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Executive Summary

Women remain significantly underrepresented in leadership roles within the digital sector,
despite growing demand for digital skills and increasing participation in education. This gap
is not primarily driven by a lack of technical capability, but by a combination of structural,
cultural, and psychological barriers, including confidence gaps, limited access to role models,

biased perceptions of leadership, and unequal access to opportunities.

At the same time, evidence shows that greater gender diversity in leadership contributes to
stronger innovation and economic performance. Gender-diverse teams can achieve up to 20—
30% higher innovation performance, yet women hold less than 25% of senior leadership roles
in ICT in Europe, and represent only 10-15% of tech start-up founders. This represents a

significant untapped potential for Europe’s digital transformation and competitiveness.

This document presents a comprehensive educational framework for developing future
female leaders in the digital domain, designed for educational institutions and policymakers.
The framework is based on the principle that leadership is not innate but must be

systematically developed through a holistic, lifecycle approach.

At its core, the framework integrates six interconnected elements:

—

Digital skills, ensuring equal access and engagement in technology fields.

2. Leadership skills, including support, teamwork, communication, trust, motivation,
and inspiration.

3. Mentoring, providing guidance, role models, and network access.

4. Opportunities, enabling practical application and leadership experience.
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5. Feedback, supporting continuous development and confidence-building.

6. Promotion and visibility, ensuring recognition and advancement.

These elements are designed to function as a coherent system, reinforcing each other to build

confidence, capability, and progression pathways.
The framework is implemented across four key stages of the education and career lifecycle:

e Primary education, focusing on shaping perceptions, building confidence, and
normalising leadership among girls.

e Secondary education, strengthening skills, identity, and decision-making while
preventing drop-off.

e Vocational and higher education, enabling real-world application, professional
readiness, and visibility.

e Early career and lifelong learning, ensuring retention, advancement, and leadership

progression.

Each stage includes targeted activities for all learners, as well as specific measures to address

gender-related barriers and engage families, institutions, and employers.

A central premise of this framework is that systemic change is required. Isolated
interventions are insufficient; instead, education systems must align with industry,
policymakers, and society to reshape norms, remove barriers, and create inclusive pathways

to leadership.
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1. Introduction

The underrepresentation of women in leadership roles in the digital sector is not simply a
matter of insufficient technical skills. It reflects a broader systemic challenge shaped by
confidence gaps, cultural perceptions, lack of exposure, and limited access to opportunities.
Education systems play a central role in addressing these barriers, not only by equipping girls
and women with digital competencies but by actively developing their leadership identity

and creating pathways to advancement.

This document proposes an education framework designed to support the development of
future female leaders. It emphasises that leadership must be cultivated through a combination
of digital skills, leadership skills, mentoring, opportunities, feedback, and promotion. These
elements must be embedded across all stages of education and aligned with institutional and

policy-level interventions.

Key figures, summarising the potential and impact of greater women's inclusion in the digital

area, could bring to Europe:

e +20-30% higher innovation performance in gender-diverse teams (estimated across
studies).

e <25% of senior leadership roles in the ICT sector are held by women in Europe, not
allowing for a different vision for the future.

e 710-15% of tech start-up founders are women, which illustrates limited influence in

innovation ecosystems.
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2. Core Elements of the Education Framework

An effective framework for developing female leadership in the digital domain must integrate

six interconnected elements. These should not be treated as standalone initiatives, but as a

coordinated system that reinforces learning, confidence, and progression. The general idea of

the framework is presented in Figure 1 (below).

EDUCATIONAL FRAMEWORK FOR FUTURE FEMALE LEADERS

Six interconnected elements that build confidence, capability and career advancement

FOUNDATION FOR
PARTICIPATION
« Coding, Al, data, digital tools

+ Early exposure and hands-on
learning

+ Interdisciplinary and engaging
approaches

« Building digital confidence

RECOGNITION AND
ADVANCEMENT
+ Visibility of achievements

+ Scholarships, awards and
recognition

+ Career pathways and
sponsorship

* Support for advancement
into leadership roles

REFLECTION AND GROWTH
+ Constructive, continuous feedback
+ Focus on strengths and development

* Reflection to build self-awareness
and confidence

« Data and insights to track progress

HOW IT WORKS

—> Builds on and strengthens

Reinforces and
interconnects

0

CAPABILITIES FOR
IMPACT

DIGITAL LEADERSHIP

SKILLS SKILLS » Support: enable others to grow
o « Teamwork: collaborate and
co-Create
« Communication: express, listen,

m— influence

+ Trust: build relationships
and integrity

+ Motivation: energize and empower

« Inspiration: set vision and
lead change

PROMOTION s MENTORING e i
® % ROL L.
| « Women mentering women
* across life stages

CONFIDENT, CAPABLE
FEMALE LEADERS
IN THE DIGITAL ERA

[ ]
L H. i
+ Role models and real stories

+ Career guidance and
network access

N\

S PRACTICE AND EXPOSURE SYSTEMIC IMPACT

FEEDBACK

{ OPPORTUNITIES '\ + Projects, hackathons, competitions 8 e
[
| ] « Internships and industry exposure “"\
|
k____'_,* / « Leadership roles in class and ®) Changes cuture
X / extracurricular activities ‘LL and stereotypes
N\ / « Speaking engagements and -
. - visibility 227\ Builds inclusive
v \p/ learning envirenments
STRONG SYSTEMS — STRONG OUTCOMES Uniocks the full
sida / PY ﬁ @ potential of talent
'ﬁ'ﬁ? o | [ BrEl Drives economic growth
Increased participation Stronger leadership Higher confidence and More women In digital More innovative, inclusive and social progress
of girls in digital fields pipeline self-efficacy leadership roless and equitable societies

TOGETHER, THESE ELEMENTS CREATE A CONTINUOUS CYCLE OF LEARNING, GROWTH AND LEADERSHIP.

