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Abstract
The increase in women’s leadership programmes has been paralleled by a growing demand on 
behalf of private and public sector stakeholders for pragmatic reporting on impact assessment. 
Yet, there remains limited research and tools available for conducting evaluation of women’s 
leadership programmes. Based on an extensive review of the literature and co-design with a sub-
national Australian government, we develop an evaluation framework for women’s leadership 
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programmes. Our framework identifies critical measures and indicators at a micro, meso and 
macro level that can be used by researchers and practitioners to measure the impact of women’s 
leadership programmes on women (and minoritised genders), organisations and structures – 
wider gender equality. We argue that evaluation is valuable in understanding the impact that 
women’s leadership programmes have as well as the impact they do not have – providing more 
rigorous analysis of the sometimes tenuous impacts of women’s leadership programmes. Such 
evaluation is critical to identifying women’s leadership programmes’ roles in tackling gender 
inequalities and women’s continued under-representation in leadership. It may also help identify 
other interventions and policy and legislative change needed to bring about a desired change.
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evaluation, gender equalities, women’s leadership, women’s leadership programmes

Introduction

Women’s leadership programmes (WLPs) are a popular avenue through which the public and 
private sector attempts to address gendered inequalities in leadership. The increase in gender 
equality (GE) and gender-specific leadership programmes have been paralleled by a growing 
demand on behalf of industry stakeholders for pragmatic reporting on impact assessment (Reale 
et al., 2014). However, the link between increasing individual leadership capacity and the impact 
on broader organisational and societal outcomes is tenuous (Njah et al., 2021). Indeed, there is 
limited research on the programmes, workshops and accelerators designed to address the under-
representation of women in leadership – including the evaluation of their impacts and effective-
ness. Through this article, we problematise this lack of evaluation for WLPs. While it is recognised 
that WLPs are only one part of a balanced policy response to gender inequality, without evalua-
tion they may be over-relied upon as a panacea for a full range gender inequality-related griev-
ances that they cannot realistically address. Evaluation also helps us to be better reflective of the 
role they do play, and what kinds of complementary policy or tweaks may help to move them 
from being a primarily ‘fix women’ approach to inequality to a ‘fix systems’ approach.

While there is substantial academic literature analysing, evaluating and improving the effi-
cacy of leadership programmes in general (Garman et al., 2021; Mongon and Chapman, 2012; 
Streeton et al., 2021) and some research on industry-specific GE policies designed to improve 
representation of women (Kalev et al., 2006; Timmers et al., 2010), this evidence tends not to 
extend to WLPs. The available literature tends to focus on individual intervention or experi-
ence (Chasserio and Bacha, 2023; Debebe, 2011; Isaac et al., 2012; Sinclair, 1997) or a spe-
cific sector (Hopkins et al., 2022). For instance, in their review of GE evaluation programmes 
and policy interventions Schmidt and Cacace (2017) cite a lack of evidence and oversimplifi-
cation of approaches. There is, therefore, a clear need for insights on evaluation methodology 
for WLPs from academic, industry and government perspectives. Gardiner et al. (2023) rec-
ognise in their systematic review of WLPs that there is an emphasised need for ‘enhanced 
methodological and theoretical rigour to guide the development of future women’s leadership 
programs’ (p. 1), a call to which this evaluation framework responds.

In this article, we develop the following methodological framework to measure the individ-
ual, organisational and structural GE outcomes of WLPs. We draw on a systematic, qualitative 
literature review and collaboration with an Australian sub-national (state) government depart-
ment to co-design a framework for evaluating WLPs. We identify two main issues to be addressed 
in evaluation frameworks. First, although many WLPs focus on the individual impact on women 
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as leaders, the multilevel nature of leadership processes and the wider impacts on organisational 
and structural/societal gender inequalities are infrequently addressed or measured, creating an 
important omission. Second, without an intersectional gendered lens, evaluation frameworks 
lack the nuance and context to substantiate and improve the impacts of existing WLPs. We there-
fore provide a rigorous method of assessing WLPs and offer recommendations for how current 
and future WLPs may progress beyond ‘fixing women’ to address systemic barriers and achieve 
greater representation across gender. We also reinforce others’ findings that WLPs are one solu-
tion among many policy options organisations can use to address gender inequalities.

In this article, we first cover (1) the ongoing under-representation of women in leadership 
positions and the consequent rise in WLPs, (2) the assumed theory of change (ToC) behind many 
WLPs and (3) current best practice evaluation frameworks for leadership programmes more 
generally as well as for WLPs, specifically. We used learnings from this literature review to 
develop our WLP evaluation framework, which was tested with data from several WLPs admin-
istrated by an Australian sub-national government department, before being further refined for 
publication. The scope of this article covers the development and key learnings from applying 
the WLP evaluation framework. This article is not designed to share the specific outcomes of 
any given programme evaluations, nor to determine whether WLPs are the most efficacious tool 
in addressing gender equality. Our contribution as such hopes to expand the global knowledge 
on ways to measure the effectiveness of WLPs at a micro, meso, macro and even meta level. We 
argue that evaluation is valuable in understanding the impact that WLPs have as well as the 
impact they do not have – providing more rigorous analysis of the sometimes tenuous impacts 
of WLPs. Such evaluation is critical to identifying WLPs’ strengths and weaknesses/limitations 
in tackling gender inequalities and women’s continued under-representation in leadership. While 
this article is meta-evaluative, focusing on offering an evaluation framework for WLPs rather 
than drawing conclusions as to the role of WLPs in addressing gender equality, WLPs cannot be 
the sole intervention. As such, the article recognises the complexity of interventions for gender 
equality, and attempts to engrain structural evaluation questions, criteria and indicators that are 
often absent from WLP evaluation. Through doing so, the framework may also help identify 
other interventions and additional policy and legislative change needed to bring about a desired 
change, once key gaps and/or opportunities are revealed.

Literature review: Understanding women’s under-representation 
in leadership and the rise of the Women’s Leadership Programme 
(WLP)

Despite significant progress in women’s labour force participation, workplace leadership 
remains gendered (World Economic Forum, 2023). Improved gender representation in leader-
ship is associated with a range of positive outcomes, including that organisations are more 
likely to implement policies and practices that further support gender equity (Fine et al., 2020; 
Terjesen et al., 2009), facilitate workplace cultures that are more receptive to women and gen-
der diverse leadership (Ely et al., 2011) and be more inclusive of other forms of diversity in 
the workplace more generally (Hoyt et al., 2016). The under-representation of women in lead-
ership roles highlights ongoing gender biases that continue to uphold and reinforce the norms, 
policies and legislation that facilitate career progression for men over women and other gen-
ders. It impedes progress towards workplace GE by limiting the extent to which women lead-
ers can affect structures, policies, and practices in addition to setting workplace culture and 
acting as role models within the organisation (Cook and Glass, 2015).
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Factors at a micro, meso and macro level (otherwise classified for our purposes as individ-
ual/interpersonal, organisational and structural levels) challenge women’s advancement 
towards leadership positions. While we recognise there are many ways to define micro, meso 
and macro levels, according to the literature and our experience co-designing this framework 
with government, we settled on these definitions as the most widely understood and actionable 
levels for evaluation (Schmidt and Graversen, 2020). Structurally, psycho-social processes like 
stereotypes and pervasive gender bias inhibit women. Organisational practices and policies can 
reinforce these, with challenges often relating to a masculine work culture, gendered workplace 
norms and exclusionary networks which may be critical for career stability and advancement. 
At an interpersonal level, there are factors such as caring responsibilities, and individual factors 
like self-efficacy beliefs and confidence affect women’s choice to apply for leadership roles. 
Factors across micro, meso and macro levels are also interconnected, for example, masculine 
leadership norms (e.g. think-manager think-male associations, (Schein et al., (1996)), may bias 
the recruitment process in favour of men leading to an overrepresentation of men in leadership 
and discouraging women from applying for those positions.

