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ABSTRACT
Organisations are recognising that more needs to be done to support female talent. One response to this is women‐only
leadership development programmes (WLDPs). To date, no scoping review has previously been conducted to examine the

design and outcomes of these programmes. The purpose of the present review was therefore to bring together current

knowledge of these interventions. In June 2022, a scoping review of the academic literature was performed using Business

Source Premier (EBSCO), PsycINFO and SCOPUS, resulting in 13 articles meeting the inclusion criteria. Findings indicate

encouraging signs that these programmes support women's development through incorporating intersectionality and positive

psychology theories, as well as curricula on networking, conflict management and career planning. Whilst the specifics about

the design and delivered content of these theories are unclear, their inclusion appears to lead participants in the reviewed

WLDPs to report increased self‐awareness, clarity of purpose and enhanced feelings of authenticity. This review also raises

questions regarding the rigour of the selection methods by which participants are given access to the programmes, and the

transparent reporting of the design and delivery methodologies. Further, research directions and implications for both theory

and practice are provided.

1 | Introduction

In 1986, the ‘glass ceiling’ metaphor was introduced by Hy-
mowitz and Schechellhardt in the Wall Street Journal (Jain and
Mukherji 2010) as ‘an invisible, covert and unspoken phe-
nomenon that existed to keep executive level leadership posi-
tions in the hands of Caucasian males’ (p. 13). Organisations are
increasingly recognising the inhibiting nature of this analogy,
employing strategies and policies to leverage an inclusive
workforce and obtaining competitive advantage amongst their
competitors (Pichler, Varma, and Bruce 2010). Yet even though
protocols exist within UK legislation (i.e., the Equality
Act 2010) to protect against gender‐based discrimination in the

workplace, empirical observations have suggested that the ‘glass
ceiling’ is still very much in existence in the United Kingdom
(Maddrell, Thomas, and Wyse 2019), with the UK scoring below
the OECD average in The Economist (2024) Glass Ceiling Index.

This continued vertical gender segregation cannot fully be ex-
plained on the basis of human capital factors and differences in
qualifications, work history and experience. For example,
Manning and Swaffield (2008) explain the career mobility gap
based on gender differences in psychological attitudes which
can promote occupational attainment, for example, attitudes
towards risk‐taking, competition and self‐esteem, with women
leaders noted as displaying more considered amounts of these
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qualities. Stamarski and Son Hing (2015) point to gender
inequalities in organisational structure, strategy, culture, cli-
mate and HR policies contributing to gender discrimination in
HR‐related decision making, in addition to the role of sexism in
organisational decision makers. More recently, data from the
Global Gender Gap Report (World Economic Forum 2022),
which measures the share of women and men who occupy
senior and manager roles across 146 countries, suggests that
whilst, overall, women's career advancement has become more
similar to men over time, the progress towards gender parity
remains hindered. They attribute this to an increasing polar-
isation of employment and occupational structures coupled
with societal expectations and uncertainties about labour mar-
ket conditions. These barriers can exacerbate differences in
psychological attributes, affecting individuals' self‐efficacy
(Gascoigne and Kelliher 2018), motivation (Nirwana and
Prasojo 2021) and ambition (Cooke and Xiao 2021).

These observations have informed a growing area of interest in
women‐only leadership development programmes (WLDPs,
Lanaj and Hollenbeck 2015). To date, there has been no review
that seeks to synthesise and conceptualise the programmes
aimed at advancing women in leadership within organisations.
Such a review is crucial for four reasons. First, prior observa-
tions note that women have often had limited access to such
developmental opportunities (Hopkins et al. 2008). Conse-
quently, it is essential to understand the selection and recruit-
ment mechanisms of development programmes to prevent them
from exacerbating existing barriers. Second, understanding the
design and instruction methods employed in WLDPs is essential
for delivering programmes that are both relevant and impactful,
whilst addressing the unique challenges and needs of women
leaders (Eagly and Carli 2007; Martin and Meyerson 1998).
Third, assessing the contents of WLDPs enhances our under-
standing of effective components that facilitate the growth of
women leaders, better equipping them with the skills and
resources necessary to thrive in their roles (Ibarra and
Obodaru 2016). Finally, examining the outcomes of WLDPs
provides valuable insights into their efficacy and value. By
analysing the impact of WLDPs on participants, including the
components and content that ‘make the difference’, we can
better understand how these programmes contribute to
advancing women's leadership trajectories and fostering inclu-
sive workplaces (Ely, Ibarra, and Kolb 2011; Vinnicombe and
Singh 2002).

This scoping review aims to consider these four facets of
WLDPs that make them successful, and to understand if and/or
how they have benefited participants on their journey to lead-
ership through the synthesis of the most contemporary and
pertinent research. In the next section, we define leadership
development and briefly examine factors that aid effective
learning before identifying broad outcomes of leadership
development programmes.

1.1 | Leadership Development Programmes

According to Kaye Hart, Conklin and Allen (2008), leadership
development ‘involves expanding an organisation's capacity to
generate leadership’ through ‘development at an individual

level’ (p. 633). This positions leadership development pro-
grammes (LDPs) as a coordinated effort between the individual
and the organisation, directed toward leader improvement.
Despite this definition, there is no universally accepted theo-
retical framework for LDPs, as leadership development is a
complex, multifaceted process that integrates multiple ap-
proaches and adapts to changing organisational and individual
needs (Day 2000).

Whilst the underlying theory of LDPs is opaque, the content of
effective LDPs appears more coherent. Conger (1993) cate-
gorises the content into four overarching domains: personal
growth, conceptual understanding, skills building and feedback.
These domains encompass a broad range of activities and ap-
proaches designed to develop effective leaders. The following
sections will examine each of these domains in turn.

1.1.1 | Personal Growth

LDPs focused on personal growth encourage participants to
reflect on their behaviours, values and needs (Amagoh 2009;
Ely, Ibarra, and Kolb 2011; Northouse 2010). Ely, Ibarra and
Kolb (2011) describe these programmes as ‘identity work’,
where individuals build their leadership identity, recognise
their strengths and areas for development, and understand
factors that enable or hinder their success (Avolio, Avey, and
Quisenberry 2010; Day 2000).

1.1.2 | Conceptual Understanding

LDPs that emphasise conceptual understanding highlight key
leadership theories, such as Transformational Leadership (Bass
and Riggio 2006), Authentic Leadership (Avolio and
Gardner 2005) and Situational Leadership (Hersey, Blanchard,
and Johnson 2008), and the contexts in which specific beha-
viours are effective (Goldman et al. 2021; Burbaugh and
Kaufman 2017). This exploration and acquisition of knowledge
can broaden an individual's perspective and foster the creation
of new mental frameworks (Mezirow 2000).

1.1.3 | Skills Building

Skills‐focused LDPs provide predefined, instructional content,
in contrast to the above which involve a co‐creative environ-
ment between participants and facilitator (Atwater et al. 1999).
These programmes concentrate on practising essential leader-
ship skills, such as feedback conversations and presentations,
through simulations and role‐plays to build proficiency
(Goldman et al. 2021; Kaye Hart, Conklin, and Allen 2008).

1.1.4 | Feedback

Feedback‐oriented LDPs use psychometric assessments, multirater
feedback, peer debriefs and mentoring or coaching sessions (Boyce,
Jeffrey Jackson, and Neal 2010). These individualised programmes
address the unique learning and development needs of each
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participant, unlike group‐based approaches seen in other domains
(Ely and Rhode 2010).

Programmes combining these domains have been observed to
be fruitful in terms of perceived utility and applicability by the
participants (Frawley, Favaloro, and Schulenkorf 2018;
Goldman et al. 2021). However, there appears to be two factors
which promote the effective transfer of learning: those which
are in place before the learning (antecedents) and those which
are in place after the learning (sustainability practices) (Collins
and Holton 2004).

