
EClinicalMedicine 39 (2021) 101108

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

EClinicalMedicine

journal homepage: https://www.journals.elsevier.com/eclinicalmedicine
Commentary
Building an evidence base on organisational interventions to advance
women in healthcare leadership

Pavel V Ovseikoa,*, Evanthia Kalpazidou Schmidtb

a Radcliffe Department of Medicine, University of Oxford, Oxford, UK
b Department of Political Science � Danish Centre for Studies in Research and Research Policy, Aarhus University, Denmark
A R T I C L E I N F O

Article History:
Received 12 August 2021
Accepted 13 August 2021
Available online 25 August 2021
While women remain underrepresented in healthcare leadership,
an evidence base on organisational interventions that can help to
accelerate their advancement to leadership positions is limited and
scattered across different sectors. In an article published in EClinical-
Medicine, Helena Teede and colleagues contribute to building such an
evidence base by identifying and synthesising organisational inter-
ventions that have been shown to measurably advance women in
leadership [1].

Teede and colleagues systematically searched the relevant multi-
disciplinary databases and identified 91 eligible studies across acade-
mia, health, government, sports, hospitality, finance, and information
technology sectors, which were published in English in peer-
reviewed journals between January 2000 and March 2021. Amongst
these studies, there were more studies from academic medicine and
healthcare than from any other sector. The authors narratively syn-
thesised the findings from these studies using a meta-synthesis
approach with a view to generating insights on the processes that
enable women to advance in healthcare leadership. The multi-sector
scope of the review and its meta-synthesis approach make a unique
and valuable addition to other recent reviews on gender equity in
healthcare [2,3].

The results of the review have the potential to inform organisa-
tional strategies, policies, and practices. Namely, the results indicate
that organisational leadership, commitment, and accountability are
associated with measurable improvements in women’s advance-
ment. The results identify five categories of potentially effective
organisational interventions: (i) organisational processes, (ii) aware-
ness and engagement, (iii) mentoring and networking, (iv) leadership
development, and (v) support tools. Importantly, the authors
acknowledge the shortcomings of isolated interventions and argue
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for a multifaceted approach including a range of interventions at
multiple organisational levels.

Moreover, the article poses important implications for the devel-
opment of the field of diversity interventions. One important implica-
tion is the quality of evidence on diversity interventions. The article
shows that currently there is a paucity of robust quantitative studies,
a varied body of qualitative studies, and a lack of standardised out-
come measures across both quantitative and qualitative studies. This
is in line with previous research showing that even in the case of
mentoring, which is arguably the most common diversity and career
advancement intervention, it is impossible to ascertain its effective-
ness in reducing gender inequalities due to a lack of standardised
approaches and weak evaluation designs [4].

Given that research funders, professional associations, and
research organisations across the globe commit significant resources
and efforts to diversity interventions, there is a need to develop
standardised and more rigorous approaches to designing and evalu-
ating diversity interventions. For example, government funding
agencies and professional associations in the United Kingdom, Ire-
land, Australia, the United States, and Canada have been instrumental
in the wide-spread adoption by higher education and research insti-
tutions of gender equality action plans based on the standardised
Athena Swan framework [5]. A new European gender equality strat-
egy has made provisions for the European flagship research funding
programme to require applicants to have in place gender equality
action plans [6]. The Australian Academy of Science has identified
establishing a consistent national evaluation framework across all
gender equity initiatives in science, technology, engineering and
mathematics as one of the major strategic opportunities of the cur-
rent decade [7].

Another important implication for the development of the field of
diversity interventions posed by the article is the complexity of
organisational interventions, which requires continuously adapting
interventions to the local contexts and constantly emerging condi-
tions [8,9]. It follows that the effectiveness of interventions will also
depend on the capabilities of the local staff in adapting and imple-
menting interventions taking into account their local contexts and
emerging conditions. As such, in parallel with standardising and
strengthening the design and evaluation of diversity interventions,
there is a need to develop implementation science approaches and
tools to support the effective implementation of diversity interven-
tions.
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Yet another important implication for the development of the
field of diversity interventions posed by the article is the salience of
sector and organisational cultural factors. The authors rightly point
out that there is a need for future research to gain greater insight into
organisational cultures in the strongly hierarchical healthcare sector.
While the hierarchical cultures in the health sector can present bar-
riers to women’s career advancement, they can also help to ensure
the uptake and effective implementation of gender equity interven-
tions when healthcare leaders commit themselves to advancing gen-
der equity [5,10]. The fact that the current review includes more
studies from academic medicine and healthcare than from any other
sector suggests that the healthcare sector is leading multi-sector
efforts in evidence-based gender equality interventions. The evidence
synthesis presented in the current article makes a valuable contribu-
tion to help accelerate such efforts further.