Women from minoritised backgrounds (e.g. from culturally and linguistically minoritised, 
CALM, backgrounds) face additional challenges and barriers progressing to leadership posi-
tions (Skouteris et al., 2023). There is evidence that CALM women do not feel that their cul-
tural identities are valued at work (Women of Colour, 2021) and they perceive more barriers 
to career success and lower support for professional development compared to non-CALM 
colleagues (Key et  al., 2012). Thus, any initiative towards achieving GE in the workplace 
must remain cognisant of these intersecting factors.

Given this complex and interrelated context for women’s leadership, WLPs rose out of a need 
to address the systemic under-representation of women in leadership and are a tangible option 
for public and private sectors alike (Mousa et al., 2021). Many WLPs focus on equipping women 
with individual skills, networks and intangible characteristics like confidence, based on research 
that women often underestimate their own abilities and are less likely to assert themselves in the 
workplace compared to men (Herbst, 2020). While improving skills and individual opportunities 
is important, there is little evidence that WLPs tackle other systemic factors such as gendered 
norms and policies limiting women’s career progression (Ely et al., 2011). For example, it is 
harder for women to make the strategic work connections to progress into leadership roles as the 
existing networks of leaders are dominated by men (McDonald, 2011). For this reason, WLPs 
have been criticised for their disproportionate focus on ‘fixing women’ (i.e. addressing individ-
ual barriers and skill deficits), which is relatively easy to achieve, instead of focusing on ‘fixing 
the system’ (i.e. addressing the systemic or cultural barriers), which is arguably harder to achieve 
(and, as we argue in this article, assess) but more important in helping women pursue and thrive 
in leadership roles (e.g. Burkinshaw and White, 2017; Howe-Walsh and Turnbull, 2014; Ryan, 
2023). Indeed, Diehl and Dzubinski (2016) categorise common organisational strategies 
employed to tackle under-representation, with WLPs most aligning to ‘technical: fix the women’ 
approaches, as opposed to the other three common organisational strategies that cut across meso 
and macro levels as well: (1) technical: create equal opportunity; (2) social: celebrate differ-
ences; and (3) sociotechnical: revise work culture.

WLPs are often regarded as more effective for women as compared to all-gender programmes 
(Debebe et al., 2016); however, some researchers have raised concerns that focusing solely on 
gender may in fact hinder women’s development. This view is based on an intersectional theoreti-
cal perspective that highlights how different social categories, such as race and class, intersect 
with gender to shape an organisation’s culture and structure (Wong et al., 2022). By prioritising 
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gender over other identities, women’s programmes may inadvertently reinforce the dominant 
organisational culture, which is often centred around the norms and experiences of White middle-
class men, by encouraging conformity to masculine workplace norms. This perspective has been 
argued by Debebe and Reinert (2014) as well as Plantenga (2004), while Acker (2012) provides a 
theoretical basis for understanding the intersectionality of different social categories.

Studies suggest that the effectiveness of leadership development programmes may depend 
on the size of the participant group, with smaller groups often having more success in achiev-
ing learning objectives and greater impact on leadership development outcomes (Avolio 
et al., 2009). Furthermore, the design and delivery of the leadership development programme 
can also impact the success of the programme, regardless of the number of participants. For 
example, customization of the programme to the specific needs of the participants, the use of 
a range of teaching methods and involving participants in designing the programme are all 
factors that can contribute to a successful programme (Day and Dragoni, 2015). Logistics 
aside, WLPs remain a controversial issue with some evidence of stigmatisation and a reluc-
tance of some women to attend (Devillard et al., 2012).

Pedagogical theories have also failed to keep pace with practice. WLPs tend not to be grounded 
in a coherent, theoretically based, and actionable framework for design and delivery. Lacking 
such a framework, many adopt an ‘add women-and-stir’ approach (Meyerson, 1998: 312), simply 
delivering the same programmes to women or other gender minorities that they deliver to ungen-
dered development programmes. This approach assumes that gender either does not or should not 
matter for leadership development. Others take a different tack, adopting a ‘fix-the-women’ 
approach (Ely and Meyerson, 2000; Ryan and Morgenroth, 2024). These approaches assume that 
gender matters a great deal, but they locate the problem in women: Women have not been social-
ised to compete successfully in the world of men, and so they must be taught the skills their male 
counterparts have acquired as a matter of course. While both approaches may impart some useful 
skills and tactics, neither adequately addresses the organisational realities women face nor is 
likely to foster in participants a sustained capacity for leadership (Ely et al., 2011: 475).

However, some recent research suggests a more nuanced view of WLPs’ potential impact. 
Preliminary evidence from STEAM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts and Mathematics) 
fields suggests that when strategically designed and implemented, WLPs, along with mentoring 
programmes, can potentially serve as ‘accelerators’ of structural chance (Johnson et al., 2023; 
Schmidt et al., 2018). This accelerator effect appears particularly pronounced when WLPs are 
combined with other organisational initiatives aimed at systemic change (Bilimoria et  al., 
2008). Thus, by moving beyond a simplistic ‘fix-the-women’ approach, well-designed WLPs 
may be able to address both individual skill development and broader organisational chal-
lenges. However, empirical evidence supporting these claims remain limited and are often 
context-specific. Moreover, it is crucial to recognise that while WLPs may have the power to 
initiate change, their effectiveness is likely limited without accompanying structural reforms. 
The true potential of WLPs may lie in their ability to raise awareness of systemic barriers and 
catalyse demand for more comprehensive organisational and societal changes. As such, WLPs 
should be viewed as one component of a broader strategy for achieving gender equity in leader-
ship, rather than a standalone solution to deeply entrenched structural inequalities.

Overall, the demand for teaching leadership to women has far outstripped the pace of 
research and theorising on women’s leadership development. While there are some indica-
tions that WLPs excel at improving the skills, networks and confidence of a small number of 
women, with a privileged group of women benefitting from individual mobility, there remain 
substantial gaps in how to measure broader impacts that WLPs might have – on organisations, 
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communities or structural equality, for instance. To create more impactful and sustainable 
progress towards gender equality, WLPs need to take into consideration the interplay between 
individual, organisational and structural barriers. By conducting such evaluation, organisa-
tions implementing WLPs may also find other gaps for interventions beyond WLPs that may 
be more effective in bringing about systemic change – or at least be complementary to the 
WLP. This is a key argument of our article, that while WLPs are a key point of analysis, they 
may not be the most effective tool to address gender inequality.