Fig. 1. Conceptual illustration of the educational framework for future female leaders

All these components should be applied to supplement each other and lead to a systemic

impact changing the

culture and stereotypes, building inclusive learning environments,

unlocking the full potential of talent and driving economic growth and special progress.
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While more details on each of the elements are provided, explaining their importance in the

framework.

2.1. Digital Skills
Digital skills form the foundation for participation in the modern economy and are a
prerequisite for leadership in the digital domain. However, access alone is not sufficient;

programs must be intentionally designed to engage girls and women.

This includes early exposure to digital tools and concepts, as well as targeted programs in
areas such as coding, artificial intelligence, and data science. Importantly, interdisciplinary
approaches, such as combining technology with creative fields or social impact, can help
attract a broader range of participants, including those who may not initially identify with

traditional STEM pathways.

Digital education should also account for different learning styles and address gender-specific

barriers, ensuring that both girls and boys are equally encouraged and supported.

2.2. Leadership Skills

Leadership must be understood as a set of competencies that can be learned and practised
over time. Within this framework, particular emphasis is placed on leadership qualities that

are often undervalued but critical in modern organisations:

e Supporting others and enabling team success.
e Effective teamwork and collaboration.

e (lear and adaptive communication.
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e Building trust through accountability and integrity.
e Motivating others to perform and grow.

e Inspiring vision and direction.

Education systems should provide structured opportunities for students to develop and apply
these skills in real contexts. Leadership should not be reserved for a few individuals but
should be experienced by all learners through rotating roles, collaborative projects, and

decision-making exercises.

2.3. Mentoring and Sponsoring
Mentoring plays a crucial role in shaping confidence, career awareness, and leadership
aspirations. Many girls and women lack access to relatable role models, particularly in digital
leadership positions. A structured mentoring approach should include both peer mentoring
and intergenerational mentoring, ideally following a lifecycle model where women support
each other at different stages of their development. Mentoring relationships should go
beyond inspiration and include practical guidance, career navigation, and encouragement to

pursue leadership opportunities.

However, mentoring alone is often not enough to advance women into leadership roles.
Sponsorship (where a senior leader actively advocates for a woman’s advancement) is equally
essential. Unlike mentors, who offer advice, sponsors use their influence to open doors,
recommend women for high-visibility assignments, and support their progression into
leadership pipelines. Effective sponsorship requires intentional commitment from leaders
who are willing to champion women’s potential and ensure they are considered for strategic

roles, promotions, and decision-making positions.

*
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Together, mentoring and sponsorship create a more powerful support system: mentoring
builds skills and confidence, while sponsorship provides access, visibility, and concrete
opportunities. Regions, institutions, and organisations should therefore develop integrated
programs that combine both elements, ensuring that women not only receive guidance but

also gain the advocacy needed to advance into digital leadership roles.

2.4. Opportunities
Skills and confidence can only translate into leadership if individuals are given real
opportunities to apply them. Education systems must therefore actively create pathways for

participation and advancement.

These opportunities include involvement in projects, competitions, internships, speaking
engagements, and leadership roles within academic settings. It is particularly important to
ensure that girls and young women are actively encouraged to participate, as they may be

less likely to self-select into such opportunities due to confidence gaps or perceived barriers.

2.5. Feedback

Continuous, constructive feedback is essential for growth and confidence-building. Many
women receive less actionable feedback or are evaluated differently than their male

counterparts, particularly in leadership contexts.

Educational institutions should establish clear and transparent feedback mechanisms that
focus on skill development and progress. Feedback should reinforce leadership behaviours,

highlight achievements, and provide guidance for improvement. Importantly, it should also
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help individuals understand that leadership capabilities are developed through experience,

not innate traits.

2.6. Promotion and Visibility
Visibility is a critical but often overlooked element in leadership development. Women’s
achievements are frequently under-recognised, which limits their advancement and

reinforces stereotypes about leadership.

Education systems should actively promote female role models, highlight student
achievements, and create platforms where girls and women can showcase their work. This
includes inviting women as speakers, featuring their contributions in teaching materials, and

supporting their participation in public and professional forums.

Promotion should also extend to formal recognition mechanisms, such as awards,

scholarships, and nominations, ensuring that talented individuals are not overlooked.

*
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3. Implementation Across Education Stages

To be effective, the framework must be adapted to different stages of the education lifecycle.

Each stage plays a distinct role in shaping skills, confidence, and leadership identity.

