitment 

in order to specifically ensure sufficient numbers of women next to men.  

 

Also, we have long since learned that in order to be effective, we require women. Particularly for 

my organisation, reported experiences from deployments in Afghanistan, Iraq and more recently 

Mali  have underlined and continue to underline the additional instrumental value of the matter 

for us: (…) we have learnt, and now know that, not applying a gender perspective in our 

operations could and will negatively affect our freedom of movement, our force protection and 

hence our ability to create a safe and secure environment, with due implications for population 

support and credibility. Thus, including women in our organisation is not simply a moral 

imperative. It holds particular value for our operational-effectiveness as both men and women 

have different qualities and interests that will each, in different ways, contribute to operational 

success. Women, like men, have proven that they can perform the same roles, to the same 

standards, under similar conditions, making them professional, compatible and complementary 

equals of value to our organization, and the mission objectives concerned. 
 

Deploying our female colleagues, will make them role models for change as, irrespective of their 

functionalities in the mission, their presence will inspire local women and girls, providing the 

mission with a double advantage, when working with female colleagues. My colleague Ella van den 

Heuvel’s clearly demonstrated this with the full female patrols in Lebanon.  In local, often male-

dominated environments, deploying women contributes to making the mission in general more 

approachable and in particular for female victims and former female combatants. 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 

Recruitment and obtainment of women does not come easily. 

Since the first women joint the Dutch Army in 1944, we learnt that these numbers of women are 

not easily obtained and maintained. With 11% military female colleagues in our organization, and 

1034 staff currently deployed of which only 7% are female in not just peacekeeping missions, a lot 

is yet to be done.  

Like in many organizations, we find that both men and women, based on their (constructed) frame 

of reference, are attracted to different organizations and functionalities within. Though we allow  

both men and women to apply for almost any specialism within our armed forces, we cannot 

neglect that men are more likely to be drawn to heavy combat functions, whilst women in larger 

numbers apply and are selected for other functionalities, like for example the health services. 

Though my organisation encourages women to partake in any role deployed and back-home, the 

Defence organisation alone will not be able to change these (gendered)preferences as they are 

stereotypical constructs, deeply engrained in our society. It is however also noteworthy that these 

challenges are similar within numerous organizations. The armed forces are for example easily 

compared to hospitals and the segmentation of sexes across their different departments, with 

orthopedics mostly dominated by men and gynecologists and nurses that are for the larger part 

women.  

Changed warfare → more women? 

It is our hope however, that with changes in the ways wars are waged, more opportunities will 

arise that are aligned with women’s interests. With the intensification of information wars and 

hybrid warfare, women may well be the better qualified-half to take up the job, ensuring an 

increase in their numbers. There are for example incredible women in the field of cyber security in 

every country (Keren Elazari, Dr. Kira Radinsky and Orna Berry), which proves a positive outlook to 

the future. Though men now typically still dominate the military environment, a lot can still 

change if women become more drawn to our organization because of changed requirements. 

Gender is more than just a percentage 

Though the presence and necessity of female colleagues is clearly evident, we argue that 

deploying women does not make for a gender sensitive organisation as a whole.  

Training 



 

 

Small and focused, but not limiting ourselves to just these numbers, we also focus on capacity 

building in the international arena. Based on valuable military operational experiences, 

experiences of former and current GENADs in Resolute Support and UNIFIL (Ella), we are a leading 

contributor to international training on gender.  

Within the UN, the retired Dutch Major-General Cammaert is in lead of “the UN Women Female 

Military Officers Course” (FMOC) supported by training capacity of the Dutch Ministry of Defense 

(Delhi & Beijing). This course is given three times annually, totaling 8 courses so far. The pre-

deployment course focuses on additional preparation of female officers in the run up to their 

deployment. As it is an all-female course, this course directly responds to the UN’s push for an 

increase in the amount of females deploying, with significant implications for force effectiveness. 

Similar to this course, the Dutch Ministry of Defense also provides training capacity to the UN 

Military Gender Advisors Course, which is the pre-deployment course for UN Gender Advisors and 

supports the integration of a gender perspective in the UN Staff Officers course. 
  

Since 2011 “A Comprehensive Approach to Gender in Operations” is a course developed in dual 

effort with the Dutch and Spanish Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministries of Defense. The course 

is given in both Spain and the Netherlands and another two times in Kenya in collaboration with 

US AFRICOM (International Peacekeeping Training Center). Each course accommodates 

approximately 40 students from diverse Ministries and organisations (NGO’s).  This course is 

therefore unique in its kind and underlines the relevance of gender in the military context, also 

linking gender to similarly relevant concepts like Protection of Civilians, Sexual Gender Based 

Violence and the Comprehensive Approach. 
  
Focus on our own Internal organization. 

Besides these above efforts, we focus on our own organisation ensuring that all of us, both male 

and female, understand and intrinsically value the gender concept, in order for each and every 

one of us to be able to apply it in our everyday, whether in the Netherlands or when deployed. 

This means that when planning and implementing our information operations and specifically for 

example a radio broadcast that intends to enhance trust and credibility, we must automatically 

consider local men’s and women’s availability to listen to-and receive our messaging. Success 

depends on awareness about contextual gender roles. Also, in a Train-Advise-and-Assist mission, 

our logistical colleagues, both male and female, must consider a gender perspective and advise 

about the necessity of smaller boot sizes for our counterpart female soldiers. Similarly, Tactical 



 

 

Combat Casualty Care (ZHKH) will be unsuccessful if our colleagues, concerned with training, are 

not aware of the cultural and gendered division between counterpart men and women in theatre. 

Small examples like these, demonstrate that gender does not stop at numbers, but requires an 

organisational change that will be gradual and requires time.  

This broader approach to gender has been further detailed in the by Parliament in December 2016 

approved Defense Action Plan 1325 and the subsequent Defense Implementation Plan 1325, of 

which the latter is currently under development.  Three lines of effort take center stage to make 

certain that gender is mainstreamed in the entire organization.  
  

 1. Firstly, similar to the Netherlands prioritizing training for gender internationally, back-

home education is also sought to be a key requirement for the development of awareness 

and to durably embed knowledge in our organization.  

  

 2. The second line of effort encompasses the institutionalization of ‘Gender in Operations’, 

which means that besides using education and training as a means to anchor gender in the 

organization, we are exploring additional ways to durably integrate the topic within the 

Dutch Defense forces. 

  

 3. The third line of effort focusses on personnel. Our intention is to embed dedicated gender 

staff, throughout the organization to oversee that a gender perspective is considered in all 

of our colleagues day-to-day business. 

 

Complementary to these efforts, the plan for Diversity and Inclusivity is a multiannual plan that 

endeavors to ensure that our Defense organization sets the right conditions for all of our 

employees, to successfully work within our organization. Women, like any other colleague, should 

feel appreciated, involved and respected in their contributions.  
  
 

We acknowledge that our work is far from done.  

It is clear to us, that our efforts in the mission context cannot be successful if we do not consider 

the instrumental worth of our female colleagues and a gender perspective for our entire military 

organization. Women play an essential role in the reconstruction, restoration and sustainment of 



 

 

peace and security, including in my organization, the Dutch Defense forces. Complementary, it is 

evident that a gender perspective provides us with a lens that is crucial to mission success.  
 

Though we are not there yet, we have come a long way in taking our responsibility and we will 

continue with these efforts, gradually increasing inclusivity in our organization. 
 