Our methodology

We co-designed, developed and delivered an evaluation framework and then pilot tested the 
impact of six WLPs administered by a sub-national Australian government department over 
the course of 18 months from January 2022 to June 2023. The WLPs included those focused 
on different types of leadership (communal, corporate), different ages and career stages (young 
leaders) and different demographics that could benefit from targeted programming (First 
Nations, cultural and linguistically diverse women). We conducted a systematic qualitative 
literature review of evaluation frameworks related to WLPs and Leadership Training 
Programmes (LTPs), followed by a review of existing evaluation programmes and a consulta-
tion with key stakeholders (programme managers of the WLPs, evaluation experts within the 
government department and third-party peak body organisations). Through this process, we 
identified a set of meta-dimensions and indicators that WLPs should utilise to understand and 
assess their impact on individuals (programme participants), the organisations or communities 
they are representing, and progress towards broader gender equality. We then pilot tested the 
evaluation framework across an initial four WLPs, which was extended to additional two 
WLPs and further refined. We discuss this process in greater detail throughout this article, 
including key learnings and reflections on the development and useability of the framework.

Relevant indicators for each programme were selected based on consultations with the 
government department and programme coordinators and designers. Although we sought to 
quantify the impact of WLPs on organisations and at a structural level, significant data gaps 
and project scope (short timeframe, for instance) hampered our ability to analyse impact in 
these domains. Specifically, we did not have access to organisational data. Many participants 
of the WLPs were not affiliated with specific organisations, or if they were, data on the organi-
sations was not known or not shared. Similarly, while we were able to gain a brief outline of 
data on broader levels of GE in Australia at the time of evaluation, causal complexity and the 
longer timeframes needed to measure the impact of WLPs at a structural level limit the feasi-
bility of evaluation at this level. Nonetheless, this initial structural level data was gathered to 
be used as baseline data to evaluate changes across time.

This article focuses on the methodology we used to develop the framework, its application 
and key learnings we gained in that process, in the hope it can be used by other researchers and 
practitioners that seek to evaluate WLPs’ impact. Due to the confidential nature of the data col-
lected in the pilot, we did not include the details of the specific programmes being evaluated.

What we considered in developing the evaluation framework

There were several key considerations that came to the fore across the literature relevant to 
developing the evaluation framework. This includes the lack of evaluation frameworks for 
gender-specific leadership programmes, the need for multi-level evaluation, use of indicators, 
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the need for a ToC, the importance of establishing a timeline for evaluation, difficulties in 
establishing causality and other general limitations and challenges raised by the literature.

Creating a framework for evaluating gender-specific programmes

Non-gender specific LTP provide a template of evaluation upon which WLP evaluations may be 
modelled. These, however, have several limitations including a tendency to focus on short-term 
(1–2 years post programme) impact at the individual level (Njah et  al., 2021). A longer far-
sighted time framed analysis (2–5 years post programme) would offer a better understanding of 
broader institutional changes across multiple institutions and sectors. In implementing our 
framework, we found that most of the WLPs that we evaluated focused on creating short-term 
impacts at the individual level, that is, focusing on within-person change among individual 
women from disparate organisations. This included change within individuals participating in 
the training, but also that individuals rather than, for example, multiple women from a given 
organisation or community were targeted by the programmes, limiting the possible organisation-
level impacts. This limited our ability to evaluate the WLPs at the organisational and structural 
level. To better evaluate organisational and structural change, a longer time frame of analysis and 
focus on creating broader institutional impacts would be required. Implementing a ToC, defined 
simply as a ‘descri[ption] of what the leadership training program is trying to achieve and how 
it hopes to get there’ (Njah et al., 2021: 4) may be a crucial tool in planning how the program can 
create broader institutional impacts. The time frames of evaluation and a ToC therefore emerge 
as important features of successful evaluation frameworks for LTPs.

Levels of evaluation

In analysing more specific literature on WLPs, recurring methods of evaluation become evi-
dent. Previous research (Goyal et al., 2010; Schmidt and Graversen, 2020) indicates that effec-
tive evaluation must be conducted at the micro (individual), meso (organisational) and macro 
(structural) level to be most effective (this maps onto the individual, organisational and struc-
tural indicators in the current framework). While these levels are undoubtably interconnected, 
and organisational and structural change can take place across the three levels, segregating 
analysis at these three levels allows for more effective and straightforward evaluation across 
a range of datasets (Schmidt and Graversen, 2020: 7).

1.	 Micro (individual level) including individuals and teams
2.	 Meso (organisational level)

(a) 	 Institutional rules
(b) 	Organisational structures
(c) 	Organisational cultures
(d) 	Organisational processes

3.	 Macro (structural level)
(a) 	Rules, incentives, structures and processes at the regional, national and suprana-

tional level

Evaluation criteria for meta-evaluation

Our view is that an analysis of micro, meso and macro impacts of WLPs is incomplete with-
out a meta-evaluation. An analysis of the philosophical ideas, programmatic ideas and policy 
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ideas underpinning WLPs, as part of an evaluation process, would provide very rich insights 
to help understand why and how certain programme objectives have (or have not) been cho-
sen, pursued and achieved. Philosophical ideas here represent the broad concepts related to 
values, moral principles or ideologies about what is desirable and undesirable in a society 
that frame the thinking and actions of policymakers when they decide what programmes of 
interventions to develop and how to implement these programmes via policies to address an 
issue. Importantly, these philosophical ideas are typically deep-seated and slower to change 
(Schmidt, 2011). For instance, WLPs could be underpinned by values of equity or of equality 
leading to the development of different programmes of work (Williamson et al., 2024).

These philosophical positions in turn inform the development of programmatic ideas. The com-
bination of broad goals, more specific objectives, available instruments and implementation 
approaches to achieve some ultimate social value represents programmatic ideas (Schmidt, 2011). 
Here, we are talking about a bundle of policies that are more or less coordinated to achieve common 
goals (Thomas and Turnbull, 2018). For example, the rollout of WLPs could be one of the policies 
that organisations implement as part of a set of longer term actions to address gender inequality, 
alongside other policies such as flexible work arrangements, family friendly policies, targets and 
quotas, and prevention of sexual harassment. These policies can be implemented as part of a planned 
or a more emergent process, in an incremental or revolutionary way in certain institutional condi-
tions (Sojo et al., 2022; Thomas and Turnbull, 2018). An evaluation of WLPs requires their consid-
eration in the broader programmatic environment, analysing institutional context and policies with 
which WLPs could have synergistic effects or that could hinder their implementation.

Finally, WLPs could be considered a policy idea. Policy ideas can be analysed at many levels. 
Here, we argue that policy formulation and implementation are two basic dimensions to consider 
(Schmidt, 2011). Some basic aspects of policy ideas that need to be considered in a meta-evalu-
ation of WLPs include the ToC that was followed, stakeholders consulted and involved in the 
rollout, allocated resources, guaranteed fidelity strategies, issues that emerged during implemen-
tation and how they were resolved, and dimensions of programme evaluation.

This meta-approach to WLPs is consistent with recognising the complexity of delivering 
GE change in organisations and at a structural level and fits with the broader literature which 
advocates for reflexivity in the change process (Wroblewski and Palmén, 2022). It also fits 
with broader findings of the structural difficulties inherent to some GE-related interventions 
– largely, that ‘gender equality continues to be perceived as women’s work’, drawing attention 
to who designs, implements and is responsible for the delivery of WLPs may reinforce sys-
temic inequalities (Clavero and Galligan, 2021: 1128).