3.1. Primary Education
At the primary level, the focus should be on shaping perceptions and building foundational
confidence. Children begin forming ideas about gender roles and capabilities at an early age,

making this a critical intervention point.

Practical activities may include integrating stories and examples of female leaders into
lessons, ensuring equal participation in classroom tasks, and introducing basic digital tools in
an inclusive and engaging way. Teachers should encourage all students to take on leadership

roles in group activities, normalising leadership among girls from an early stage.

Engaging families is also important, as parental perceptions can significantly influence
children’s aspirations. Providing information and resources to families can help reinforce

positive messages about girls’ potential in digital and leadership roles.

At the primary level, activities should normalise leadership, build confidence, and counter
early stereotypes. The goal is not specialisation, but broad exposure, equal participation, and

positive identity formation.

3.1.1. Competencies for All Pupils
These activities are dedicated to building universal leadership and digital foundations for all

children and should work as a base for further development. These activities ensure that all
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children, girls and boys, develop core competencies, while preventing early gender bias in

participation.

3.1.1.1. Rotating Leadership Roles in Group Work

Teachers assign structured group tasks (e.g., simple projects, problem-solving exercises). Each
child rotates through roles such as team coordinator, presenter, organiser, and supporter
(helping others succeed). Teachers explicitly explain what each role means, including
leadership behaviours like listening, encouraging others, and decision-making. The rotation
should be done consistently, not overloading children to change multiple roles on the same

day.
Expected outcomes:

e All children experience leadership as a shared responsibility.
e Girls gain early leadership practice without self-selection barriers.

e Development of teamwork, communication, and trust.

3.1.1.2. “Mini Digital Creators” Projects

Introduce simple digital tools (e.g., basic coding apps, storytelling tools, drawing software).
Students create small projects, such as a digital story, a simple game prototype, or a class
presentation. Ensure equal participation by assigning roles within teams. Make sure the
keywords “digital” and “technology” are used to highlight that they are already creating
digital assets. Give positive feedback to everyone, assuring they get confidence in being able

to be part of the digital projects.
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Expected outcomes:

¢ Increased confidence in using digital tools.
e Early association of girls with creation (not just consumption).

e Development of problem-solving and creativity.

3.1.1.3. “Leadership Through Support” Exercises

Design activities where success depends on helping others (e.g., peer tutoring, paired
problem-solving). Teachers highlight behaviours such as encouraging teammates, listening
actively, and helping others complete tasks. Positive feedback should be given to both the
student who helped should be recognised (“Well done. See how the child progressed? You
are good at helping others.”) as well as the one who received help (“How well you worked
together. You achieved a very good result. You would have done it alone, but the joint effort

made the result ever better.”).

Expected outcomes:

e Recognition that leadership includes support and collaboration.
e Strengthened empathy and teamwork.
e Understanding giving and taking help can bring even better results.

e Broader understanding of leadership beyond authority.

3.1.1.4.Communication Circles and Teamwork

Students participate in structured discussions where each child shares an idea, listens to

others, and builds on someone else’s contribution. A very simple example can be teamwork
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in painting — one student defines the main idea, what should be painted, other students add
details on how the painting should be structured, what colours should be used, etc., while
the last group of students is responsible for painting it (agreeing who will paint what in the
joint painting). The teacher guides respectful communication and confidence in speaking, as
well as clear task distribution and respect for each other's work. After the activity,

highlighting the value of collaboration and respect for each other's contributions.
Expected outcomes:

e Improved communication skills.
e Equal voice participation among girls and boys.

e Experience in teamwork and respect for each contribution.

3.1.2.Girl-Oriented Activities
These types of activities should be dedicated to addressing stereotypes and building
confidence directly. These activities are designed to counteract early biases and strengthen

girls’ self-perception as leaders.

3.1.2.1. “Girls Lead Too” Story Integration

Integrate stories, examples, and classroom materials featuring women leaders in digital and
other fields. After each story, facilitate discussion (“What made her a good leader?”), connect

traits to students’ own behaviour.
Expected outcomes:

e Increased awareness of female role models.

*
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e Reduced the stereotype that leadership is male-dominated.

e Stronger identification with leadership roles.

3.1.2.2.Confidence-Building Speaking Opportunities

Teachers intentionally and repeatedly invite girls to:

e Present group work.
e Share ideas publicly.

e Lead discussions.
Support preparation time to reduce anxiety.
Expected Outcomes:

e Increased self-confidence in public speaking.
e Higher participation rates among girls.
e Normalisation of girls in visible roles.

3.1.2.3 “Try & Learn” Safe Failure Activities

Introduce tasks where mistakes are expected (e.g., building a simple digital project that may
fail). Teachers emphasise learning from mistakes, effort over perfection. The experience of

failing and finding a solution should build confidence that all situations have a solution.
Expected outcomes:

e Reduced fear of failure.
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e Lower perfectionism tendencies.

e Increased willingness to take initiative.