1.1.5 | Antecedents and Sustainability Practices

Baldwin and Ford (1988) summarise these antecedents and
sustainability practices into three domains: internal character-
istics of the participant, the design and instructional method-
ologies of the programme and a favourable work environment
and learning climate. Internal characteristics of the participant
refer to the desire and motivation to learn, with higher levels
observed to positively impact participation and learning out-
comes (Avolio, Avey, and Quisenberry 2010; Gentry and
Martineau 2010; Harris and Cole 2007; Ladyshewsky 2007).
Personality constellations, and those possessing high levels of
openness to experience, extroversion and conscientiousness,
have also been noted to positively impact learning outcomes
(Burke and Hutchins 2007; Colquitt, LePine, and Noe 2000).
Participants exhibiting these traits are thought more likely to
benefit from leadership development initiatives, as they dem-
onstrate a predisposition towards growth, adaptability and
effective leadership skills development (Colquitt, LePine, and
Noe 2000; Gentry and Martineau 2010). These traits are thus
often assessed during the selection process for LDPs (Gentry
and Martineau 2010).

LDPs incorporating a range of design and instructional meth-
odologies have been found to enhance the application of
learning (Frawley, Favaloro, and Schulenkorf 2018; Goldman
et al. 2021; McAlearney 2006; Salas and Cannon‐Bowers 2001).
For example, content surrounding goal setting, journaling and
peer coaching and feedback improves the implementation and
sustainability of learning (Boud 1988; Boud and Edwards 1999;
Schwartz 1991). In terms of work environment and learning
climate, support from supervisors and peers (Day et al. 2014;
Hillman, Schwandt, and Bartz 1990), as well as the opportunity
to deploy newly acquired knowledge (Baldwin and Ford 1988;
Cromwell and Kolb 2004), appears to be key to the sustain-
ability of learning outcomes.

The outcomes of LDPs can be broadly grouped into two
domains: human capital and social capital (Day 2000). Human
capital refers to a focus on intrapersonal competence, enabling
participants to think and act in new ways (Coleman 1988) and
to engage with productive behaviours (such as self‐control,
adaptability and confidence) through an enhanced self‐view
and leadership identity formation (Hall and Seibert 1992).
Social capital refers to the personal relationships and partner-
ships that a leader has within an organisation (Adler and
Kwon 2002; Nahapiet and Ghoshal 1998), to enhance cooper-
ation, knowledge sharing and resource exchanges (Bouty 2000).

In the following section, we briefly discuss women's ability to
develop these forms of capital and review some of the critiques
that have been levelled at LDPs created to support women in
doing so.

1.2 | Women and Leadership Development

Women have less ability to develop both human capital and
social capital due to bias arising from prevailing cultural beliefs
regarding gender, workplace barriers and patterns favouring
men (Calás and Smircich 2009; Ely and Meyerson 2000; Kolb
and McGinn 2008; Sturm 2004). Organisational hierarchies in
which men dominate, along with practices and beliefs which
identify leadership behaviours as masculine characteristics, are
an example. Although these practices may appear innocuous
and be unintentional, they unwittingly communicate that
women are less suited to positions of authority (Hopkins
et al. 2008). Additionally, male‐dominated hierarchies heighten
the risk of peoples's natural inclination to drift towards and
advocate for those who are similar to themselves. Thus, pow-
erful men champion other men when leadership positions arise
(Eagly and Carli 2007). The upshot is less opportunity for
women leaders to participate in leadership identity formation
and develop their human capital, and build the relationships
and networks that cultivate political support and which
strengthen their social capital (DeRue et al. 2010; Ibarra, Carter,
and Silva 2010; Lord and Hall 2005). The result is one of per-
petuation: women's underrepresentation in leadership positions
reinforces entrenched societal systems and biases that affirm
men's legitimacy for these positions, which in turn maintains
these prevailing norms.

This perspective on the interaction between gender and leadership
has prompted a focus on WLDPs, aimed at supporting women in
and aspiring to positions of seniority (Lanaj and Hollenbeck 2015).
Previous scholarship has noted, however, that these programmes
fail to fully appreciate the invisible barriers women face on the path
to leadership and lack a comprehensive framework or theoretical
stance to underpin the design and delivery. For example, many
programmes adopt an ‘add‐women‐and‐stir’ methodology (Martin
and Meyerson 1998, 312) and deliver the same content as that
delivered to men, failing to appreciate the role of gender in lead-
ership. Other programmes adopt a ‘fix‐the‐women’ methodology
(Ely and Meyerson 2000), which accepts that gender within lead-
ership does matter, but positions women as deficient and in need of
being taught the skills and characteristics demonstrated by their
male counterparts. Whilst these two approaches may incorporate
some useful tactics, particularly in skill growth surrounding social
capital, neither addresses the realities of leadership nor are they
likely to support women in developing a leadership identity and the
growth of human capital (Ely, Ibarra, and Kolb 2011).

1.3 | The Present Review

As outlined, women face unique challenges on the path to
leadership (Ely, Ibarra, and Kolb 2011; Kiamba 2008), and this
demands a more nuanced approach to their leadership devel-
opment (Ely and Meyerson 2000; Martin and Meyerson 1998).
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Historically, women have had less access to such development
(Hopkins et al. 2008). Therefore, it is vital to understand the
recruitment and selection mechanisms of development pro-
grammes to ensure they do not create further barriers. Fur-
thermore, the underlying design theories, instructional methods
and content (i.e., skills, knowledge and abilities developed) of
these programmes need to competently address challenges
women face, as well as support them in navigating effectively
through leadership identity formation (Ely, Ibarra, and
Kolb 2011; Vinnicombe and Singh 2002). There is also a need to
understand the outcomes of WLDPs and their measurement.
This is particularly salient in light of their emphasis on human
capital and leadership identity formation, as more traditional
methods of evaluation (i.e., surveys and questionnaires) are
likely to be inappropriate in capturing the richness of such
outcomes (Ely, Ibarra, and Kolb 2011; Vinnicombe and
Singh 2002).

Scoping reviews serve as essential tools for mapping the land-
scape of existing literature, identifying key themes and guiding
future research directions (Arksey and O'Malley 2005;
Armstrong et al. 2011; Levac, Colquhoun, and O'Brien 2010).
They offer a broad overview, helping researchers pinpoint gaps
and opportunities for further exploration (Peters et al. 2015).
Although LDPs have been extensively analysed through scoping
reviews (Allen et al. 2019; Onnis, Hakendorf, and Tsey 2018;
Hay et al. 2022), the specific domain of WLDPs remains un-
derexplored. Addressing this gap will enable the present review
to offer targeted guidance and informed recommendations for
future programmes aimed at developing and supporting women
leaders. Additionally, this review will lay the groundwork for
subsequent empirical research, contributing to a more nuanced
understanding of WLDPs and their impact.

This review aims to examine how leadership development
programmes contribute to leadership development in women
leaders by posing the question: What is known about leadership
development programmes designed to develop women leaders?
Specifically, this review looks to understand:

i. Who is recruited to WLDPs and how does this recruit-
ment take place?

ii. What design and instructional methodologies are
employed?

iii. What are the skills, knowledge and abilities developed?

iv. What are the outcomes of programmes and how are these
measured?

Exploring these sub‐questions is crucial for understanding the
effectiveness and impact of WLDPs. First, examining who is
recruited and how recruitment takes place helps assess inclu-
sivity and reach, ensuring diverse representation and identify-
ing barriers to entry (Chin 2010; Eagly and Carli 2007). Second,
investigating the design and instructional methodologies em-
ployed allows for the evaluation of programme quality and
innovation, highlighting best practices and areas for improve-
ment (Day 2000; Guthrie and Jones 2012). Third, identifying the
skills, knowledge and abilities developed through WLDPs en-
sures alignment with the competencies required for effective

leadership, providing a framework for assessing the pro-
grammes' impact on participants (Mumford et al. 2000). Finally,
evaluating the outcomes of these programmes and under-
standing how they are measured is vital for determining their
success, setting benchmarks and guiding continuous improve-
ment efforts (Phillips and Phillips 2016). Addressing these four
areas offers a comprehensive understanding of WLDPs, in-
forming the development and enhancement of future pro-
grammes tailored for women leaders.