Indicators

The use of indicators for the purposes of data collection and facilitation of evaluation is another 
frequently recurring theme. Selection of indicators is key: They determine the critical components 
in creating a pathway of change (Njah et al., 2021) and allow for the measurement, monitoring 
and evaluation of the efficacy of GE policies (Fitzsimmons et al., 2020). Previous evaluations 
have used several different indicators, with Schmidt et al. (2018) using 692 indicators in their 
analysis across personal to workplace conditions. While using 692 indicators may be comprehen-
sive, the useability of such a long assessment is low, and indeed the categories and indicators used 
to evaluate WLPs should differ dependent on the desired programme outputs. Njah et al. (2021) 
conclude that the timeframe of evaluation (1–2 years post programme, or 3–5 years post pro-
gramme) will determine the number of indicators used, with longer time frames requiring fewer 
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indicators for mapping institutional change. In attempting to construct indicators that have rele-
vance across a range of WLPs as well as measure against individual, organisational and structural 
GE goals, we have selected a smaller number of indicators for this research, with a focus on nar-
rowing in on the most important and useable indicators for our purposes.

Theory of change

A ToC focuses on mapping out or ‘filling in’ what has been described as the ‘missing middle’ 
between what a programme or change initiative does (its activities or interventions) and how 
these lead to desired goals being achieved (Center for Theory of Change, 2022; Mayne and 
Johnson, 2015; Rog, 2012). A ToC is ‘an outcomes-based approach which applies critical think-
ing to the design, implementation and evaluation of initiatives and programs intended to support 
change in their contexts’ (Vogel, 2012: 3). In essence, a ToC allows organisations to get to the root 
cause of the issue they are aiming to address and map how their chosen policy programme aims 
to influence or change that root cause. In the context of WLPs, a ToC should be used to ensure that 
a clear path can be evidenced between undertaking a WLP and achieving a desired result.

Once a WLP’s key components have been identified and its theorised causal pathways 
mapped and articulated, decisions can be made about which components and pathways of the 
programme are of most interest (Njah et  al., 2021). For example, Schmidt and Graversen 
(2020) based their ToC along three main axes: concept analysis, implementation analysis and 
effect assessment, relating to the analysis of the prerogatives of the programme, analysis and 
evaluation of the implementation of these prerogatives and a post-programme evaluation of 
outcomes, respectively. Goyal et al. (2010: 7) summarise the benefits of grounding evaluation 
frameworks in a ToC: in essence, a ToC facilitates the development of a shared understanding 
of how and why a programme creates change; provides a conceptual framework for monitor-
ing, evaluation and learning around whether a programme works; serves as a communication 
tool to explain programmes and impacts to stakeholders and enables constructive feedback on 
programme design and delivery processes.

The lack of ToC can create a challenge for programme evaluation as it is difficult to assess 
progress without a measurable goal (and a plan for achieving said goal). In addition, if a stated 
goal of a WLP is to have an impact on organisational or structural inequalities, a WLP may not 
be the right policy option, unless the WLP has a specific organisational or structural focus. 
Ultimately, a ToC should guide WLP evaluation.

Establishing a timeline for evaluation

Assessing the impact of a programme is highly dependent on the timing of evaluation (Miles 
and Cunningham, 2005; Schmidt and Cacace, 2017). As Reale et al. (2014: 37) underline, the 
relationship between the impactor and impacted is fairly direct and often ignores the fact that 
there are many intervening factors/variables. If impact is assessed almost immediately or too 
late after the finalisation of the programme, stakeholders may not link the achieved effects to 
the programme itself (Bell et al., 2011). Moreover, data may need to be collected over a longer 
period so that rigorous and robust impact assessments can be realised – in other words, ideally, 
evaluation is not a one-off action but is revisited over time for longitudinal impacts. In the 
context of developing our evaluation framework, we have sought to provide guidance on the 
most relevant time to conduct evaluation, depending on the type of impact sought to measure, 
and the indicators used.
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Establishing causality

While evaluation is useful for learning and improvement, accountability and enlightenment to 
guide further action, and should not strictly focus only on controlling variables for establishing 
and attributing causal links, we still argue that understanding causality is important to evalua-
tion that takes place. This is a key driver behind much critical feminist interventions – that the 
research and learning done seeks to reduce gender inequalities and move societies one step 
closer to equality. As such, a consideration of evaluating leadership programmes which aim to 
increase diversity in leadership is to establish whether programmes indeed cause positive 
changes among the aspiring leaders participating in the programmes, the organisations they 
work in and society more broadly. Even if not all WLPs aim to address structural-level changes, 
it remains relevant to consider: Did the WLP itself cause change, was it something else, was it 
a combination of factors, and regardless – how would one measure causality in a framework? 
Due to a range of limitations in study designs, existing leadership training studies vary consid-
erably in the extent to which they can establish specific causal effects (Podsakoff and Podsakoff, 
2019). This is likely because leadership training studies often occur in an applied context, rely 
upon client organisations and therefore may have little scope to demand rigorous research 
design. We acknowledge that these contextual constraints are often outside of researchers’ con-
trol and believe that well-designed correlational studies that temper conclusions accordingly 
can make significant contributions to the cumulative body of research. Still, it is important to 
outline some best practice standards of leadership evaluation studies, to guide researchers who 
have the goal and resources to investigate the causal role of leadership programmes.

To establish causality, it is first important to establish baseline data – the conditions or sta-
tus of individuals, organisations and structures pre-intervention. In a best-case scenario, WLPs 
should also incorporate a control condition (that is, a group of similar participants who do not 
receive the leadership training) to establish that any positive changes among participants in 
the leadership programme were not found among participants in the control condition and 
were thus due to the leadership programme specifically (Hariton and Locascio, 2018; Rubin, 
1975). If employing a control condition, participants should be randomly allocated to either 
the control condition or the leadership programme condition from a broad pool of individuals, 
to ensure there are no systematic differences between the two groups. In addition, researchers 
should try to remove contact between leaders and team-members in the leadership programme 
and in the control condition, to avoid cross-contamination effects (Martin et al., 2021).

We acknowledge these recommendations may be hard to achieve in applied research, and that 
there is a tension between what researchers wish to do and what study designs they are able to 
employ. We also acknowledge that there are concerns in the literature regarding what is gold stand-
ard or best practice to achieve in evaluation. As such it might be best to think pragmatically about 
what can be achieved with the evaluation, draw on guidance in terms of any design choices that 
could improve evaluation, and be upfront with any limitations. Because a key goal of programme 
evaluations is, in many cases, to establish causal effects, the above design considerations may be 
useful to inform choices about research design for WLP evaluation – even if not strictly adhered to.

Limitations and challenges

Evaluation of leadership programmes comes with a set of limitations and challenges. The 
choice of what, when and how in the context of evaluation can affect the evaluated pro-
grammes and their participants (Stone, 2016). WLPs face their own series of critical issues 
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due to their gender specificity, including the risk that stakeholders (programme managers, for 
instance) do not understand the politicised context in which evaluations take place (Sielbeck-
Bowen et al., 2002), there is sometimes limited institutional capacity for gender and gender-
sensitive evaluation design and implementation (Espinosa, 2013) and there can be an 
evaporation of the gender dimension of programmes during the implementation (Moser, 
2005). Moreover, assessing impact may suffer from a lack of data and indicators. GE research-
ers have pointed out the need for more sophisticated frameworks and methodological diversity 
and suggest going beyond traditional impact indicators and identifying fewer tangible impacts 
(Bell et al., 2011; Molas-Gallart and Tang, 2011). These considerations have played into the 
development of our evaluation framework, which we describe in the next section.

