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Private-sector potential and the WPS agenda 

While many businesses worldwide operate in conflict-affected 
areas, the potential for the private sector to make a difference 
around WPS remains largely untapped.1 This “missing link” is 
puzzling for several reasons.

First, gender equality is increasingly important within the 
corporate world. Given that so many global businesses with 
strong CSR commitments operate in conflict-affected areas, 
their apparent lack of awareness of how investing in women’s 
empowerment in these environments might benefit them  
is perplexing.

Moreover, global CSR initiatives have shown that they can 
react quickly to new challenges related to gender equality. For 
example, the United Nations Global Compact (UNGC)—the 
world’s largest corporate responsibility initiative—and the 
Women’s Empowerment Principles have published timely 
recommendations for businesses to employ a “gender lens”  
to the COVID-19 pandemic.2, 3

Finally, platforms that could support WPS-related corporate 
initiatives already exist. For example, Business for Peace 
(B4P) aims to harness the preexisting role of business in 
fragile and conflict-affected states to deepen private-sector 
action in support of peace.4 Other platforms, like the UNGC, 
might also be good vehicles for driving progress on business 
involvement in this area.
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United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 
(2000) was a watershed moment for women’s 
rights and roles in international peace and 
security. It established the Women, Peace and 

Security (WPS) agenda, which emphasizes the importance of 
women’s participation throughout the entire cycle of armed 
conflict. UNSCR 1325 and subsequent WPS-related Security 
Council resolutions call on all relevant actors to advance  
this agenda.

However, 20 years and nine resolutions later, the role of the 
private sector in furthering the WPS agenda and the goals of 
UNSCR 1325 remains underexplored. While gender equality 
is a centerpiece of most corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
initiatives and the importance of business for promoting 
peace is growing, advocates for gender, peace and business 
have yet to form a coherent front.

This essay argues that the private sector has enormous 
potential to unlock opportunities to advance UNSCR 1325 
and the WPS agenda. In it, I argue that the private sector can 
be particularly valuable for advancing women’s participation 
in peacebuilding and post-conflict reconstruction. After 
exploring current private-sector involvement in the WPS 
agenda, I explain why it is good for business and offer 
recommendations on how to advance its role in the WPS 
agenda throughout the 2020s.



However, conceptual links between this global CSR 
“infrastructure” and the WPS agenda are distinctly lacking. 
For example, a 2011 report on costing and financing 
UNSCR 1325 notes that while certain UNGC partnerships 
include projects on gender equality, they fail to contextually 
link these programs and women’s empowerment to 
peacebuilding.5

Progress on this matter has been slow, and there is a distinct 
lack of references to women or gender considerations in 
literature about business and peace in conflict areas. For 
instance, the 2010 UNGC-PRI Guidance on Responsible 
Business in Conflict-Affected & High-Risk Areas does 
not include any references to women. Their 2013 report 
Responsible Business Advancing Peace: Examples from 
Companies, Investors & Global Compact Local Networks  
fails to do so too.

However, certain NGOs and other institutions have made 
positive steps toward recognizing the importance of 
business for the WPS agenda. Cordaid, one of the biggest 
international development organizations and a member of 
the NGO Working Group on Women, Peace and Security, 
supports more than 60 female-owned enterprises in some 
of the most fragile contexts worldwide. Similarly, the World 
Bank has developed several initiatives to empower women 
entrepreneurs to promote peace and stability.6

Why advancing the WPS agenda is  
good for business

The business case for women’s participation and leadership 
globally is exceptionally strong: Female-founded businesses 
ultimately deliver higher revenue—more than twice as much 
per dollar invested—than those founded by men, making 
women-owned companies better investments for financiers.7 
There is also a strong link between women’s participation 
in the labor market and GDP growth. The World Economic 
Forum predicts that if the global gender gap in labor market 
participation is closed by 25 percent by 2025, an additional 
US$5.3 trillion would be added to GDP globally.8

These findings are important for conflict-affected economies, 
which tend to be fragile due to the lack of foreign investment, 
decreased living standards, mass emigration, and increased 
numbers of conflict-related disabilities and fatalities. As 
such, war is often referred to as development in reverse,9 
underscoring the urgent need for GDP growth in these 
economies. Since studies show that women’s inclusion 
and participation in economic life can significantly boost 
various economic indicators—thus accelerating post-conflict 
economic development and reconstruction—there is a clear 
business case for promoting gender equality in these areas.

On this score, business has massive potential to enact 
positive change. The private sector provides nine in ten 
jobs in developing countries,10 which largely overlaps with 
current conflict-affected and post-conflict geographies.11 
Employing more women for these jobs would improve 
business performance and economic growth, which makes 
a compelling case for businesses of all kinds to advance 
women’s empowerment in fragile areas.