2 | Method

2.1 | Search and Selection Strategy

In June 2022, a computerised search of the literature was per-
formed using the databases Business Source Premier (EBSCO),
PsycINFO and SCOPUS. These were selected to ensure com-
prehensive coverage, robust functionality and extensive access
to full‐text articles. Business Source Premier (EBSCO) offers a
rich repository of business and management journals. Psy-
cINFO, from the American Psychological Association, specia-
lises in psychological literature and behavioural research.
SCOPUS covers multiple disciplines with advanced search and
analytics tools for cross‐disciplinary analysis.

The SPIO framework (study design, participant population,
interventions, outcomes), a variation on PICO (Population,
Interventions, Comparison and Outcomes; Richardson
et al. 1995), was utilised to define the search terms.

Study Design: The search included any type of study set in the
context of women's leadership development programmes and
published from 2000 until 2022. This timeframe reflects a shift
in the global agenda for gender equality, following the release of
the United Nations Millennium Development Goals in 2000.

Population: The search terms from Mousa et al. (2021) were
used to explore the relevant population. Their study explored
organisational factors affecting women's advancement in lead-
ership. This review adopts their search terms for consistency as
the researcher is targeting the same demographic. These search
terms used were (‘lead*’ OR ‘Manager*’ OR ‘supervis*’) AND
(‘women’ OR ‘female’ OR ‘women’), where ‘lead*’ enables
broader inclusion of ‘leads’, ‘leader(s)’, ‘leading’ and ‘leader-
ship’, and where ‘supervis*’ enables broader inclusion of for
‘supervises’, ‘supervisor(s)’ and ‘supervisory’.

Intervention: As LDPs are synonymous with a variety of ter-
minologies, the search terms used for the intervention were
based on previous literature reviews which explored LDPs
(Frich et al. 2015; Kirchner and Akdere 2014; Rosenman
et al. 2015; Straus, Soobiah, and Levinson 2013), namely
(‘leadership development*’ OR ‘development program*’ OR
‘development train*’); where ‘leadership development*’ enables
broader inclusion of ‘leadership development program or pro-
gramme’; where ‘development program*’ enables broader
inclusion for ‘development programme(s)’ and where ‘devel-
opment train*’ enables broader inclusion for ‘development
training(s)’. Additionally, as WLDPs are deployed by a variety of
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institutions and workplaces, it was decided not to include terms
relating to the setting as this may reduce the inclusiveness of
the search.

Outcomes: Any outcomes related to the efficacy of the devel-
opment programme were included, as these may be driven by
the organisational context and programme design/delivery.

2.2 | Eligibility and Review Strategy

The SPIO framework detailed above was utilised to select papers for
inclusion. The review included all empirical research, both quan-
titative and qualitative, that was reported in peer‐reviewed journals.
Nonempirical studies, purely theoretical or descriptive work, non-
intervention studies, books, conference proceedings and publica-
tions not peer‐reviewed were excluded. The participant population
encompassed adults (age 18+ ) from any sector or country, with
nonwork samples being excluded. The intervention considered any
programme that was designed and delivered with the purpose of
developing female leaders, excluding programmes not specifically
aimed at developing female leaders. The outcomes included all
measures that assessed the efficacy of the programmes in develop-
ing female leaders, with studies that only provided process evalua-
tions being excluded. At each stage of the screening process, all
records were evaluated against these criteria. Table 1 provides an
overview of the criteria used.

Upon completion of the initial searches, the outputs were
transferred to Zotero, a research and reference collation tool.
After duplicates were removed, the records were subject to a
title sift undertaken by the lead author and second author,
achieving a strong Cohen's Kappa (k= 0.75), with disagree-
ments resolved via discussion. Titles were preserved if an
WLDP intervention appeared to be the focus, and a conservative
approach was taken, meaning the record was kept for further
screening if the title was unclear.

Following this, the lead author and second author indepen-
dently conducted an abstract sift using inclusion and exclusion
criteria based on the SPIO framework (Table 1), achieving a
strong Cohen's Kappa (k= 0.87). As before, disagreements were

resolved via discussion. A number of records were discarded as
they did not meet the inclusion criteria (i.e., not empirical
studies or included nonwork samples). The lead author then
conducted a full record sift independently, where the remaining
records were subjected to a further screening using the SPIO
inclusion and exclusion criteria. A full view of the process is
represented in Figure 1.

2.3 | Data Extraction and Synthesis

An extraction tool was developed using a modified ‘matrix
method’ offered by Garrard (2020), which followed the SPIO
framework to capture the required data systematically (Klopper,
Lubbe, and Rugbeer 2007). The data was extracted and popu-
lated by the lead author, with the second author reviewing the
extraction tool for consistency. In employing a narrative
approach, the authors of this review attempt to bring together
‘the findings from the set of included studies to draw

TABLE 1 | SPIO inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Inclusion criteria Exclusion criterian

Study design All empirical research both quantitative and qualitative
reported in peer‐reviewed journals

Non‐empirical studies (purely
theoretical or descriptive)

Non‐interventional studies
Books or conference proceedings

Not published in peer‐reviewed
journals

Participant population Any sector or country Non‐work samples

Adult population (age 18+)

Intervention Any programme designed and delivered with the purpose
of developing female leaders

Not specifically aiming to develop
female leaders

Outcomes All outcome measures that measure the efficacy of the
programme/s aimed in developing female leaders

Only provides a process evaluation

FIGURE 1 | Review strategy and process.
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conclusions based on the body of evidence’ (Popay et al. 2006,
10) and build a tessellation of findings. The flexibility of this
approach allows the authors to focus on a wide range of ques-
tions, not only those concerned with the effectiveness of an
intervention (Briner and Denyer 2012).

A quality assessment was conducted and the checklists offered by
Snape et al. (2017) were used. These allow for the analysis of
qualitative, quantitative and mixed‐method studies. Each study was
assigned an overall evaluation according to a predefined scoring
system based on the number of ‘yes’ responses: < 10, very low;
10–14, lower low; 15–19, low; 20–24, upper low; > 25, moderate.
The data was assessed by the lead author with the third and fourth
authors reviewing for consistency, with discrepancies resolved
through discussion. Tables were then produced representing the
results of the quality assessment (Table 2 for qualitative results and
Table 3 for quantitative results).

3 | Results

The initial search of the databases retrieved 2198 records. Fol-
lowing a screening procedure (see Figure 1), 13 records
remained (Clarke 2011; Dannels et al. 2008; Ford et al. 2021;
Harris and Leberman 2012; Helitzer et al. 2014; Kvach
et al. 2017; Martínez‐Martínez et al. 2021; Nash and
Moore 2018, 2021; O'Brien and Allin 2022; Parker et al. 2018;
Peterson 2019; Selzer, Howton, and Wallace 2017). The 13
studies originated from eight countries. Four were from the
United States, with another being a collaboration between
scholars in the United States and Ethiopia. Three studies orig-
inated in Australia, and one study each from New Zealand,
South Africa, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom.

As shown in Table 4, the predominant data collection meth-
odology was qualitative, with nine studies using a qualitative
approach. Seven studies used post‐WLDP interviews, and
another supplemented this with an open‐question survey,
again administered after the WLDP. One study (Selzer,
Howton, and Wallace 2017) used an autoethnographical
methodology, where the authors reflected on their experiences
post completion. The remaining four studies employed a
quantitative approach. Two studies (Helitzer et al. 2014; Parker
et al. 2018) used a cross‐sectional approach. Helitzer et al.
(2014) used a post‐WLDP survey to understand perceptions of
participants. Parker et al. (2018) conducted two surveys: one to
explore differences in participants versus nonparticipants of a
WLDP, and another administered to participants only, to gather
perceptions and anecdotal feedback. The remaining two studies
(Dannels et al. 2008; Ford et al. 2021) used a longitudinal
approach. Only one study (Dannels et al. 2008) conducted
nonrandomised controlled trials (CT) of a WLDP, with the
remaining studies reporting on WLDPs without control groups.
No studies employed a randomised controlled trial approach.
Dannels et al. (2008) used a pre‐ and post‐WLDP measure,
surveying the participants of two WLDPs and comparing these
to nonattendees. Ford et al. (2021) used an adapted version of
the Leadership Learning and Career Development (LLCD)
survey (McDade et al. 2004) which was administered at three
timepoints: at the start of the WLDP, upon graduation and
2‐years post completion.