The framework

Our framework encompasses the three core levels of impact (structural, organisational and 
individual) that we believe WLPs should be measured against a range of different indicators 
and measures, as outlined in Figure 1. A key assumption of the evaluation framework is that, 
while the three levels of impact are interconnected, they are not always mutually reinforcing, as 
improvements in one will not necessarily result in improvements in another. The framework 
also includes overall programme assessment, in order to understand and evaluate programme-
specific logistical aspects (completion rates, etc.), as well as meta-evaluative indicators.

It is important to note that while we developed this framework in response to co-design with 
a sub-national government department and piloting with a series of programmes, this framework 
can and should be adapted as per requirements. It is thus provided as a useful guide, and an 
insight into our own thinking when developing a way of evaluating a range of WLPs.

Structural-level indicators

The broader societal context (the ‘macro’ level) that individuals and organisations operate in can 
influence their opportunities, available resources and barriers to progress. There is often an 
implicit, if not directly stated, assumption that WLPs will contribute to broader structural GE (as 
was the case for the WLPs we evaluated in our pilot). There are many methodological challenges 
to measuring WLPs’ impact at a structural level, as highlighted in the section on establishing 
causality. However, tracking changes at a structural level of gender equalities alongside the 
implementation of programmes can be useful at minimum in understanding changes in the wider 
social context. As such, by measuring these indicators, the intention is not necessarily to attribute 
causality between WLPs and structural changes, but rather maintain awareness of a wider status 
quo co-occurring with WLPs, as well as any changes over time.

We created an initial set of GE indicators most pertinent to the WLPs studied. We reviewed 
existing databases to identify indicators of structural and social gender equality. This was 
further broken down into three core aspects of women’s leadership that we felt most pertinent 
to measure at an overall, structural level: (1.) Representation of women leaders (in executive 
leadership roles, board membership, etc.), (2.) Experiences of women leaders and (3.) 
Recognition of women leaders.

1.	 Structural equality. These indices capture the proportion of women in formal leader-
ship positions (e.g. executives, CEOs, managers), on boards, in overall employment, at 
different levels of leadership and across different portfolios and types of work. Our 
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framework recommends attention be paid to indicators of GE for women generally and 
women and gender minorities specifically. Longitudinal data on economic empower-
ment and the gender pay gap provide additional indicators to trace improvements in 
GE at the societal, state and national level. The under-representation of women in 
leadership positions has a compounding effect: a lack of gender diversity contributes 
to the ‘token status’ of relatively few women in leadership, which further impedes the 
improvement of gender equity in these positions (Chang and Milkman, 2020). As more 
women complete WLPs and become agents of change for GE, this should be reflected 
both in an increased representation of diverse women in leadership roles and in more 
equitable leadership when this framework is used, and impacts measured over time.

2.	 Social equality. These indices assess women’s experiences working towards more sen-
ior leadership roles. While tracking changes in the proportion of women in leadership 
allows for the assessment of the rate of progress towards GE, it does not capture the 
barriers and challenges faced by diverse women aspiring to be leaders and those occu-
pying leadership positions. For instance, women often face the ‘glass ceiling’ that pre-
vents them from progressing to leadership positions (Cotter et al., 2001), followed by 
the ‘glass cliff’ that may impact their experiences of precarity once they reach leader-
ship (Ryan and Haslam, 2007). For these reasons, we have included indicators measur-
ing changes in the prevalence of gender stereotypes related to work and leadership, to 
monitor whether there are improvements in experiences of women working towards 
higher roles. Relatedly, the framework includes indicators for understanding recogni-
tion of women in leadership. Awards and credentials recognising women in leadership 
have been included as useful measures of social equality, both in how these awards are 
valued by the recipients and by the broader industry or community. It should be noted, 
however, that there is an important distinction between increasing the number of 
‘awards for women’ and ‘awards granted to women’. Context is therefore important in 
evaluated changes. We also recognise that there are other ways to measure women’s 
recognition in leadership that could be included as specific, tailored indicators per the 
WLP analysed. Rather than being limited or prescriptive to these indicators solely, we 
encourage users of this framework to adapt social equality measures relevant for them. 
For instance, taking into account awards and credentials was important for some of the 
WLPs we evaluated as that was an explicit aim of the programme – to see more women 
awarded and recognised.

Organisational-level indicators

Organisational-level indicators assess changes at the organisational level such as the reduction 
of gender bias in organisational policies and procedures. This can be considered the ‘meso’ 
level of analysis. It is a relevant component of the framework as, if more women participants 
are promoted to leadership roles in their workplaces, it is often assumed that they will become 
agents of change, driving their organisations to become more inclusive. That is, women’s 
formal and descriptive representation is often assumed to have an impact on substantive rep-
resentation and symbolic representation (Pitkin, 1972). While the literature is mixed on the 
degree to which this is true, the belief that women’s participation in WLPs will have impacts 
on their organisations is relevant to test, in part to determine whether it is the case, and in part, 
to determine whether there are ways to strengthen WLPs so that they do have an impact on an 
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organisational level. Therefore, tracking changes at an organisational level alongside the 
implementation of programmes can be useful at minimum in understanding circumstances 
and/or changes in the wider organisational context in which women are operating.

The following organisational-level indicators are included in our framework:

1.	 Organisational structure/policies. These measures assess existing organisational poli-
cies, processes and practices which perpetuate gender inequity at different stages of the 
work cycle including recruitment, training, promotion, performance evaluation, pay 
and termination. For instance, women might be underrepresented in leadership roles as 
a result of organisational promotion policies that fail to consider caregiving labour 
outside of the workplace. Such policies are more likely to disadvantage women 
(Starmarski and Son Hing, 2015). Given many of the WLPs we evaluated sought to 
have an impact at an organisational level, under a theory that more empowered women 
might change their organisations for the better, we sought to use these indicators to 
determine over time whether WLPs made a difference to: flexible work and leave, 
sexual harassment, childcare, inclusive recruitment and promotion, equal pay, GE in 
the supply chain as well as whether the organisations have established Equity, Diversity 
and Inclusion Committees. Structural data on the presence of women in leadership is 
also a necessary pillar of this measurement, again under the assumption that participa-
tion in WLPs, over time, improves women’s representation in leadership.

2.	 Organisational performance. These measures capture organisational performance 
such as the level of profitability, growth and stock market performance. Research sug-
gests that gender equity (and diversity in general) is beneficial to organisations boost-
ing productivity, innovation and, in some instances, overall profitability (Erhardt et al., 
2003). While many organisations have a focus on the ‘business case’ for diversity and 
investing in WLPs or other initiatives for the benefits more women might provide in an 
organisation, it is important to note that measuring changes in organisational perfor-
mance should be irrelevant to the goal of addressing women’s systematic under-repre-
sentation in leadership. We note that this information can be critical and demanded 
from organisations, however where it is used, we encourage the collection and use of 
this information with caution.

3.	 Workplace experiences. These measures assess participants’ experiences in relation to 
gender bias, discrimination or a sense of cultural safety in their workplaces. These 
measures are proxies for assessing an organisational culture, that is beliefs, assump-
tions and values shared by members of an organisation. Organisational culture is 
important in shaping perceptions and behaviours that promote GE and affects the effi-
cacy of organisational policies. Participants who completed WLPs might be expected 
to contribute to improving organisational culture that is more equitable and inclusive. 
Thus, they should report lower perceived gender bias and discrimination but a higher 
sense of cultural safety (for more reading on cultural safety and its relevance to WLPs, 
see, for instance: Debebe, 2011; Ryan, 2020).