3.1.2.4. Girls’ Digital Exploration Sessions

Optional sessions or clubs where girls can explore digital tools in a supportive environment
(e.g., coding games, creative tech projects). Focus on fun, experimentation, and collaboration

rather than performance.
Expected outcomes:

e Increased interest in digital fields.
e Reduced intimidation in mixed environments.

e Stronger peer support networks.

3.1.3. Homework and Extracurricular Activities (Including Parents)
Education should try to extend the impact beyond the classroom. These activities ensure that

family environments reinforce, rather than undermine, school efforts.

3.1.3.1. “‘Family Role Model Discovery” Homework

Students interview a family member about their job or responsibilities, leadership
experiences, and problem-solving situations. Teachers encourage highlighting female
examples where possible. Encourage students to share the results in the classroom, and add a
discussion, could mom/dad do one or another activity, motivating them to understand the

possibilities and avoid stereotypes.

Expected outcomes:

*
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¢ Broader understanding of leadership in everyday life.
e Increased recognition of women’s contributions.

e Family engagement in the learning process.
3.1.3.2 Digital Creation at Home
Assign simple digital tasks to complete with parents, such as:
e Creating a short digital story.

e Designing a simple presentation.

e Exploring an educational app together.

Provide guidance to parents to ensure equal participation. This could encourage both parents

to try digital tools and demonstrate that both of them are capable of engaging.

Expected outcomes:

e Reinforcement of digital confidence at home.
e Increased parental awareness of girls’ capabilities.

e Shared learning experience.

3.1.3.3. Parent Awareness Packs
Provide short, accessible materials to parents explaining:
e Why confidence and encouragement matter.

e How stereotypes affect children.

e Simple ways to support girls (e.g., encouraging participation, avoiding bias).

Funded by
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Expected outcomes:

e Reduced reinforcement of stereotypes at home.
e Increased parental support for girls’ leadership development.

e Alignment between school and family messages.

3.1.3.4. “Leadership at Home” Challenges

Assign weekly challenges where children take initiative at home, such as:

e Organising a small family activity.
e Helping solve a household problem.

e Teaching something new to a family member.

Parents provide simple feedback.

Expected outcomes:

e Transfer of leadership skills to real-life situations.
e Increased confidence and responsibility.

e Recognition of leadership as everyday behaviour.

3.1.4. Final Note

At the primary level, the most critical success factor is normalisation:

e Leadership should be seen as something everyone does.
e Girls should experience leadership early and repeatedly.

e Families should reinforce, not contradict, these experiences.
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If implemented consistently, these activities create a strong foundation where girls grow up

seeing leadership as natural, achievable, and expected.

3.2. Secondary Education
During secondary education, students develop stronger interests and begin making decisions
about their future pathways. This stage should focus on building both competence and

confidence.

Schools can introduce structured digital programs such as coding workshops, hackathons,
and interdisciplinary projects. Leadership skills can be developed through group assignments

where roles are rotated, ensuring that all students experience leadership responsibilities.

Workshops addressing confidence, self-presentation, and application strategies are
particularly important at this stage, as girls may begin to self-select out of opportunities.
Exposure to mentors and role models can further reinforce aspirations and provide practical

guidance.

At the secondary level, the focus shifts from exposure to active skill-building, identity
formation, and decision-making about future pathways. This is also the stage where girls are

most at risk of self-selecting out, making targeted interventions essential.

3.2.1.Competencies for All Students
Building advanced digital and leadership capabilities for everyone is an important aspect in
seeking to increase the supply of ICT specialists and European growth. These activities ensure
that all students develop real, applicable leadership and digital skills, while maintaining equal

participation.
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3.2.1.1.5tructured Leadership Rotation in Projects

In group assignments (e.g., STEM projects, research tasks), assign rotating leadership roles
such as Project manager (planning and coordination), Technical lead (solution development),
Communication lead (presentation and reporting), Team support lead (ensuring inclusion

and collaboration). Teachers assess both outcomes and leadership behaviours.

Expected outcomes:

e Practical experience in different leadership styles.
e Stronger teamwork, trust, and accountability.

e Equal exposure to leadership roles for girls and boys.

3.2.1.2.Digital Innovation Labs (Projects and Hackathons)

Organise structured activities such as coding workshops, hackathons (short innovation
challenges), interdisciplinary projects (e.g., tech + environment, tech + art). Ensure teams are

diverse and roles are distributed intentionally.

Expected outcomes:

e Increased digital competence and confidence.
e Experience in problem-solving under real conditions.

e Greater interest in digital career pathways.
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3.2.1.3. Communication and Influence Workshops

Provide training sessions focused on public speaking, presenting ideas to different audiences,

persuasion and storytelling. Include practical exercises such as pitching a project or debating.

Expected outcomes:

e Improved communication and self-expression.
e Increased confidence in public settings.

e Development of influence and inspiration skills.

3.2.1.4. Peer Collaboration & Support Exercises

Design tasks where students must provide feedback to peers, support weaker team members,
and reflect on team dynamics. Teachers explicitly evaluate collaboration quality, not just
results. Try to prioritise girls as helpers in digital tasks, to break the stereotype that boys are
better at digital tasks, and show boys that the help taken from girls is valuable and should be

accepted without prejudice and discrimination.