Declaration of Competing Interest

PVO declares an advisory role with the Advance HE Athena Swan
Governance Committee. EKS declares no conflicts of interest.

Acknowledgements

PVO is supported by the National Institute for Health Research
(NIHR) Oxford Biomedical Research Centre, Grant BRC-1215�20008
to the Oxford University Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust and the Uni-
versity of Oxford, and by the European Union’s Horizon 2020
research and innovation programme under grant agreement No.
872396. EKS is supported by the European Union�s Horizon 2020
research and innovation programme under Grant agreements Nos.
872146, 101006386, and by the Norwegian Research Council through
the Gender, Citizenship and Academic Power (GAP) project.
References

[1] Mousa M, Boyle J, Skouteris H, et al. Advancing women in healthcare leadership:
a systematic review and meta-synthesis of multi-sector evidence on organisational
interventions. EClinicalMedicine 2021;39:101084. doi: 10.1016/j.eclinm.2021.
101084.

[2] Laver KE, Prichard IJ, Cations M, et al. A systematic review of interventions to sup-
port the careers of women in academic medicine and other disciplines. BMJ Open
2018;8(3):e020380. doi: 10.1136/bmjopen-2017-020380.

[3] Tricco AC, Bourgeault I, Moore A, et al. Advancing gender equity in medicine. Can
Med Assoc J 2021;193(7):E244–E50. doi: 10.1503/cmaj.200951.

[4] House A, Dracup N, Burkinshaw P, et al. Mentoring as an intervention to promote
gender equality in academic medicine: a systematic review. BMJ Open 2021;11
(1):e040355. doi: 10.1136/bmjopen-2020-040355.

[5] Ovseiko PV, Taylor M, Gilligan RE, et al. Effect of Athena SWAN funding incentives
on women’s research leadership. BMJ 2020;371(8266):m3975. doi: 10.1136/bmj.
m3975.

[6] Kalpazidou Schmidt E, Ovseiko PV. Link Horizon Europe funding to real steps to
gender equality. Nature 2020;584(7822):525. doi: 10.1038/d41586-020-02430-1.

[7] Australian Academy of Science. Women in STEM decadal plan. Australian Acad-
emy of Science; 2019 https://www.science.org.au/womeninSTEMplan.

[8] Kalpazidou Schmidt E, Ovseiko PV, Henderson LR, et al. Understanding the
Athena SWAN award scheme for gender equality as a complex social interven-
tion in a complex system: analysis of Silver award action plans in a compara-
tive European perspective. Health Res Policy Syst 2020;18(19). doi: 10.1186/
s12961-020-0527-x.

[9] Kalpazidou Schmidt E, Ovseiko PV. Acknowledging complexity in evaluation of
gender equality interventions. EClinicalMedicine 2020;28. doi: 10.1016/j.
eclinm.2020.100623.

[10] Ovseiko PV, Pololi LH, Edmunds LD, et al. Creating a more supportive and inclu-
sive university culture: a mixed-methods interdisciplinary comparative analysis
of medical and social sciences at the University of Oxford. Interdiscip. Sci Rev
2019;44(02):166–91. doi: 10.1080/03080188.2019.1603880.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eclinm.2021.<?re 3j?>101084
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eclinm.2021.<?re 3j?>101084
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2017-020380
https://doi.org/10.1503/cmaj.200951
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2020-040355
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.m3975
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.m3975
https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-020-02430-1
https://www.science.org.au/womeninSTEMplan
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12961-020-0527-x
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12961-020-0527-x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eclinm.2020.100623
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eclinm.2020.100623
https://doi.org/10.1080/03080188.2019.1603880

	Building an evidence base on organisational interventions to advance women in healthcare leadership
	Declaration of Competing Interest
	Acknowledgements
	References