3.1 | Participant Characteristics

Across the 13 studies, there were a total of 1977 participants.
Participant age ranged from 20 to 67 in the six studies that
reported this information. As per the inclusion criteria, these
studies focused on WLDPs and, as such, the gender of the
participants was female only. Of the four studies (Helitzer
et al. 2014; Kvach et al. 2017; Nash and Moore 2021; Selzer,
Howton, and Wallace 2017) which reported the ethnicity of
participants, 733 participants were White, 58 were Asian, 39
were Black, 25 were Hispanic, 6 were American Indian or
Alaskan Native, and 4 were Hawaiian of Pacific Islander, sig-
nifying an ethnicity bias across the studies.

The setting of the studies was relatively homogenous, with 10 of
the studies occurring within academia, and the occupations of
the participants were listed as academic educators and leaders.
One study (Clarke 2011) focused on the public sector, though
the precise occupations are not reported. One study (O'Brien
and Allin 2022) centred around leaders within the outdoor
sector with participants listed as being in a variety of profes-
sional roles. One study (Martínez‐Martínez et al. 2021) reported
on a WLDP that was open to a broad range of roles and sectors,
with the participants belonging to 18 different industries
(namely, automotive, health care, insurance, consulting, IT,
banking, real estate, furniture retailing, catering, travel, law,
advertising, electric, oil and gas, NGO, building, manufacturing
and delivery).

As reported in Table 4, nine studies reported the seniority of the
participants, with five focused on senior‐level leaders (Dannels
et al. 2008; Ford et al. 2021; Kvach et al. 2017; Parker et al. 2018;
Selzer, Howton, and Wallace 2017), two on mid‐level leaders
(Clarke 2011; Harris and Leberman 2012), one explored three
separate WLDPs aligned each geared a particular level of
leadership (junior, mid‐level and senior level, Helitzer
et al. 2014), and one using a sample of participants across
junior, mid and senior‐level (Nash and Moore 2018). This
suggests a bias towards mid‐ to senior‐level leadership. Four
studies (Martínez‐Martínez et al. 2021; Nash and Moore 2021;
O'Brien and Allin 2022; Peterson 2019) provided no information
on the seniority of their participants. An overview of the par-
ticipant characteristics can be found in Table 4.

3.2 | Intervention Characteristics

3.2.1 | Participant Selection Process

Seven of the studies mentioned the participant selection process
but with varying degrees of detail surrounding the processes
employed. Six of the studies stated that participants were
selected and sponsored by senior management, but precise
detail about this selection process is not included. Four of these
said that selection was open to those with a certain academic
rank, tenure and academic achievement, one stated that selec-
tion was based on previously displayed leadership character-
istics but offers no details surrounding these, and one
mentioned selection via senior management. Another study
spoke of an application process and selection day, but the
specifics were not reported.
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3.2.2 | Design and Delivery

Where reported, the length of the WLDPs ranged from 1 week
(Harris and Leberman 2012) to 12 months (Nash and Moore 2018,
2021; Parker et al. 2018). WLDPs were also delivered over 2‐week
(Kvach et al. 2017), 3‐week (Martínez‐Martínez et al. 2021), 10‐week
(O'Brien and Allin 2022) and 7‐month (Clarke 2011; Selzer,
Howton, and Wallace 2017) periods.

Eight of the studies mentioned the design stages of the WLDPs,
though detailed reporting was lacking. Two studies (Clarke 2011;
Harris and Leberman 2012) referred to the WLDP being designed
by women for women but with no elaboration. One of these (Harris
and Leberman 2012) did mention that the design was linked to
business strategy and the context of the institution, and balanced
with more personal and individual aspects of leadership develop-
ment. Three studies (Dannels et al. 2008; Nash and Moore 2018;
Parker et al. 2018) stated that the design supported women in
navigating barriers. Kvach et al. (2017) referred to a ‘pre‐fellowship
needs assessment of fellows to guide curricular objectives and
content’, though the specifics of this assessment were not provided.
Martínez‐Martínez et al. (2021) and O'Brien and Allin (2022) offered
the most comprehensive overview. The designers of the WLDP
investigated by O'Brien and Allin (2022) created a curriculum with
similarities to the domains identified by Conger (1993), with a focus
on enhancing authenticity and self‐confidence. Similarly, Martínez‐
Martínez et al. (2021) examined a WLDP aimed at enhancing
Authentic Leadership (Shamir and Eilam 2005).

Only two studies reported the credentials of the WLDP facili-
tators. O'Brien and Allin (2022) stated facilitators had a back-
ground in psychology and the outdoor sector. Parker et al.
(2018) reported facilitators being female academics and external
female organisational leadership trainers. Eight of the studies
mentioned the importance of a safe and secure environment
(Clarke 2011; Kvach et al. 2017; Martínez‐Martínez et al. 2021;
Nash and Moore 2018, 2021; O'Brien and Allin 2022; Parker
et al. 2018; Selzer, Howton, and Wallace 2017), and the facili-
tator playing a key role in nurturing this. One study (Nash and
Moore 2018) reported negative perceptions of where this safety
was absent, capturing participant feedback that it can lead to
scepticism surrounding the facilitator and the WLDP itself.
Three studies (Nash and Moore 2018, 2021; Parker et al. 2018)
highlighted the gender of the facilitators, those being one male
and one female (Nash and Moore 2018, 2021) and female only
(Parker et al. 2018). None of the studies reported on the per-
ceptions of the participants—either positive or negative— re-
garding any impact of the gender of the WLDP facilitator on the
effectiveness of the WLDP or the outcomes they experienced.

Delivery methods were not widely reported or explicit. Where this
was reported, group‐based discussions (Kvach et al. 2017; Nash and
Moore 2018, 2021; O'Brien and Allin 2022; Parker et al. 2018), de-
livered either virtually or face‐to‐face, were employed.

3.2.3 | Content

The content of the WLDPs mirrored Conger's (1993) four
domains of personal growth, conceptual understanding, skills
building and feedback.

1. Personal growth

Eleven studies explored WLDPs incorporating the topic of
personal growth, with six studies discussing this in some
detail. Five of these (Clarke 2011; O'Brien and Allin 2022;
Parker et al. 2018; Peterson 2019; Selzer, Howton, and
Wallace 2017) focused on the growth of awareness of the
intersectionality (Crenshaw 1989) of the participant's
multiple identities, as well as the impact this has on their
leadership identity construction. Intersectionality has
been observed to have conceptual links to Authentic
Leadership (Leroy, Palanski, and Simons 2012) and whilst
only Martínez‐Martínez et al. (2021) explicitly referred to
this concept as the framework underpinning the WLDP in
their study, it is also mentioned in three other studies
(O'Brien and Allin 2022; Parker et al. 2018; Selzer,
Howton, and Wallace 2017).

2. Conceptual understanding

Eight of the studies highlighted leadership theories as part
of the WLDP content, with varying degrees of detail about
the concepts covered. Four of these discussed the core
theories in some detail. Nash and Moore (2018, 2021) fo-
cused on the concept of Transformational Leadership,
emphasising the growth of collaboration, teamwork and
the use of authenticity to harness the motivation of the
followers of the participants. Authentic Leadership
(Leroy, Palanski, and Simons 2012) was the predominant
conceptual framework underpinning the WLDP explored
by Martínez‐Martínez et al. (2021), supporting the parti-
cipants in developing their sense of self and, in turn, a
greater sense of their leadership identity. The concept of
Strengths‐Based Leadership (Linley, Govindji, and
West 2007; Rath and Conchie 2008) underpinned the
WLDP and was explored by Parker et al. (2018), with the
onus on ‘accentuating strengths to enhance personal
leadership’ (p. 4).