At a practical implementation level, to include organisational indicators, WLP coordinators 
should consider partnering with specific organisations, ideally recruiting multiple participants 
per organisation, to create the conditions for a ‘critical mass’ and broader network opportuni-
ties enhancing collective action.1 Data on participants’ organisational affiliations may need to 
be collected and tracked over time, which can present some significant limitations. This 
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reinforces the importance of WLP design that considers what kinds of impact a programme 
seeks to have, and map appropriate pathways to achieve that impact through a ToC. Measuring 
organisational impact of WLPs without effectively building in pathways to create organisa-
tional impact can therefore be a major shortcoming of WLPs.

Individual-level indicators

These measures assess changes at the individual participant (‘micro’) level during and after 
the programme. These measures are those most commonly found in the literature and most 
often used in practice (as opposed to organisational or structural measures, given the individu-
alised nature of many WLPs).

1.	 Programme Experience. These measures assess perceived programme quality and 
effectiveness, such as satisfaction with the programme and participants’ willingness to 
recommend it to future cohorts. Measures such as ‘psychological safety’ are important 
for assessing whether participants felt comfortable during the programme (Nash and 
Moore, 2019), which may also be linked to the efficacy of the programme. That is, 
particularly when considering intersectionality and First Nations women (for instance) 
a lack of psychological and cultural safety may render the programmatic contents less 
or ineffective (for instance, see: Debebe, 2011; Ryan, 2020).

2.	 Knowledge and Skills. These measures are meant to be programme specific, reflecting 
the individual programme’s content and the underlying ToC. For example, WLPs 
designed to get women into board leadership should focus on knowledge and skills 
necessary in the role of a board member. If a WLP is expected to have organisational 
and structural impact, knowledge and skills development (and the evaluation) might 
centre around the ability to influence policy, campaign, network with others or develop 
collective actions. This was a key reflection from our piloting – there was an express 
aim that WLPs foster organisational and structural change, and so as a result, program-
matic elements also focused on building coalitions of support, how to make policy 
change and so on.

3.	 Behavioural Intentions. These measures are useful in evaluating whether programme 
participation encourages participants to seek opportunities crucial to their development 
as leaders (e.g. apply for promotion or for a board position).

4.	 Networks. This measure assesses whether participation in a programme has increased 
women’s social network. Research suggests that women have more limited leadership 
social networks compared to men (Nash and Moore, 2019). These networks are impor-
tant in providing support and guidance for women to develop leadership skills and 
creating leadership opportunities, as well as facilitating more organisational and struc-
tural-level impacts.

5.	 Credibility. This measure assesses whether participation in the programme enhances 
individual’s professional credibility as a leader. Research suggests that women leaders 
are evaluated more critically than men, that is they need to be significantly more quali-
fied to be seen as equally competent as men (Boldry et al., 2001; Yang and del Carmen 
Triana, 2019).

6.	 Personal Transformation and Psychological Outcomes. These measures assess grit or 
perseverance which was identified as an important attribute required for women to 
navigate unequal systems through the literature review and stakeholder interviews 
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(Koekemoer et al., 2023). Although these gender biases exist on a system-level and 
can’t be ‘fixed’ by individuals, women’s willingness to persist and maintain a positive 
perception of themselves are crucial in allowing them to seek leadership opportunities 
and thrive as leaders.

7.	 Career Progression. These measures assess women’s progression in their careers and 
into leadership roles and include objective indicators such as promotion application 
and success, salary progression, number of direct reports, number of board member-
ship appointments (as well as the length of appointments and seniority in the organisa-
tion). More subjective measures include perceived occupational self-efficacy and fit as 
a leader, which were particularly important in providing insights into cultural and psy-
chological safety – as referenced above.

Overall programme indicators

These indicators assess programme goals, activities, delivery, participation rates and comple-
tion rates. These measurements are important in evaluating whether the intervention is suc-
cessful in its setup and execution, taking account of the demographic profile of the individuals 
it is aimed towards. It is assumed that the effectiveness of a programme will have links to 
micro-, meso- and macro-level outcomes, justifying the need to capture the overall programme 
evaluation as part of the framework.

Four key elements of the overall programme indicators include:

1.	 ToC. Assesses whether a programme has a ToC, and if so, what and how appropriate its 
specified goals are. Users are encouraged to adapt evaluation measures/indicators as 
necessary to ensure meaningful measurement of programme against ToC goals. 
Evaluators are encouraged to think of a clearly articulated ToC as foundational to the 
following three overall programme indicators.

2.	 Demographics. Participant demographic information is necessary for assessing partici-
pant diversity and understanding the intersectional nature of challenges/opportunities/
success/failure experienced by participants.

3.	 Completion Rates. These measures help in understanding who started and who com-
pleted the programme. Low completion rates may suggest a mismatch between the 
participants and the programme.

4.	 Success Rates. Success rate/s will depend on how ‘success’ is articulated in a pro-
gramme’s ToC. Low success rate/s may suggest a mismatch between the participants 
and the programme, or programme and ToC.

In addition, the three levels of meta-evaluation can be considered under this dimension: analy-
sis of the philosophical ideas, programmatic ideas and policy ideas underpinning WLPs helps 
understand why and how certain programme objectives have (or have not) been chosen, pur-
sued and achieved.

1.	 Philosophical ideas. Values, moral principles or ideologies about what is desirable and 
undesirable.

2.	 Programmatic ideas. The suite of interventions or policies that are more or less coor-
dinated to achieve common goals.
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3.	 Policy idea. Formulation and implementation, for example, the ToC that was followed, 
stakeholders consulted and involved in the rollout, allocation of resources, guaranteed 
fidelity strategies, issues that emerged during implementation and how they were 
resolved.

A note on intersectionality

WLPs must embed an intersectional approach in their very design, one that considers and 
accounts for the multiple, overlapping identities (e.g. race, class, religion, culture, etc.) that 
women hold – an approach that ignores these intersections of identity is unlikely to address 
depth and breadth of barriers that different groups of women face. Thus, intersectional consid-
erations should be part and parcel of WLP evaluation. For instance, evaluation can include 
assessing whether and to what extent programmes are inclusive of different groups of partici-
pants as well as their impact on different groups (e.g. are they more likely to deter or encour-
age certain groups of women to seek leadership positions). To this end, indicators can be split 
to assess outcomes for different groups of women, whenever possible.

We recognise that some WLPs will be designed to address a specific minoritised commu-
nity or demographic, with a focus towards race, class, sexuality, religion, culture, nationality 
or disability. Considerations of lived experience and minoritised context will therefore inform 
the importance of some indicators, or require bespoke design in collection, monitoring and 
tracing of these indicators. For example, collecting data from participants in WLPs that are 
designed for women living with disabilities, or sexual minorities, may require additional sen-
sitivities and transparency regarding storage of this data. For evaluative purposes, successful 
mapping of progress at the meso and macro level should integrate intersectional context; for 
example, indicators at the meso level examining organisational structure and experience will 
be perceived differently by different backgrounds, for example, a First Nation woman might 
experience the double minoritisation of their gender and ethnicity in an organisational culture. 
Structural equality indicators should consider not only the proportional number of women in 
leadership, but whether there is a diversity of race, class, sexuality, religion, culture, national-
ity and disability among this cohort. Intersectionality must therefore inform the evaluative 
baseline for the use of this framework.