For instance, multinational companies (MNCs) operating 
in such areas may provide employment and promotions to 
more women, outsource services and products to women- 
owned enterprises, and provide locally relevant skills 
training to women. Such actions can help develop more 
skilled, empowered workforces, benefiting both employers 
and communities. For example, a graduate of Goldman 
Sachs’ 10,000 Women Initiative program, who runs a brick 
manufacturing company in Kigali, Rwanda, primarily  
hires local women and has invested in a water pump for  
her community.12

Furthermore, stability is good for business, and studies have 
shown that countries with higher levels of gender equality 
are more stable.13 Therefore, investing in gender equality in 
conflict- affected areas is not only an excellent way for MNCs 
to show their commitment to CSR on a global level, but it 
is also likely to create more positive business environments, 
thereby attracting investment and creating more business 
opportunities.

Empowering women by involving them in business activities 
during post-conflict reconstruction and peacebuilding may 
also build lasting societal stability, starting from the family 
unit. Economically empowered women can financially 
support their families, divert family members from conflict-
related work opportunities, and reduce rates of domestic 
violence. International Alert’s Living with Dignity project in 
Tajikistan, which aims to build a socioeconomic environment 
that empowers women and protects them from sexual and 
gender-based violence, is a good example of this. It found 
that women’s earnings have increased fourfold since they 
started their own businesses as part of the project, and the 
percentage of women who report experiencing violence has 
decreased by 31 percent.14

The private sector can foster female entrepreneurship and 
contribute to the development of the local economy. For 
instance, Tupperware Brands’ Global Links Program helps 
Iraqi women develop technical and business skills. This 
project thus enables women to run their businesses more 
effectively but also to spread this knowledge to other female 
business owners.15
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Finally, if women are empowered economically, they can 
increase their political negotiating power in reconstruction 
and peacebuilding efforts.16 This increased economic 
power could directly contribute to one of the key objectives 
of UNSCR 1325: “ensure increased representation of 
women at all decision-making levels in national, regional 
and international institutions and mechanisms for the 
prevention, management and resolution of conflict.”

Outlook for the 2020s

The private sector can powerfully advance the objectives 
of 1325 and the WPS agenda more broadly. Moreover, the 
generational shift in attitudes toward CSR bodes well for 
implementing more meaningful, comprehensive corporate 
initiatives to promote WPS.

According to PwC’s Millennials at Work, the millennial 
generation will form half of the global workforce by 2020, 
and 88 percent of millennials prefer to work in companies 
that emphasize CSR.17 As this generation is promoted into 
positions of power, they are likely to push for change in their 
companies’ CSR practices. Corporate initiatives aiming to 
advance the WPS agenda could be a metaphorical gold mine 
for companies that already operate in conflict-affected areas 
and who want to improve their CSR performance in the 
2020s and beyond. 

There are several reasons this could be the case. First, 
advancing a worthy cause like WPS might be personally 
and professionally gratifying to the majority of the global 
workforce, PwC’s report suggests. Second, private-sector 
initiatives that explicitly focus on WPS are rare, and 
companies that start developing and implementing such 
initiatives may be recognized as innovators, raising their 
profile and motivating more companies to join the cause. 
Finally, this year’s 20th anniversary of UNSCR 1325 and the 
United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
establish a highly symbolic 10-year period between 2020  
and 2030 for companies to engage more in global causes that 
have not seen much progress.

Conclusion

Twenty years on, advancement of UNSCR 1325 and the 
WPS agenda remains slow on several fronts, including in the 
private sector. Global CSR platforms and practitioners have 
failed to recognize how the private sector might empower 
women in conflict-affected areas.

Most of these areas need economic growth urgently. As the 
main employers in many conflict-affected areas worldwide, 
the private sector plays a key role. Moreover, the private 
sector could accelerate and strengthen growth by increasing 
women’s participation in the labor market and committing to 
their empowerment. Evidence suggests that such initiatives 
may promote post-conflict recovery of local communities, 
creating a stable business environment, reducing violence 
against women, and fostering women’s political participation.

Although businesses may appear an unlikely advocate for 
advancing this agenda, there is a strong business case for the 
socially responsible millennial generation to start developing 
and implementing WPS-focused CSR projects within their 
companies throughout the 2020s and beyond. UNSCR 1325’s 
anniversary thus presents an ideal opportunity for businesses 
worldwide to capitalize on their potential by helping to 
achieve the objectives of UNSCR 1325 and the WPS agenda.



WIIS policybrief July 7, 2020       4

women in international security policybrief
References

1. Mavic Cabrera-Balleza and Nicola Popovic, Costing and financing 
1325 (New York: Global Network of Women Peacebuilders and 
Cordaid, May 2011).

2. Women’s Empowerment Principles, Resources weps.org. 

3. United Nations Global Compact, COVID-19: How Business Can 
Support Women in Times of Crisis (New York: United Nations, 2020).

4. Jason Miklian et al., Business and peacebuilding: seven ways to 
maximize positive impact, securityhumanrightshub.org, 2018. 