3. Skills building

All studies, apart from one (O'Brien and Allin 2022), re-
ported on skill building elements, with variability in the
reporting as to why these skills were selected, explored
and developed. Ten studies (Clarke 2011; Dannels
et al. 2008; Harris and Leberman 2012; Kvach et al. 2017;
Martínez‐Martínez et al. 2021; Nash and Moore 2018,
2021; Parker et al. 2018; Peterson 2019; Selzer, Howton,
and Wallace 2017) incorporated networking and the
growth of connections. Clarke (2011) offered some ratio-
nale for its inclusion, with the metaphor of a ‘labyrinth’
(p. 501) and advocated that networks are required to
navigate this effectively. Harris and Leberman (2012) and
Nash and Moore (2021) also cited the use of multiple
developmental relationships in enhancing outcomes for
individuals (Higgins and Kram 2001; Higgins and
Thomas 2001). Six studies (Clarke 2011; Dannels et al.
2008; Ford et al. 2021; Harris and Leberman 2012; Helitzer
et al. 2014; Selzer, Howton, and Wallace 2017) reported
the inclusion of conflict management, though did not offer
any rationale for doing so. Six studies (Clarke 2011; Harris
and Leberman 2012; Helitzer et al. 2014; Martínez‐
Martínez et al. 2021; Parker et al. 2018; Selzer, Howton,
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and Wallace 2017) reported the inclusion of career plan-
ning, though the rationale for its inclusion was limited.
Martínez‐Martínez et al. (2021) did offer an explanation,
identifying the role of prevailing norms and ideologies
contributing to potentially lower levels of career agency in
women (Eagly and Carli 2003).

4. Feedback

Eight studies incorporated a feedback element, which included
coaching, mentoring and psychometric assessments. Five
studies mentioned coaching in some capacity, with three
mentioning individual coaching (Clarke 2011; Ford et al. 2021;
Nash and Moore 2021), two mentioning peer coaching (Parker
et al. 2018; Peterson 2019) and one mentioning group coaching
(Nash and Moore 2021). However, there was no mention of any
contracting via tripartite meetings, cadence of coaching sessions
or the position of the sessions in the programme journey (i.e.,
during or post‐WLDP). Additionally, there was limited report-
ing in relation to the perceived impact from participants on
these interventions, though in the only study where this was
noted (Parker et al. 2018) it appeared to be mixed, with 62% of
participants finding it either quite beneficial or extremely
beneficial.

Two studies (O'Brien and Allin 2022; Parker et al. 2018) men-
tioned mentoring, though there was limited reporting as to
perceived impact. Only one study (Parker et al. 2018) reports
this, and the perceived usefulness is mixed, with 55% of parti-
cipants finding it either quite beneficial or extremely beneficial.
However, two studies (Clarke 2011; Selzer, Howton, and
Wallace 2017) recommended that a mentoring relationship or
guidance on how to secure a mentor would be a useful addition
to the content. As with coaching, there was no mention of how
these mentoring sessions were arranged, who was involved in
the implementation or monitoring, the cadence of sessions or
the position of the sessions in the programme journey.

Two studies (Nash and Moore 2021; Selzer, Howton, and
Wallace 2017) mentioned the use of psychometric instruments.
Prior research has found the use of such tools most effective
when linked to the LDP content and future development
planning as, without this, the application of insights and the
return on investment is likely to be minimal (Kaye Hart,
Conklin, and Allen 2008). These observations were mirrored by
Selzer, Howton and Wallace (2017), with the results of the
StrengthsFinder (Asplund et al. 2007) being discussed only ‘at
the first meeting’ (p. 5). A more beneficial experience was re-
ported by Nash and Moore (2021) with the use of the Mayer
Salovey Caruso Emotional Intelligence Test (MSCEIT, Mayer,
Salovey, and Caruso 2002). The authors noted that the WLDP
had a continual focus on emotional intelligence throughout and
this alignment with the MSCEIT had a positive impact on
participants and their ability to ‘enhance their effectiveness as
leaders by leveraging emotions’ (p. 370).

360‐feedback was reported in two studies (Ford et al. 2021;
Martínez‐Martínez et al. 2021) but with no information re-
garding the behaviours explored or the perceived value from the
participants. Ford et al. (2021) did mention that the findings
were integrated to form personal and professional development

plans. An overview of the design and delivery characteristics
can be found in Table 5.

3.3 | Outcome Characteristics

As reported in the Data Collection section, nine studies used a
qualitative approach to the capturing of outcomes, incorporat-
ing post‐WLDP interviews, open‐question surveys and an au-
toethnographic approach as a means to reflect on the authors'
own experiences. The remaining four studies employed a
quantitative approach to data collection, incorporating post‐
WLDP surveys to understand perceptions of participants, pre‐
and post‐WLDP measures constructed around the main themes
of the WLDP and compared to perceptions of nonattendees
(Dannels et al. 2008), and the LLCD (McDade et al. 2004) ad-
ministered before, after and 2 years post completion of
the WLDP.

Using Day (2000) dichotomy, outcomes are categorised as
human or social capital.

Human capital:

1. Intersectionality and authenticity

Unsurprisingly, all six studies which reported this out-
come employed a qualitative approach to data collection,
allowing for a more intimate exploration of individual
conceptualisations and the experiences of identity devel-
opment. All six studies reported perceived utility from the
participants, with improved self‐knowledge, enhanced
awareness and deeper confidence in their authentic self,
as well as an improved understanding and empathy with
others being described. Nash and Moore (2021) noted that
the omission of this intersectional lens had ramifications
regarding the impact of the programme, observing that
this felt akin to ‘deleting’ (p. 357) the other intersecting
identities (e.g., race, ethnicity, class and sexuality) which
culminate in a unique array of challenges and obstacles to
leadership identity development. This was echoed by
Selzer, Howton and Wallace (2017, 12) who highlighted
the need for WLDPs to incorporate space for reflection
and exploration of complex and nuanced identity inter-
sections as ‘authentic leadership requires that we bring
more of who we are to the table more often’.

2. Career planning

Six studies reported enhanced career planning as an outcome.
The four qualitative studies (Clarke 2011; Harris and
Leberman 2012; Martínez‐Martínez et al. 2021; Selzer, Howton,
and Wallace 2017) reported enhanced clarity and confidence in
participants' career direction, as well as in explaining the path
of their careers. From a quantitative perspective, Helitzer et al.
(2014) also found positive improvements in two areas of plan-
ning for promotion and planning for the next career stage. Skill
increases were reported across the three programmes: junior
level = 49% and 43%, mid level = 31% and 41% and senior
level = 23% and 55%. Additionally, Parker et al. (2018) observed
perceived usefulness from participants, with 83% of participants
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finding the review of their career plans either beneficial or ex-
tremely beneficial.

Social capital
1. Networking

Ten studies reported increased confidence in networking
as an outcome. The eight qualitative studies (Clarke 2011;
Dannels et al. 2008; Harris and Leberman 2012; Kvach
et al. 2017; Martínez‐Martínez et al. 2021; Nash and
Moore 2021; Parker et al. 2018; Selzer, Howton, and
Wallace 2017) reported perceived utility, enhanced confi-
dence and learning in this area. From a quantitative per-
spective, Helitzer et al. (2014) reported perceived
confidence increases in this skill across the three WLDPs
in their study (junior level = 50%, mid level = 48% and
senior level = 78%). Ford et al. (2021) also reported sus-
tained increases in confidence across three timepoints in
leveraging Communities of Leadership Practice skills,
which has a focus on networking (F(1.899,
328.507), p= 0.00).