Expected outcomes:

e Stronger teamwork and empathy.
e Recognition of leadership as supporting others.

e Improved group performance.

3.2.2.Girl-Oriented Activities
Additional attention to girls specifically is necessary to prevent drop-off, build confidence,

and counter stereotypes.
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These activities directly address the critical risk phase where girls disengage from leadership

and digital pathways.

3.2.2.1.Confidence and Application Workshops

Conduct workshops focused on applying for opportunities (competitions, programs, roles),
identifying transferable skills, and overcoming “not good enough” thinking. Include practical

exercises (e.g., writing applications, mock submissions).

Expected outcomes:

e Increased application rates among girls.
e Reduced self-doubt and perfectionism.

e Stronger sense of capability.

3.2.2.2.Girls in Digital Programs (Targeted Labs or Clubs)

Create optional spaces where girls can:

e Experiment with coding, Al, or digital tools.
e Work on projects in small, supportive groups.

e Learn from female mentors.

Focus on exploration rather than performance.

Expected outcomes:

e Increased interest and retention in digital fields.
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e Reduced intimidation in mixed-gender environments.

e Stronger peer support networks.

3.2.2.3. Role Model and Mentorship Sessions

Invite female professionals (especially in digital fields) to share personal career journeys,
discuss challenges and failures, and provide interactive Q&A sessions. Pair students with

mentors where possible.

Expected outcomes:

e Increased visibility of female leadership pathways.
e Stronger motivation and aspiration.

e Realistic understanding of career development.

3.2.2.4. Visibility and Speaking Opportunities for Girls

Actively encourage and support girls to:

e Present at school events.
e Lead project demonstrations.

e Participate in competitions.

Teachers provide preparation support and repeated invitations.

Expected outcomes:

o Increased visibility of girls in leadership roles.
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e Improved self-confidence and communication.

e Cultural normalisation of female leadership.

3.2.3. Homework and Extracurricular Activities (Including Families)
To achieve a bigger impact, extending influence to decision-making environments is an
important factor. At this stage, families influence career choices and confidence, making their

engagement critical.

3.2.3.1.Career Exploration Assignments with Families

Students research and discuss with parents different digital careers, required skills and
pathways, and real-life examples of women in these roles. This could be extended to invite
role models to class and give a task to discuss the profession at home with parents. Present

findings in class.
Expected outcomes:

e Increased awareness of digital career opportunities.
e Family alignment with students’ aspirations.

e Reduced bias in career expectations.

3.2.3.2. “Challenge the Stereotype” Home Discussions

Provide prompts for family discussions, such as “What makes a good leader?”, “Do men and

women lead differently?”. Students summarise insights and reflect in class.

Expected outcomes:

*
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e Increased awareness of stereotypes.
e Critical thinking about gender roles.

¢ Influence on family perceptions.

3.2.3.3. Real-World Leadership Challenges

Assign projects where students identify a real problem (school or community), design a
solution, and lead implementation (individually or in teams). Encourage parental

involvement where relevant.

Expected outcomes:

e Application of leadership and problem-solving skills.
e Increased sense of agency and responsibility.

e Stronger connection between learning and real life.

3.2.3.4. Parent Engagement Sessions (Workshops or Webinars)

Organise sessions for parents on supporting girls in digital and leadership pathways,
understanding confidence gaps, and encouraging participation in opportunities. Provide

practical guidance and examples.

Expected outcomes:

e Increased parental support and awareness

e Reduced unconscious bias at home
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e Stronger reinforcement of school initiatives

3.2.4.Final Note
At the secondary level, the key shift is from “exposure” to “decision and direction”. Students
begin to define who they are and what they can become. Girls are more likely to opt out
without targeted support, and prevention is needed. Therefore, girls' digital skills and

leadership must become visible, practised, and achievable.

If implemented effectively, these activities ensure that girls do not just participate but

actively choose leadership pathways in digital fields.

3.3. Vocational and Higher Education
At this stage, the emphasis shifts toward professional readiness and transition into the
workforce. Students need opportunities to apply their skills in real-world contexts and to

understand organisational dynamics.

Institutions should offer internships, industry collaborations, and project-based learning
experiences that include leadership components. Training in communication, negotiation,

and strategic thinking can help prepare students for leadership roles.

Mentoring and sponsorship become especially important, as they provide access to networks
and opportunities that are often critical for career advancement. Institutions should also

support students in developing their personal brand and professional visibility.
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At this stage, the objective is to move from learning to application, visibility, and career
advancement. Students must not only possess skills but also understand how to navigate

organisations, access opportunities, and position themselves as leaders.

3.3.1.Competencies for All Students

Building professional leadership and digital readiness is critical for the workforce and future
careers. These activities ensure that all students develop real-world leadership capabilities
and workplace readiness. While doing it, both young men and women should understand
the equality principles and have no prejudice regarding gender questions in digital and

leadership roles.

3.3.1.1.Industry-Based Project Learning

Integrate real-world projects into curricula in collaboration with companies or organisations.
Students work in teams on actual business or technical challenges, with defined roles such

das:

e Project lead (coordination and delivery).
e Technical lead (solution development).

e Stakeholder liaison (communication with external partners).
Include checkpoints with industry feedback.
Expected outcomes:

e Practical understanding of workplace dynamics.

e Development of leadership, accountability, and teamwork.
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e Increased employability and confidence in professional settings.