Table of measures and indicators

The following five pages lay out in table form the level of impact, indicators used, measures, 
time of measurement, and measurement type and methodology needed to evaluate the WLPs. 
Depending on the programme, some or all of the indicators and measures may be used. Tables 
include:

1.	 Programme Assessment
2.	 Impact on Gender Equality
3.	 Impact on Organisations
4.	 Impact on Individuals

It should be noted that the framework has been designed with adaptability and useability in 
mind, and so researchers and practitioners are encouraged to hone measures and indicators as 
per their WLP’s ToC and evaluation needs.
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How to use the framework

This framework relies on mixed method data collection and analysis. The primary data collec-
tion tools used are programme surveys as well as longitudinal comparisons across wider in-
country datasets. Such datasets in the Australian case might include data from the Workplace 
Gender Equality Agency, Australian Bureau of Statistics, the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) and other government databases, however research-
ers and practitioners are encouraged to map the relevant data sources for their context and 
WLP. This section outlines two key elements of data collection for our framework: a pre-
programme survey and a post-programme survey.

Pre-programme survey

Pre-programme surveys assess participants’ baseline in relation to their perceptions of their 
own abilities and leadership aspirations. Responses on these measures are used to compare to 
participants’ responses in the post-programme survey to determine any changes in their per-
ceptions and aspirations after programme completion. In general, we recommend the pre-
programme survey is undertaken any time from a week to 1 day before the WLP commences. 
The survey should include:

•• Demographic Questions. To understand how participants’ diverse backgrounds may 
shape their experiences with the programmes, it is important to measure demographic 
questions. Participants’ age, education, gender, LGBTQIA +, disability and other cul-
tural identities.

•• Knowledge and Skills. This is an initial assessment of participants’ perceptions of their 
own skills in relation to leadership, management, communication and public speaking, 
networking, cultural competency, advocacy, awareness of cultural and systematic barri-
ers faced by diverse women in the workplace as well as skills to enact social change to 
address gender equity. Participants can be asked questions like: ‘How would you rate 
yourself on the following. .  . [e.g. leadership skills]’ and provided their response on a 
7-point scale (1 = Very weak to 7 = Very strong).

•• Behavioural Intentions. These measures assess participants career and professional 
aspirations before the programme commencement such as their intentions to apply for 
leadership roles, join or develop a wider network of (diverse) women leaders or to 
create an alternative type of leadership role for themselves. The latter intention is 
based on existing findings that leadership roles are often masculine in nature and thus 
women leaders need to craft their own leadership styles in the workplace (Eagly and 
Carli, 2018).

•• Social Network. These questions ask participants if they have (and how many) sponsors 
and mentors to support them in their careers and their own role as mentors to potential 
mentees (e.g. Do you have a sponsor?).

•• Psychological Outcomes. These measures relate to psychological transformation as a 
result of programme participation. This includes participant’s perceived fit as a leader, 
their sense of occupational self-efficacy (or their confidence in their ability to navigate 
their job) and resilience.
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Post-programme survey

The post-programme survey has questions from the pre-programme survey such as knowledge 
and skills, behavioural intentions, social network and psychological outcomes. In addition, 
there are new questions assessing participants’ programme experience. In general, we recom-
mend the post-programme survey is undertaken immediately, from 1 day to 1 week after the 
WLP commences, and then again longitudinally at specified increments (e.g. 6 monthly, 
yearly, 5-yearly).

Cultural safety and belonging.  These measures assess whether the programmes were a safe 
space for participants. In particular, the measures ask how inclusive the programmes were for 
people from different minoritised groups based on gender, culture, sexuality and disability. 
Participants were also asked if they felt their voice was being heard in the programme. 
Responses were recorded on a 7-point scale (1 = Not at all to 7 = Very much so).

Perceived programme effectiveness.  These indicators assess participants’ perceptions of the pro-
gramme effectiveness in addressing the following topics: (1) Leadership skills, (2) Network-
ing, (3) Issues of gender inequality, diversity and inclusion in your workplace, (4) Systemic 
barriers in your workplace, (5) Organisational culture. Responses were recorded on a 7-point 
scale (1 = Not at all to 7 = Very much so).

Social network.  In addition to the questions asked in the pre-programme survey, participants 
were asked additional questions about the relationships they developed with other women in 
the programme. In particular, they were asked about whether they still kept in touch with their 
programme’s peers, their plans to engage in any activities to improve GE in Victoria together 
with other members of the programme cohort or alumni network as well as whether partici-
pants joined any working groups after programme completion.

Career impacts.  These measures assess participants’ perceptions of how the programme may 
have given them additional credibility in their career as well as greater recognition (e.g. Do 
you feel that the programme has given you additional credibility/authority as a leader?). Par-
ticipants responded to a 7-point scale (1 = Not at all to 7 = Very much so). Participants were 
also asked to write an open-ended response about how they think the programme can help 
them with their career aspirations.

Organisational/community impacts.  These are open-ended questions which ask participants to 
reflect on how the programmes can help them (1) make a stronger contribution to their organi-
sation and/or local community as well as (2) progress GE, diversity and inclusion in their 
organisation and/or local community.

Bringing it all together: Insights and reflections from developing 
and applying the framework

In applying the Global Institute for Women's Leadership (GIWL) WLP Evaluation Framework 
to six WLPs across Australia, we gained several important insights and reflections which we 
describe in detail below. While there is no singular approach to WLPs, as WLPs should be 
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responsive to local needs, this meta-evaluation identified some key considerations for WLPs 
moving forward, including the following: WLPs must articulate a clear ToC and plan for 
evaluation; data collection must be mainstreamed into programme delivery; intersectionality 
must be mainstreamed throughout WLPs and evaluation to understand more specific and 
nuanced outcomes and experiences; thoughtful programme design embedding organisational 
and wider institutional partnerships, and longer evaluation timeframes, and complementary 
social interventions may have more success at creating and sustaining impact at organisational 
and structural levels.

Articulate a clear ToC and plan for meta-evaluation

Both a ToC and plan for evaluation are critical for achieving programme goals and greater align-
ment between individual, organisational and structural levels of impact. While all the WLPs we 
analysed aimed to support women into leadership roles, each programme differed in its approach 
on how this could be achieved. Outlining a clear ToC (either across programmes, or per pro-
gramme) would have helped clarify how each programme contributes to women’s leadership or 
wider GE. It would also allow for better evaluation of programme effectiveness. Relatedly, from 
the material available to us during our evaluation, it was not clear whether the WLPs themselves 
followed an evidence-based approach to programme content, which may impact on the degree 
to which they can fulfil their ToC and meet the stated goals. In contrast, an evidence-based 
approach, which involves women and other key stakeholders in programme planning stages, 
would allow for the identification of key barriers and programming to address those specific 
barriers, supporting overall programme development and responsiveness to local needs. In some 
cases, such a co-designed and evidence-based process may result in the realisation that WLPs 
are not the appropriate mechanism to achieve some of the desired impacts (structural or organi-
sational level impacts in particular) and may necessitate the creation of additional policy or 
programmes to target under-serviced goals. Our analysis of WLPs and the relevant literature 
indicates that they are one of many policy options that – when working in tandem with other 
programmes and policies such as legal and policy reforms – can deliver more tangible impact 
across a range of indicators than they can deliver alone.

Mainstream data collection in programme delivery

WLPs need more comprehensive data and better designs to accurately assess their impact. 
One of the main limitations we found with our evaluation was that only small numbers of 
participants took part in evaluation (evaluations were not compulsory). In addition, a lack of 
organisational data hampered the ability of WLPs to connect programme implementation and 
participation to measures of organisational impact. A lack of causal clarity hampered the attri-
bution of causation/correlations between WLPs and wider measures of GE and GE in organi-
sations. Embedding WLPs within organisations via organisational partnerships is one potential 
strategy to address this issue (discussed below).