5. Cabrera-Balleza and Popovic, Costing and financing 1325.

6. Hartwig Schafer, Empowering women toward peace and stability,  
blog (Washington, DC: World Bank, May 16, 2018). 

7. Katie Abouzahr et al., Why Women-Owned Startups Are a Better Bet 
(Boston: Boston Consulting Group, June 6, 2018). 

8. World Economic Forum, The Global Gender Gap Report 2017 
(Geneva: WEF, 2017). 

9. Håvard Mokleiv Nygård and Henrik Urdal, War Is Development  
in Reverse, blog (Oslo: PRIO, September 25, 2015). 

Author

Karla Drpić (Croatia) is a student of MA War Studies at 
King’s College London and is a project manager at the 
UN Global Compact Network UK. She holds a BA in 
International Relations and Modern Languages from the 
University of Essex. She is fluent in Croatian, English, and 
Spanish, and has good knowledge of Italian and Portuguese.

10. Carmen Niethammer, “Women, Peace and Security—Challenges 
and Opportunities in Light of the Corona Pandemic,” Forbes  
(April 4, 2020). 

11. Scott Gates et al., The consequences of internal armed conflict for 
development (Part 1) (Stockholm: SIPRI, March 30, 2015).

12. Cabrera-Balleza and Popovic, Costing and financing 1325.

13. Niethammer, “Women, Peace and Security.”

14. International Alert, The women entrepreneurs ending violence in 
Tajikistan (London: International Alert, March 8, 2019). 

15. United Nations Global Compact, Companies Leading the Way: 
Putting the Principles into Practice (New York: UN, 2011). 

16. Cabrera-Balleza and Popovic, Costing and financing 1325.

17. PwC, Millennials at work: Reshaping the workplace (PwC.org: 2011). 



WIIS policybrief July 7, 2020       5

women in international security policybrief
1325AndBeyond – Essay Contest

In the run up to the 20th anniversary of the United Nations Security Council Resolution 
1325 (UNSCR 1325 (2000)) Women In International Security (WIIS) and the 
Heinrich-Böll-Stiftung Washington, DC launched an international essay competition 
1325AndBeyond.

WIIS and the Heinrich-Böll-Stiftung Washington, DC are proud to announce and publish 
the winning essays. The essays highlight innovative and imaginative ideas and strategies to 
achieve the objectives of UNSCR 1325 in the 2020s. 

F I R S T  P R I Z E
ANA LAURA VELASCO UGALDE (MEXICO)

UNSCR 1325 and the WPS agenda: A Feminist Response to Authoritarianism

S E C O N D  P R I Z E
AGATHE CHRISTIEN (FRANCE)

Enhancing WPS in the 2020s: Lessons Learned and Strategies for Transformative Change

ANNINA CLAESSON (SWEDEN)

Mobilizing a Forgotten Sector: A Case for a New Media Code of Ethics on Gender  
and Conflict

T H I R D  P R I Z E
PAULA DRUMMOND & TAMYA REBELO (BRAZIL)

1325 and Beyond: Moving Forward the WPS Agenda in Latin America

MUHAMMAD AMMAR HIDAYAHTULLOH (INDONESIA)

WPS in Asean: Progress, Gaps and Way Forward

F O U R T H  P R I Z E
ESTHER LUIGI (FRANCE)

1325 and Beyond

H O N O R A B L E  M E N T I O N S
CHELSEA COHEN (ZIMBABWE)

The Third Awakening: The Decade of SHE Politics

KARLA DRPIĆ (CROATIA)

How the Private Sector Can Advance UNSCR 1325 in the 2020s

TABITHA MWANGI (KENYA)

UNSCR1325 and Beyond: Engagement of Women in Dialogue with Terrorist and  
Violent Extremist Groups

GUDLAUG OLAFSDOTTIR (SWEDEN)

Promoting Women’s Rights: Creating Conditions for Post-Conflict Peace

ANTHONY ITODO SAMUEL (NIGERIA)

Dismantling the Structural Prejudices that Promote Gender Inequality

ANDREA TUEMMLER (UNITED STATES)

Escaping the Closet: Women, Peace and Security was Already Queer

WIIS and the Heinrich-Böll-Stiftung 
Washington, DC would like to thank the 
members of the jury: Fauziya Abdi Ali; 
Joanna Barelkowska; Chantel Cole; Jessie 
Evans; Chantal de Jonge Oudraat; Karma 
Ekmekji; Jessica Grün; Layla Hashemi;  
Karin L. Johnston; Miriam Laux; Maxinne 
Rhea Leighton; Kayla McGill; Hannah 
Neumann; Chiedo Nwankor; Hannah 
Proctor; Liane Schalatek; Donald Steinberg; 
Dominik Tolksdorf; Anna Von Gall;  
Roksana Verahrami; Karin Warner; Ursula 
Knudsen Latta. Special thanks to Kayla 
McGill and the members of the WIIS team 
for organizing the competition and to the 
Mobilizing Men as Partners for WPS  
(Our Secure Future) for contributing to  
the Honorable Mention awards.



women in international security policybrief
about wiis

Women In International Security (WIIS) 
is the premier organization in the world 
dedicated to advancing the leadership and 
professional development of women in the 
field of international peace and security. 
WIIS (pronounced “wise”) sponsors 
leadership training, mentoring, and 
networking programs as well as substantive 
events focused on current policy problems. 
WIIS also supports research projects and 
policy engagement initiatives on critical 
international security issues, including the 
nexus between gender and security. 

To learn more about WIIS and become a 
member, please visit http://wiisglobal.org/.
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