3.3.1.2. Structured Internships with Leadership Components

Design internships that go beyond observation by requiring students to lead a small project
or initiative, present outcomes to teams or management, and reflect on leadership challenges.

Institutions should provide guidance frameworks for both students and employers.

Expected outcomes:

e Real-life leadership experience.
e Better understanding of organisational structures and expectations.

e Increased readiness for leadership roles.

3.3.1.3.5trategic Thinking & Decision-Making Workshops

Offer training modules focused on:

e Problem framing and decision-making.
e Understanding organisational priorities.
e Long-term thinking and trade-offs.

e Advanced digital technologies and their application.

Use case studies and simulations based on real scenarios.

Expected outcomes:

e Improved ability to think beyond technical execution.
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e Stronger leadership and decision-making capabilities.
e Readiness for higher-responsibility roles.

¢ Understanding of the need for constant digital technology search and adoption.

3.3.1.4.Communication, Negotiation and Influence Training

Provide practical workshops where students practice negotiation scenarios (e.g., salary,
project scope), present ideas to different audiences (technical vs. non-technical), learn how

to influence decisions, and include role-play and feedback sessions.

Expected outcomes:

e Increased confidence in professional communication.
e Stronger ability to advocate for ideas and oneself.

e Enhanced leadership presence.

3.3.2.Girl-Oriented Activities
To empower young women's engagement in leadership, ensuring transition into leadership
pathways and addressing structural barriers plays an important role. These activities focus on
preventing drop-off at the transition to the workforce and increasing visibility and

advancement.

3.3.2.1. Mentorship and Sponsorship Programs

Establish structured programs where female students are matched with mentors (guidance
and advice from both men and women), connected to sponsors (actively promoting their

opportunities), and include regular check-ins and goal-setting.

*
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Expected outcomes:

e Increased access to networks and opportunities.
e Higher confidence in navigating career pathways.
e Greater likelihood of entering leadership tracks.
3.3.2.2. Personal Branding and Visibility Workshops
Train students in:
e Building a professional profile (e.g., CV, online presence).

¢ Communicating achievements effectively.

e Public speaking and thought leadership.

Encourage participation in conferences, panels, or publications.

Expected outcomes:

e Improved self-presentation and visibility.
e Increased recognition of achievements.
e Higher chances of career advancement.
3.3.2.3.Leadership Acceleration Programs for Women
Offer targeted programs including advanced leadership training, career planning sessions,

and networking with industry leaders. Focus on preparing women for leadership roles early.

Expected outcomes:
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e Increased ambition for leadership positions.
e Stronger leadership identity.

e Faster career progression.

3.3.2.4. Application and Opportunity Navigation Support

Provide workshops and coaching on applying for internships, jobs, and leadership roles,
understanding job requirements vs. transferable skills, and overcoming hesitation to apply.

Include practical exercises and real application reviews.
Expected outcomes:

e Increased application rates among women.
e Reduced self-selection out of opportunities.

e Stronger transition into the workforce.

3.3.3. Homework and Extracurricular Activities (Including External
Ecosystem)

Extending engagement to professional networks and environments is critical at all ages. At
this stage, the “home” environment expands or converts to include industry, networks, and

professional communities.

3.3.3.1.Industry Networking Assignments

Require students to attend industry events (online or offline), conduct informational
interviews with professionals, and reflect on insights and connections made. Provide

guidance on how to approach and communicate with professionals.

*
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Expected outcomes:

e Increased professional network development.
e Reduced barriers to industry entry.

e Greater awareness of career pathways.

3.3.3.2. Real-World Problem-Solving Challenges

Encourage participation in hackathons, innovation competitions, start-up or social impact

challenges. Students work on real problems and present solutions to external stakeholders.

Expected outcomes:

e Application of skills in competitive environments.
e Increased visibility to employers and industry.

o Strengthened confidence and leadership under pressure.

3.3.3.3. Alumni and Peer Leadership Networks

Create platforms where Alumni share experiences and opportunities, students support each
other through peer mentoring, and networks are maintained beyond graduation. Encourage

active participation and contribution.

Expected outcomes:

e Sustained support systems.
e Increased access to hidden opportunities.

e Stronger sense of belonging in professional environments.

*
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3.3.3.4. Employer and Family Awareness Engagement

Engage employers and, where relevant, families through:

e (Career events showcasing female talent.
¢ Discussions on supporting women in leadership.

e Sharing success stories and role models.

Expected outcomes:

e Increased external support for women’s career progression.
e Reduced bias in hiring and promotion environments.

e Stronger alignment between education and the labour market.

3.3.4.Final Note

At the vocational and higher education level, the key transition is from potential to
positioning. Students must not only be capable but also visible and connected. Leadership
requires understanding systems, influence, and opportunity structures, which must be
provided by the education system or its partners. Women are most at risk of being overlooked
without targeted support, therefore, attention should be dedicated to making sure they get

the needed level of visibility.