Furthermore, WLPs are often delivered to a relatively small number of women and evalu-
ation of their impact typically involves a pre- and post-programme surveys whereby partici-
pants’ average self-reported survey scores (e.g. satisfaction, confidence, skills) at each 
assessment point are compared. Such small sample sizes mean that statistical analyses of 
impact at the individual level are chronically underpowered, making it near impossible to 
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detect change with statistical significance, though perceptible changes in scores may still be 
considered meaningful. With only one pre- and one post-programme survey, it is also impos-
sible to determine whether any observed change is lasting and attributable to the programme 
itself or the various external factors. Improving survey uptake, partnering with organisations 
and understanding causal limitations may improve programme evaluation and outcomes.

One way in which WLPs can improve their ability to assess impact is by including more 
assessment points in their evaluation plan. Including multiple assessment points before and 
after the programme can improve WLPs ability to detect meaningful individual change. It can 
also help to rule out natural fluctuation in participants’ scores that may otherwise be misat-
tributed to the programme by allowing natural variation to be accounted for in the statistical 
analysis (Lagarde, 2012). Another way WLPs can improve their ability to measure impact is 
by including a control or comparison group of women who do not take part in the programme. 
Observing increases in the self-efficacy of women in the WLP compared to a matched control 
group of women who are not enrolled in the programme would lend credibility that the WLP 
has the intended effect. In practice, however, it can be challenging to find an appropriate com-
parison group of women who are matched in terms of their demographics and organisational 
considerations. In such cases, comparisons to other available social metrics and databases can 
be a useful tool towards building an evidence base of programme impact.

Mainstream intersectionality throughout WLPs and evaluation

WLPs must consider how women’s leadership experiences may be affected by identities 
beyond gender (e.g. race, class, sexuality, religion, culture, nationality, disability, etc.) and 
how some of these identities may be privileged and others marginalised within organisations 
and society more generally. Indeed, a one-size fits all approach is unlikely to benefit all 
women. We therefore recommend that WLPs expand their focus beyond gender to include 
additional dimensions of identity. To do this, WLPs need to collect a more comprehensive 
range of demographic information from their participants. Importantly, however, there needs 
to be caution in how such sensitive data is collected, stored and analysed, as WLPs with 
smaller cohorts risk identifying participants with unique combinations of identities (Global 
Partnership for Sustainable Data, 2022).

Embed research and programme partnerships

WLPs can increase their impact, and impact assessment, by partnering with organisations. 
Organisational partnerships would allow WLPs to identify the shared barriers that exist for 
different groups of women within specific organisations. For example, WLPs could be 
piloted within an organisation to gauge impact (Kempster et al., 2014). From there, WLPs 
could develop initiatives that not only aim to empower women but also transform organisa-
tions. Organisational initiatives may include training and education for managers, leader-
ship development coaching, climate surveys, support networks and advisory councils for 
women and minorities and policies the support work–life integration (Bilimoria et al., 2008; 
Bilimoria and Liang, 2014). While this kind of integrated approach requires organisational 
buy-in and funding, it is probably one of the most promising strategies for facilitating long-
term change (Bilimoria et al., 2008).
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Partnering with organisations can also improve WLPs’ ability to assess impact. For 
instance, if an organisation were to run WLPs annually, data from each cohort could be 
collated and analysed together to increase total sample size and the ability to map change. 
This approach would also allow for greater anonymity of individual participants during 
analysis and the sharing of results. Moreover, organisational partnerships offer a promis-
ing avenue through which organisational change can be measured via human resources 
data like performance rankings, salary and rates of turnover and promotion. It would also 
facilitate the within-organisation comparison of outcomes for women who participate in 
WLPs and those that don’t.

In addition, when partnered with knowledge-partners, such as researchers, WLPs pro-
gramme managers can be more certain that the programmes developed are evidence-based 
and best practice, to enable the highest chance of impact across desired measures.

Identifying intermediate effects and paths

It is noted that this framework may be useful for identifying intermediate effects and pathways 
to change. For instance, in the early years of analysis in a programme, it might be expected 
that only a limited number of impacts are witnessed. This might lead to iterative changes in 
programming that enable WLPs over time to get more effective. It might therefore be useful 
to think of a maturity curve when analysing WLPs. For instance, in the aims of getting a WLP 
off the ground and an initial evaluation conducted, organisations may seek to target a limited 
set off goals or objectives first. In subsequent years, both the programming depth and evalua-
tion depth could be increased. Over time, the evaluation could be used to understand what 
design choices lead to stronger pathways to organisational and structural change, versus those 
that predominantly maintain impact at an individual level. For instance, feelings of safety and 
belonging, in our analysis, were critical particularly for First Nations women and women of 
colour, for whom the broader WLP, LP and societal contexts may be additively exclusionary. 
In this case, part of ensuring programme effectiveness for First Nations women and women of 
colour is cultural and psychological safety – that they feel able to participate, are heard and are 
supported for the duration of the programme. Although we are constrained by the space limita-
tions of this article, this is a further suggested area for research.

WLP must be one tool among many in addressing societal gender inequity

As has been articulated throughout this article and in similar WLP academic literature, we 
reiterate that WLP should be one intervention among many in addressing social gender 
inequity. While improvements to structural and social (meso and macro) gender inequality 
may be mapped over time, it is unrealistic to expect significant improvement without WLP 
initiatives as complementary to other more structural-orientated interventions (see Palmén 
and Schmidt, 2019). This may only be achievable in collaboration between public and 
private sector interventions, and plottable over longer periods of time. Undertaking or 
tying in a meta-evaluation may better allow this analysis of the philosophical ideas, pro-
grammatic ideas and policy ideas underpinning WLPs, to provide insights to help under-
stand why and how certain programme objectives have (or have not) been chosen, pursued 
and achieved.
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Conclusion

Overall, this article has shared our development of the GIWL’s Evaluation Framework for 
WLPs. Developed from a co-design process with a sub-national Australian government and 
extensive review of the literature, the GIWL WLP Evaluation Framework identifies critical 
measures and indicators at micro, meso and macro level that can be used by researchers and 
practitioners to measure the impact of WLPs on women (and minoritised genders), organisa-
tions and structures – wider GE. We argue that attention at design and delivery stages must be 
matched with attention at evaluation stages for WLPs to be most successful. Having dedicated 
theories of change would enable the organisations to maximise the role that WLPs do play and 
streamline evaluation.

We argue that evaluation is valuable in understanding the impact that WLPs have as well as 
the impact they do not have – providing more rigorous analysis of the sometimes tenuous link 
between WLPs and impacts. Such evaluation is critical to identifying WLPs’ roles in tackling 
gender inequalities and women’s continued under-representation in leadership. It may also 
help identify additional policy and legislative change, or other interventions, needed to bring 
about a desired change.
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Note

1.	 According to McKinsey and Company, at least 7% of the organisation needs to be involved in 
organisational change effort to produce successful outcomes (London et al., 2021). By creating this, 
the programmes will be better positioned to elicit change at the organisational level. In addition, it 
is recommended that the organisation is to assess other women employees (who did not complete 
the WLPs) or all employees in the organisation as a baseline to assess changes in participants who 
completed WLPs.
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