2. Conflict management

Six studies reported a perceived increase in comfort in using
conflict management techniques. Participants of the WLDPs
explored by Harris and Leberman (2012), Kvach et al. (2017)
and O'Brien and Allin (2022) reported in post‐WLDP interviews
that they felt more comfortable and confident in difficult dis-
cussions. Ford et al. (2021) reported sustained increases across
three timepoints in confidence in leveraging Personal and
Professional Leadership Skills, which has a focus on conflict
management (F(1.876, 313.362) = 81.458, p= 0.00). Helitzer
et al. (2014) observed increases in participant perceptions in this
area (junior level = 35%, mid level = 38% and senior level =
67%). Dannels et al. (2008) saw a statistically significant
increase in this area in the two programmes in comparison to
the control group (F(2,229) = 3.637, p= 0.05). Table 6 provides
an overview of the WLDP outcome characteristics.

3.4 | Quality Ratings and Evidence Statements

Using the checklists offered by Snape et al. (2017), a quality
rating was allocated to each of the studies. Of the nine quali-
tative studies, one was of moderate quality, four were of upper
low quality and four were of low quality. For those assigned low
or very low ratings, these were largely attributed to the lack of
discussion of evidence for and against the researcher's argu-
ments, and the lack of explanation regarding modifications
during the research; the rationale of participant selection; the
analysis technique used; the researchers' relationship with the
participants and consideration of ethical issues. Of the four
quantitative studies, one was of upper low quality, two of low
quality and one of very low quality. Low or very low‐quality
ratings were largely attributed to lack of consistency in com-
pletion of pre/postmeasures, the lack of control groups, the use
of only self‐report measures, and the lack of explicit consider-
ation of ethical issues and the consequences of these. Evidence
statements using the predefined research questions for this
review have been created, as seen in Table 7. These were
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assigned a quality rating using the GRADE‐CERQual table
adapted from Snape et al. (2017).

4 | Discussion

This review is the first to synthesise current research on
WLDPs. The key aims were to understand the selection process
of participants, the design and instructional methodologies
used, the skills, knowledge and abilities developed, and the
exploration of outcomes as well as the measurement of these.

4.1 | Who Is Recruited to WLDPs and How Does
This Recruitment Take Place?

A lack of clear reporting is observed in the reviewed studies
surrounding how participants are selected and, as a result, have
access to WLDPs. Experience, rank and academic achievement/
education are key components of selection. When viewed in
comparison to predictive validity estimates in a selection and
hiring context, Schmidt and Hunter (1998) estimate that these
areas have relatively weak predictive power, with estimates
ranging between 0.10 and 0.18, with an even more recent
review of selection methods finding weaker variations (Sackett
et al. 2022). Specifically in relation to proficiency of learning,
Hunter (1980) found that these areas were not useful in pre-
dicting outcomes and the application of learning. There is also
no reference to the antecedents of individual characteristics
being understood as part of the selection processes, which is
surprising given that such characteristics have been observed to
support learning outcomes and application (Colquitt, LePine,
and Noe 2000; Gentry and Martineau 2010). There is evidence of

organisational sponsorship, a factor in effective learning transfer
(Day et al. 2014; Hillman, Schwandt, and Bartz 1990; London
and Mone 1987), in the form of the nomination and selection of
participants by senior management. This nomination, however,
appears to be used as a gateway to access, rather than the support
following access. Viewing these observations holistically, there
appears to be scope for more transparent and robust selection
processes to be utilised in the selection of participants. Further-
more, a consequence of the incorporation of selection methods
into the participant selection process means that these WLDPs
are not accessible to all. This is particularly concerning given the
use of selection criteria which have limited predictive power.
This could be viewed as reinforcing privilege and favouring
socioeconomic status over capability and potential, which these
programmes purport to nurture.

4.2 | What Design and Instructional
Methodologies Are Employed?

A lack of clear reporting is observed in the reviewed studies
regarding the design methodologies used. Whilst some of this
obscurity may, in part, be attributed to the protection of intel-
lectual property, particularly in relation to those studies which
use WLDPs designed by management consultants (Nash and
Moore 2018, 2021; Peterson 2019), our findings indicate a
dearth of knowledge sharing regarding design methodologies
and content.

Most salient among the instructional methodologies was the
highlighted role of the facilitator(s), and the need to create a
safe and secure environment for participants. Such an en-
vironment was observed to create optimum conditions for

TABLE 6 | WDLP outcome characteristics.

Study

Outcomes

Human Social

Intersectionality and
identity dynamics

Career
planning Networking

Conflict
management

Clarke (2011) ✓ ✓ ✓ —
Dannels et al. (2008) — — ✓ ✓

Ford et al. (2021) — — ✓ ✓

Harris and
Leberman (2012)

— ✓ ✓ ✓

Helitzer et al. (2014) — ✓ ✓ ✓

Kvach et al. (2017) — — ✓ ✓

Martínez‐Martínez
et al. (2021)

✓ ✓ ✓ —

Nash and Moore (2018) — — — —
Nash and Moore (2021) — — ✓ —
O'Brien and Allin (2022) ✓ — — ✓

Parker et al. (2018) ✓ ✓ ✓

Peterson (2019) ✓ — — —
Selzer, Howton and
Wallace (2017)

✓ ✓ ✓ —
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TABLE 7 | Evidence statements.

Evidence statement
Quality
rating Reasoning In which studies

Female leaders are recruited into WLDPs via

Selection procedures based on
tenure, rank and academic
achievements

Initial
evidence

There are four studies,
ranging from low quality to

moderate quality

Helitzer et al. (2014); Martínez‐Martínez
et al. (2021), Parker et al. (2018); Selzer,

Howton and Wallace (2017)

An application process and
selection day

Unclear
evidence

There is a single study of
low quality

O'Brien and Allin (2022)

The design of WLDPs incorporates

Women‐only designers Unclear
evidence

There are two studies, both
of low quality

Clarke (2011); Harris and Leberman (2012)

A participant needs
assessment

Unclear
evidence

There is a single study of
low quality

Kvach et al. (2017)

A focus on navigating
gender bias

Unclear
evidence

There are three studies, all
of which are low quality

Dannels et al. (2008); Nash and Moore
(2018); Parker et al. (2018)

Positive leadership theories Unclear
evidence

There are two studies, both
of low quality

Martínez‐Martínez et al. (2021); O'Brien
and Allin (2022)

The delivery of WLDPs incorporates

A supportive environment Promising
evidence

There are multiple studies,
ranging from low quality to

moderate quality

Clarke (2011); Kvach et al. (2017);
Martínez‐Martínez et al. (2021); Nash and
Moore (2018, 2021); O'Brien and Allin

(2022); Parker et al. (2018); Selzer, Howton
and Wallace (2017)

Group‐based discussions
(either virtual or fact‐to‐face)

Initial
evidence

There are five studies, all of
which are low quality

Kvach et al. (2017); Nash and Moore
(2018, 2021); O'Brien and Allin (2022);

Parker et al. (2018)

Female‐only facilitators Unclear
evidence

There is a single study with
some limitations

Parker et al. (2018)

The content of WLDPs includes topics surrounding

Personal growth Promising
evidence

There are multiple studies,
ranging from low quality to

moderate quality

Clarke (2011); Dannels et al. (2008); Ford
et al. (2021); Kvach et al. (2017); Martínez‐
Martínez et al. (2021); Nash and Moore
(2018, 2021); O'Brien and Allin (2022);
Parker et al. (2018); Peterson (2019);
Selzer, Howton and Wallace (2017)

Conceptual understanding Promising
evidence

There are multiple studies,
ranging from low quality to

moderate quality

Dannels et al. (2008); Ford et al. (2021);
Kvach et al. (2017); Martínez‐Martínez

et al. (2021); Nash and Moore (2018, 2021);
Parker et al. (2018); Selzer, Howton and

Wallace (2017)

Skills building Promising
evidence

There are multiple studies,
ranging from low quality to

moderate quality

Clarke (2011); Dannels et al. (2008); Ford
et al. (2021); Harris and Leberman (2012);
Helitzer et al. (2014); Kvach et al. (2017);
Martínez‐Martínez et al. (2021); Nash and

Moore (2021); Parker et al. (2018);
Peterson (2019); Selzer, Howton,and

Wallace (2017)

Feedback Promising
evidence

There are multiple studies,
ranging from low quality to

moderate quality

Clarke (2011); Ford et al. (2021); Martínez‐
Martínez et al. (2021); Nash and Moore
(2021); O'Brien and Allin (2022); Parker
et al. (2018); Peterson (2019); Selzer,

Howton and Wallace (2017)

(Continues)
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exploration and learning. Where this environment was not
created and protected by the facilitator, as captured in the
observations made by Nash and Moore (2018), it may have the
potential to undermine the security of the environment and, in
turn, erode the impact of the WLDP. These observations high-
light the importance of the skills of the facilitators, and how
they must remain finely attuned to the sensitivities of the group.
Interestingly, the gender of the facilitator(s) is not widely re-
ported, and no studies highlighted facilitator gender as having
an impact—either positive or negative—on the delivery and
outcomes of the WLDP. Finally, neither the delivery medium
(i.e., face‐to‐face or virtual) nor time commitment and length of
the WLDP have been evaluated, and these components present
an opportunity to deepen knowledge and are worthy of future
exploration to understand any effects.