If implemented effectively, these activities ensure that women do not just enter the

workforce but advance, lead, and shape the digital sector.
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3.4. Early Career and Lifelong Learning
Leadership development does not end with formal education. Continued support is essential

to ensure that women progress into and remain in leadership roles.

Employers and educational institutions should collaborate to provide ongoing training,
mentoring, and leadership development programs. Inclusive leadership training for all

employees, including men, can help address cultural and structural barriers.

Recognition and visibility initiatives should continue at this stage, ensuring that women’s

contributions are acknowledged and that they are considered for advancement opportunities.

Educational institutions could contribute there, offering some courses for their Alumni,
everyone willing to upskill. As well, some national programs and individual initiatives could
be organised, building communities and constant growth. To this stage, the organizations
itself should play an important role, dedicating attention to their employees' upskilling using

internal or external training resources.

At this stage, the key challenge is not entry, but progression and retention. Women often
face structural, cultural, and visibility barriers that limit advancement. Activities must
therefore focus on continuous development, access to opportunities, and systemic change

within organisations.

3.4.1. Competencies for All Professionals

Building inclusive, advanced leadership capabilities across the workforce could lead to

advancement in economics and social well-being. These activities ensure that leadership
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development becomes continuous and inclusive, benefiting both individuals and

organisations.

3.4.1.1. Continuous Leadership Development Programs

Organisations and educational institutions co-design ongoing training modules covering:

e Advanced leadership skills (decision-making, strategic thinking).
e Team leadership and performance management.

e Change management and innovation.

Programs should include real-case applications and peer learning.

Expected outcomes:

e Strengthened leadership capacity across the workforce.
e Increased readiness for senior roles.

e Continuous professional growth.

3.4.1.2.Inclusive Leadership Training (for All Employees)

Mandatory training programs addressing:

¢ Unconscious bias in leadership evaluation.
¢ Inclusive team management practices.

e Impact of informal networks and exclusion.

Include practical exercises and reflection sessions.

*
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Expected outcomes:

e Improved organisational culture.
e Reduced bias in leadership selection and evaluation.

e Greater support for diverse leadership styles.

3.4.1.3. Cross-Functional Leadership Projects

Assign employees to lead or participate in projects outside their core role, requiring
collaboration across departments, stakeholder management, and strategic decision-making.

Provide visibility of outcomes to senior leadership.

Expected outcomes:

e Broader organisational understanding.
e Increased leadership exposure.

e Development of influence and adaptability.

3.4.1.4. Feedback and Career Development Systems

Implement structured systems, including:

e Regular performance and development reviews.
e C(lear career pathways and criteria for advancement.

e Actionable, skill-based feedback.

Ensure transparency and consistency.
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Expected outcomes:

e Increased clarity on progression opportunities.
e Improved confidence and career planning.

e Reduced ambiguity in leadership advancement.

3.4.2. Women-Oriented Activities
Considering the lack of women in digital area leadership, addressing barriers to progression
and increasing leadership representation is still relevant. These activities focus on supporting

women’s advancement and visibility in leadership pipelines.

3.4.2.1. Mentorship and Sponsorship Networks
Establish structured programs where mentors provide guidance and career advice, and
sponsors actively advocate for women in promotion and opportunity decisions.

Expected outcomes:

e Increased access to leadership opportunities.
e Stronger professional networks.
e Higher promotion rates.
3.4.2.2. Leadership Advancement Programs for Women
Offer targeted programs including:

e Executive leadership training.

e Negotiation and influence workshops.

*

Rl Funded by
LN the European Union 38



CONNECTING Educational framework for

m%n{IGE INFAL women's empowerment in digital leadership

e Career acceleration planning.

Include exposure to senior leaders and decision-makers.

Expected outcomes:

e Increased readiness for senior roles
e Stronger leadership identity

o Faster progression into leadership positions

3.4.2.3. Visibility and Recognition Initiatives

Actively promote women’s achievements through internal recognition programs, speaking
opportunities and panels. highlighting success stories in organisational communication.

Encourage nominations for awards and leadership roles.

Expected outcomes:

e Increased visibility of women leaders.
e Recognition of contributions.

e Stronger representation in leadership pipelines.

3.4.2.4. Career Navigation and Negotiation Support

Provide coaching and workshops on salary and role negotiation, career planning and strategic
positioning, and navigating organisational politics. Include real-life scenarios and peer

exchange.

*
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Expected outcomes:

e Increased confidence in career decisions.
e Improved negotiation outcomes.

e Greater control over career progression.

3.4.3 Extracurricular and Ecosystem Activities

Extending impact beyond the organization into the broader ecosystem might open wider
possibilities. At this stage, development is influenced by networks, industry ecosystems, and

societal structures.

3.4.3.1. Professional Networking and Industry Engagement

Encourage participation in industry events and conferences, professional associations and
communities, and cross-company initiatives. Support access through funding or time

allocation.
Expected outcomes:

e Expanded professional networks.
e Increased exposure to opportunities.

e Greater influence in the industry.

3.4.3.2. Alumni and Peer Support Networks

Create and maintain networks where professionals share experiences and opportunities, peer
mentoring and support take place, and connections extend across organisations and sectors.