4.3 | What Are the Skills, Knowledge and
Abilities Developed?

In terms of skills, knowledge and abilities developed, Conger's
(1993) four domains provide a useful framework for the consoli-
dation of focus areas. For personal growth, the observations from
this review suggest that intersectionality, and guided reflection
surrounding the interplays among an individual's identities, may be
a prerequisite for enhanced growth in the areas of self‐awareness,
clarity of purpose and, in turn, enhanced feelings of authenticity.
Previous scholarship (Debebe et al. 2016) has recommended that
WLDPs employ intersectionality as a theoretical lens to prompt and
support participants to examine their own leadership identities and
narratives, and this lens should transcend single‐identity‐based (i.e.,
gender) exploration in favour of broader, more complex intersecting
identities (Atewologun, Sealy, and Vinnicombe 2016; Debebe and
Reinert 2014). This may, in turn, support participants in the cre-
ation of ‘identity‐specific strategies’ to navigate the complexities of
their unique organisational context (Atewologun, Sealy, and
Vinnicombe 2016, 227). The observations captured in this review
regarding the positive response when an intersectional lens is
incorporated, as well as critiques of its omission, suggest that it may
provide fruitful and reflective ground in WLDPs. By centring in-
tersectionality in programme content and activities, WLDPs may

provide a more inclusive and empowering environment for all
participants.

In relation to conceptual understanding, the topics of Trans-
formational Leadership, Authentic Leadership and Strengths‐
based Leadership are most salient. These areas are firmly rooted
in disciplines of Positive Psychology and forms of positive
leadership (Banks et al. 2016), aimed at supporting women
leaders in accentuating their areas of strengths and moving
towards an authentic representation of themselves. These
observations highlight synergies with those findings outlined
above regarding intersectionality and identity dynamics, sug-
gesting that WLDPs which incorporate Positive Psychology
theory may help to prompt exploration and enhance the clarity
of an individual's leadership ‘self’.

In the skill building domain, three salient topic areas were
identified: networking, conflict management and career plan-
ning. Previous scholars exploring access to networks note that
these are limited for women leaders. This is, in part, due to the
small number of suitable connections and their exclusion from
networks which are male dominated (Gibson 2008;
Ibarra 1993). These observations, as well as the positive out-
comes reported in this review, suggest that content and support
in widening these developmental connections is a useful addi-
tion. Although the rationale for including conflict management
was not disclosed, the observed advantages in terms of per-
ceived usefulness and improved comfort were highlighted.
Previous research (Chen 2002; Munduate et al. 1999) has sug-
gested that women may often adopt conflict management styles
involving ingratiation (Canary 1995), avoidance (Chen 2002)
and compromise (Conrad and Poole 2012) as a means to protect
interpersonal relations (Harris 2002). Given these observations,
and the outcomes reported in this review, the incorporation of
conflict management techniques appears to be a useful addition
to support women in feeling comfortable in harnessing a
broader range of conflict management techniques. Women may
also face challenges in attaining a sense of autonomy and
control in their careers, which can be attributed to entrenched
traditional gender roles and associated societal norms (Eagly
and Carli 2003; Ibarra, Ely, and Kolb 2013). With these

TABLE 7 | (Continued)

Evidence statement
Quality
rating Reasoning In which studies

WLDPs influence outcomes of

Human capital Promising
evidence

There are multiple studies,
ranging from low quality to

moderate quality

Clarke (2011); Harris and Leberman
(2012); Helitzer et al. (2014); Martínez‐
Martínez et al. (2021); Nash and Moore
(2021); O'Brien and Allin (2022); Parker
et al. (2018); Peterson (2019); Selzer,

Howton and Wallace (2017)

Social capital Promising
evidence

There are multiple studies,
ranging from low quality to

moderate quality

Clarke (2011); Dannels et al. (2008); Ford
et al. (2021); Harris and Leberman (2012);
Helitzer et al. (2014); Kvach et al. (2017);
Martínez‐Martínez et al. (2021); Nash and
Moore (2021); O'Brien and Allin (2022);
Parker et al. (2018); Selzer, Howton and

Wallace (2017)
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observations and the positive perceptions reported in this
review, the inclusion of career planning may be a prudent
addition to WLDPs.

In relation to the feedback domain, the mechanisms employed
in the studies received mixed levels of reporting regarding
utility. Where impact has been made explicit, there were mixed
perceptions from participants about the usefulness and value of
the psychometric tools used. A further avenue of research
presents itself regarding the effective inclusion of feedback
mechanisms in WLDPs, as well as value and perceived benefits
on the participant.

4.4 | What Are the Outcomes of Programmes and
How Are These Measured?

The outcomes of WLDPs can be categorised into human and
social capital domains. For human capital, participants reported
a heightened sense of awareness of their identities using an
intersectional lens, an increased sense of authenticity and en-
hanced clarity about the direction of their careers. For social
capital, participants reported perceived comfort in networking
and conflict management techniques. These outcomes and the
methodology by which they are captured are congruous; those
which focus on human capital, anchored within the intra-
personal and the enablement of participants to think and act in
new ways (Coleman 1988), employ a qualitative approach to
capturing outcomes. Those studies which focus on the shift of
behaviour, effectiveness of the WLDP, or comfort in leveraging
a particular skill, employ a quantitative approach. Social capital
can be measured either qualitatively (i.e., via interviews to
capture perspectives about networking) or quantitively (i.e., via
surveys capturing before and after WLDP levels of participant
comfort in using these skills). This is in line with previous
observations in the literature (Datta 1994).

4.5 | Limitations of the Extant Research

Five limitations of the research have been identified in this
review. First, our understanding of WLDPs is limited due to the
quality of research completed. For example, only one study in
this review (Selzer, Howton, and Wallace 2017) achieved a
moderate quality rating. Therefore, there is an urgent need for
researchers to improve the quality and transparency of their
scholarship in the area of WLDP research. Whilst there is
promising evidence in some of the areas this review explores,
namely, the content and outcomes of WLDPs, more stringency
is required in the areas of selection and design methods.
Without this, there is a risk that organisations and practitioners
adopt less than ideal—or even counterproductive—methods of
participant selection and programme creation.

Second, study design also presents a limitation. Only one
quantitative study (Dannels et al. 2008) employed a CT design
approach with a longitudinal method to understand the lasting
impact of learning. Ford et al. (2021) use a longitudinal method
without a control group and two studies (Helitzer et al. 2014;
Parker et al. 2018) used a cross‐sectional approach. Therefore,
without enhanced rigour in the study design, there is an

inability to make causal inferences regarding the impact of
the WLDP.