Encourage active contribution and leadership within the network.
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Expected outcomes:

e Sustained support systems.
e Increased collaboration and knowledge sharing.
e Stronger sense of belonging.
3.4.3.3. Public Engagement and Role Model Visibility
Promote participation in public speaking engagements, media contributions (articles,
podcasts, panels), community outreach and mentoring.

Expected outcomes:

e Increased representation of women in public discourse.
e Stronger role model effect for younger generations.

e Cultural shift in perception of leadership.

3.4.3.4. Organisational and Policy-Level Engagement

Collaborate with policymakers and institutions to:

e Promote inclusive leadership standards
e Share best practices across sectors

e Support initiatives that advance gender equality in leadership

Encourage organisations to report on progress.

Expected outcomes:
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e Systemic change beyond individual organisations.
e Alignment between policy and practice.

e Long-term improvement in leadership diversity.

3.4.4. Final Note

At the early career and lifelong learning stage, the key shift is from entry to influence:

e Women must be supported not only to succeed but to advance and lead.
¢ Organisations must evolve to recognise and value diverse leadership styles.

e Visibility, networks, and sponsorship become decisive factors.

If implemented effectively, these activities ensure that women are not only present in the

workforce but also shape leadership, culture, and decision-making at the highest levels.
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4. Conclusion

Developing future female leaders in the digital domain requires a holistic and sustained
approach. By integrating digital skills, leadership development, mentoring, opportunities,
feedback, and promotion into education systems, institutions can move beyond isolated

interventions and create a true pipeline for leadership.

Such a framework not only benefits women but also strengthens organisations and societies
by fostering more inclusive, diverse, and effective leadership. The responsibility lies with
education institutions and policymakers to implement these changes systematically and

ensure that future generations of women are fully equipped to lead in the digital age.
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5. Proponents of the Recommendations

The recommendations were generated in the Connecting Women in Digital (WIDCON)
project, during Thematic Working Group 2 (TWG2) on leadership empowerment meetings.
In TWG2, a team of 15 experts and 2 managing persons work on questions of how to increase
gender equality in digital-area leadership, governance, and innovation ecosystems. TWG2
focuses on developing policies and tools that enhance women’s participation in decision-
making, strengthen gender-sensitive governance frameworks, and ensure that digital

transformation processes across Europe are inclusive and representative.
The contributors to the recommendations are the following:

e  Andrea Schulz — project leader at Pepperl+Fuchs SE, board member 2023-2025 at
Femtec.Alumnae e.V., Germany.

e Anbhelina Bykova — doctoral and research fellow at CEEApIA, School of Business
and Economics, University of Azores, Portugal.

e (Claudia Lascateu — senior cybersecurity manager, legal directorate, national
cybersecurity directorate (DNSC), Romania

e (Claudia Maria Cutrupi — PhD candidate and work package leader of Erasmus+
project TechLARP at Norwegian University of Science and Technology (NTNU),
Norway.

e Dolores Ordéfiez — general director at AnySolution, vice-president of Turistec and

Gaia-X Spain, president of Planetic, Spain.
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El¢in Ada Sayin — NATO STO SAS-HFM-208 chair inclusion of GenZ+ in defence,
chair of communications & PR at Women’s Wargaming Network, co-founder or
Radius Defence, Turkey.

Grazina Groessiger — director of Academic Support Centre at Vilnius Gediminas
Technical University, Lithuania.

Ingrid Campo-Ruiz — researcher in Al for Social and Environmental Justice in the
Built Environment at KTH Royal Institute of Technology, founder of Campo Ruiz
Architect, Less Waste Architecture, board member of the Artificial Intelligence
Interest Group, Marie Curie Alumni Association, Sweden.

Laurence Renault — head of Finance & Strategic Operations, DEI Lead at FARI -
Université Libre de Bruxelles & Vrije Universiteit Brussel, Belgium.

Lea Schwarz — tech leader at AUDI AG, powertrain & sustainability expert,
motorsport engineer, E/E architecture & software defined vehicle, Germany.
Liliana Domingues — COO at Global STEM Women, founder & CEO at AMARNA
Vida, Portugal and Ireland.

Monica Cerutti — expert in digital and social innovation, gender policies and
institutional relations, co-founder and board member of UN Women Italy, Women
in Al ambassador for Italy, Donne 4.0 ambassador, rights activist, Italy.

Petra Kotuliakova — founder and CEO of the Slovak NGO “AJ Ty v IT” (“You in IT,
too”), chair of the DiversIT Charter Working group of the Council of European
Professional Informatics Societies in Brussels, member of the Board of the American
Chamber of Commerce in Slovakia, Slovakia.

Reine Essobmadje — Co-Founder of Digital Coalition (UN ECOSOC Status) and

Evolving Consulting, France.
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Sabine Kuznik — head of Sustainability Governance at Evonik, Germany.

Simona Ramanauskaite — professor and researcher at Vilnius Gediminas Technical
University, Lithuania.

Sofia Tsekeridou — senior research and innovation manager — expert at Research and

Innovation Development Dept., Netcompany BELUX, Greece.
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