Third, researcher reflexivity is not adequately evidenced in the
qualitative studies. Only one (Selzer, Howton, and Wallace 2017),
which uses autoethnography as a research methodology, reports
on reflexivity. Also, no reference to the reflexivity of the facili-
tator delivering the sessions was made in any of the studies.
Reflexivity affords the opportunity to allow the researcher or
facilitator to examine their beliefs and assumptions, as well as the
influence these aspects wield on their work (Finlay 1998).
The lack of explicit consideration and acknowledgement of the
impact of facilitator or researcher actions and decisions on
the experience under investigation means the quality of the
evidence presented in this review is eroded.

The studies are lacking from a diversity perspective. This is
particularly apparent with regard to ethnicity, with only 16%
of participants being from ethnic minority backgrounds, and
so an ethnicity bias can be inferred. This further accentuates
the need to explore the impact of other intersecting identities
in the creation of a leadership self‐concept and ensure the
nuances that arise from these identities are considered and
supported.

The homogeneity of the setting of the studies also creates an
issue, with 77% of the studies taking place in the realm of
academia. Previous scholarship has noted a number of factors
which may impede the advancement of women to leadership
positions in this sector, and these may explain why this sector
has dominated the research in this review. Specifically, women
tend to experience a lag in the research aspect of their careers in
comparison to their male counterparts (Gardiner et al. 2007).
Research is reported to be a key aspect of promotion criteria
and, as such, the inability to complete such scholarship due to
parenting responsibilities may slow career advancement
(McCall et al. 2000). Additionally, there may also be cultural
factors at play that inhibit the furthering of women. University
faculties may be difficult to enter due to entrenched ‘boys’ club'
traditions (McCall et al. 2000), and these further erode the
ability to gain access to important networks and developmental
relationships (Mousa et al. 2021). However, whilst there is a
compelling case for the domination of academia in the reviewed
literature, the lack of heterogeneity in this sector prompts the
need for further research outside of this setting.

4.6 | Implications for Future Research

Whilst the heightened recognition of the challenges women face
on the path to leadership has prompted a growth in literature
about WLDPs, this review highlights that there is a need to
explore these further and with greater transparency of reporting
to further both academic and practitioner knowledge (Mousa
et al. 2021). This review also highlights the apparent disconnect
between participant selection and the principal advantages
of the deployment of such WLDPs, that being the growth of
women and access to leadership positions. With the focus of
such selection procedures being predominantly based on ex-
perience, tenure or academic achievements, they are lacking a
comprehensive and evidence‐based structure. Future avenues of
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research could look to understand the place of selection
methods in such programmes, with guidance created to inform
their use and application.

With a lens on the design and delivery of WLDPs, this review
highlights two avenues for future research. First, in relation to
the feedback domain, the mechanisms employed in the studies
received mixed levels of reporting regarding their utility. Where
the impact was made explicit, participants had mixed percep-
tions about the usefulness and value of the psychometric tools
used. This indicates a need for further research into the effective
inclusion of feedback mechanisms in WLDPs, as well as their
value and perceived benefits to participants. Second, the gender
of the facilitator(s) is not widely reported, and no studies
highlighted facilitator gender as having an impact—either
positive or negative—on the delivery and outcomes of the
WLDP. Additionally, neither the delivery medium (i.e., face‐to‐
face or virtual) nor the time commitment and length of the
WLDP have been evaluated. These components present an
opportunity for future research to deepen knowledge and
understand their effects on the efficacy of these programmes.
Exploring these aspects could provide valuable insights into
optimising WLDP delivery and outcomes.

With regard to diversity, this review highlights that more
attention needs to be paid to women leaders from ethnic
minority backgrounds in WLDP research. This review found a
bias towards White women, meaning the applicability of the
findings for members of other ethnicities may be limited.
The favourable responses and reported outcomes regarding the
inclusion of content exploring intersectionality and identity
dynamics provides fertile ground to explore identities outside of
gender. Indeed, two of the included studies (Nash and
Moore 2021; Selzer, Howton, and Wallace 2017) also advocate
for such research, with specific recommendations surrounding
focus areas of sexuality, race, class, religion, age and disability.
Indeed, leadership development has been previously positioned
as ‘identity work’ (Ely, Ibarra, and Kolb 2011, 2), and this
provides an opportunity to deepen understanding of the pro-
cesses in which individuals construct their leadership identity
(Avolio, Avey, and Quisenberry 2010; Day 2000). Exploration of
multiple identities and their intersection with leadership is
required, as gender may be too narrow a lens through which to
view identity development. There is scope for future research to
address this and strengthen understanding regarding leadership
identity development of those in possession of other under-
represented identities (i.e., sexuality, race, class, religion, age
and disability), ensuring that those in possession are supported,
not erased.

4.7 | Implications for Practice

Four implications for practice can be identified following this
scoping review of the literature. The first implication underlines
the importance of sharing and publication of knowledge in
WLDP research, and to report findings with greater transpar-
ency. This review highlights the opacity in this area, which
presents a potential conflict between the desire to grow female
talent and making leadership accessible. The second implica-
tion, pertinent to practitioners and organisations, concerns the

integration of selection methods with the theoretical founda-
tions of the WLDPs they are implementing. Many of the WLDPs
examined in this review are firmly rooted in Positive Psychology
and various forms of positive leadership. A fundamental prin-
ciple of such theories is for individuals to maximise their
resources and strengths (Super 1955). However, when non-
inclusive selection methods are employed, access to the WLDP
is restricted. This presents a contradictory message.

The third implication of this review reinforces previous obser-
vations in the literature surrounding the inclusion of net-
working, conflict management and career planning. By
developing networks and networking skills, women may be able
to ‘disrupt the patterns of social connectivity at work that have
for so long privileged men, and in so doing provide a new way
to alter the balance of power between the sexes’ (McCarthy
2004, 11). Biases and societal expectations may contribute to
and reinforce stereotypes which identify women with the
domestic sphere (Acker 2006; O'Connor 2019). This highlights
the need to equip women leaders with the skills of conflict
management and career planning to challenge these prevailing
views (Ely and Rhode 2010). Finally, the fourth implication
highlights the utility of incorporating an intersectional lens into
WLDPs. By incorporating an intersectional lens and guided
reflection surrounding the convergence and divergence of an
individual's identities, participants may be supported in creating
and being comfortable in internalising their leadership ‘self’
(Selzer, Howton, and Wallace 2017) and leading with an en-
hanced understanding of their purpose (Quinn 2011).

4.8 | Limitations of This Review

There are a few notable limitations to this review. First, and
driven by the overarching objective, this review was purpose-
fully narrow in scope. Grey material was not included, and the
inclusion of such material may have enhanced the evidence
from practice that could have added to the findings. Second, it is
recognised that the narrow focus of the search terms employed
may have inadvertently excluded pertinent research that may
have been useful to this review. Third, researcher bias is also a
consideration, though this may have been somewhat mitigated
by the involvement of additional researchers and the high
coefficients in relation to interrater reliability.

5 | Concluding Remarks

The ‘glass ceiling’, though not a modern metaphor, is a pre-
vailing issue. The introduction of WLDPs highlights a
recognition of this predicament. This review endeavoured to
identify the selection processes, design methodologies, delivery
mechanisms, the salient content and the reporting of outcomes
through the extrapolation of the most recent research. In doing
so, it reveals some troubling findings. There is a concerning lack
of consistent reporting, transparent sharing of knowledge and
alarming processes concerning the selection of participants and,
as a consequence, this review poses more questions than it has
answered. These questions are necessary, as the opaqueness
uncovered is likely to hinder individuals in their leadership

19 of 23

 2835236x, 2025, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/dvr2.70005 by T

est, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [13/11/2024]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



journey. Developing a more rigorous and consistent approach in
the reporting of these areas will strengthen the ability of orga-
nisations to support their leaders. This review advocates for the
inclusion of an intersectional lens to support leadership identity
development. This lens provides fertile ground to explore
leadership identity development through the perspectives of
those in possession of other underrepresented identities (i.e.,
ethnic minorities, those with disabilities and LGBTQ+ in-
dividuals). The findings of these explorations could inform
other leadership development initiatives and, in turn, accelerate
the sustainable representation of diversity in leadership roles.
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