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Since 1997, the Newfoundland and Labrador Organization of Women Entrepreneurs (NLOWE)
has delivered programs and services throughout the province to help women start, grow and

advance in business. 

NLOWE’s Gender Diversity Leadership Toolkit is a guide for businesses and organizations to
assist in increasing the number of women, including those who identify as women, in workplace
leadership roles. This includes encouraging women living with a disability and young women in
rural Newfoundland and Labrador to consider advancement in leadership. In consultation with

stakeholders, industry professionals and the target demographic, NLOWE has gained information
and insight into existing workplace policies and practices, successes, and challenges. 

The information collected through focus groups and surveys within province has shaped the
work for this toolkit. 

GENDER DIVERSITY
LEADERSHIP TOOLKIT

Engaging Women in Leadership:
A toolkit for small to medium enterprises

INTRODUCTION
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      …transparency with diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) goals and
metrics can send a powerful signal to employees with traditionally

marginalized identities that they are supported within the
organization.”[ii]

This toolkit can help begin conversations, raise awareness, and assist in creating a more inclusive and
balanced workplace where everyone has equal opportunities to move into leadership positions. It

can be used to best suit the needs of each enterprise, and is divided into three themes: 
Workplace Culture, Employee Leadership Development and Future Leaders.

ABOUT THE TOOLKIT

Who is it for:

This Gender Diversity Leadership Toolkit is a resource for small to medium enterprises. “In Canada,
small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) account for the largest proportion of the labour force” and
Stats Canada “considers a small enterprise as one with fewer than 100 employees, including those that

do not report any employment. Medium-sized enterprises have 100 to 499 employees...”.[i] 

How to use it:

*Disclaimer: The purpose of this document is to raise awareness and support for small to
medium sized enterprises looking to engage women employees in leadership. For additional

guidance and training in the areas of human resources and workplace inclusion, NLOWE
encourages enterprises to contact experts within the community, region and province. 

Contact the NLOWE Advisors in your region for more information. 
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Engaging women in leadership roles not only al lows for  new ideas and a balanced
perspective,  but leads to greater business success.  “Having a cr it ical  mass of  at  least
30 percent women in higher leadership posit ions s ignif icantly improves the f inancial

performance of  organizations while companies with more female board directors
outperform those with the fewest by 66 percent return on invested capital ,  and 53

percent return on equity and 42 percent return on sales.”[ i i i ]  

Women l iving with a disabil i ty  and young women in rural  areas face unique
challenges in their  pursuit  of  leadership.  For women l iving with a disabil i ty ,

workplace supports and inclusion init iat ives are cr it ical .  For young rural  women,
access to and lack of  opportunit ies can seriously affect  youth engagement.  This

toolkit  wil l  address these two groups and aim to assist  in laying foundation for  their
paths to leadership.  

        At the senior management level, the proportion of those employed in
these positions who are women has increased from 24.1% in 2001 to 30.9%

in 2021.”[iv]

      New findings from the 2022 Canadian Survey on Disability (CSD)
showed that 27% of Canadians aged 15 years and older, or 8.0 million

people, had one or more disabilities that limited them in their daily
activities”[v]

       ...rural young people account for more than 55 percent of the
world’s youth population...”[vi]

THE IMPORTANCE OF WOMEN IN LEADERSHIP



Women often assume, or are presumed to manage, the responsibility of family care. This can be a
significant barrier for women in career advancement as these obligations at home can require

immediate and frequent attention. Perpetual social issues such as lack of childcare and long-term care
spaces are significant; offering employees support and flexibility could allow them to better manage

their personal obligations, while pursuing professional ambitions.

Workplace Action Items

Childcare Support. As a way of supporting all employees, explore childcare models and leave time
top-up options for new parents. Such supports could include: providing a list of local childcare
centres for new employees as part of onboarding, and offering parental leave top-up to employees
allowing families to manage childcare and their careers. These types of supports allow families to
strategize about childcare, while feeling secure and supported in their careers. 

Family Care Support. Offer work-from-home options to employees if they need to remain at home
due to urgent family care obligations, e.g., child is sick, or lack of home care etc. 

Virtual Meeting Options. Offering alternate ways to participate in meetings will allow employees to
continue to work, while fulfilling personal obligations. Additionally, this will help those who cannot
travel to meetings due to personal commitments.

FAMILY CARE

Workplace Culture

To shift the balance and create equal representation in leadership, it is important to first identify and
recognize some of the challenges faced by women when considering moving into leadership roles. 

     How do you become a qualified candidate when you can’t gain
experience because of a lack of opportunity”.  – Leah Hextall,

Broadcaster, Speaker, Moderator
      



While women are employed in all sectors, many industries continue to be male dominated in leadership
spaces. Within these arenas, women often work in areas such as human resources, administration, and

marketing. Women interested in growing their careers frequently face obstacles such as lack of
confidence and experience. These barriers stem from many factors including lack of engagement with

women role models in leadership positions, systemic gender issues such as assuming the role of
primary family caregiver, and lack of opportunity to pursue career advancement. Obstacles such as

these, compounded with gender disparity in the workplace, can be reasons why many women do not
move into leadership roles in male dominated spaces. 

Workplace Action Items

Job Postings. Ensure job postings and any communication around such opportunities encourage all
interested persons to apply, regardless of whether they meet all listed criteria. Use language which
welcomes a variety of backgrounds and experiences to encourage women and women living with a
disability to apply. 

Interviewing. When interviewing, ensure consideration is given to each candidate’s skills, interests
and long-term professional goals within the enterprise. 

Professional Development. Offer training and professional development opportunities for
employees who express interest in expanding their area of expertise and broadening their
prospects to grow within the enterprise. Consider this an investment in employee retention. 

DEIB Support. Review all new and existing policies and practices through a gender lens. To assist
with this initiative, consider bringing in a Diversity, Equity, Inclusion and Belonging (DEIB)
consultant or group to work with management on policy and practice review, and to host a training
session with all employees on DEIB in the workplace. 

Workplace Champions. Encourage employees to recommend and support colleagues who are well
suited for a leadership position. Women often undervalue their skills and experiences; having a
champion in the workplace could shine a light potential candidates who might otherwise not
apply.

GENDER DISPARITY



Workplace Action Items

Policy. Create a company-wide policy regarding work flexibility and follow-up with employees to
create individual work schedules based on this policy.

Employee Meetings. To maintain communication and ensure goals are met, schedule regular
employee meetings. 

Virtual Option. Provide a virtual option for meetings and events allowing all employees to be
included regardless of their physical location. If conducting meetings outside regular workday
hours, e.g., board of directors’ meetings, offer a virtual option ensuring accessibility for all.

Accessibility Options. For women living with a disability, the use of online programs for meetings
could provide the opportunity for more people to participate, as many online meeting forums and
programs have accessibility options, such as closed captioning. 

Feedback. As workplace flexibility models develop, discuss with the team what is working and what
could be improved. 

Team Building. Create virtual team building activities allowing for regular contact and inclusion of
all employees and therefore creating a strong workplace culture. e.g., Motivational Mondays
meetings and DEIB team training. 

Email. Set the precedent that despite workplace flexibility, employees are not expected to send or
respond to emails after business hours. 

WORKPLACE FLEXIBILITY

Workplace flexibility can be a benefit for women looking to move into leadership roles. Dynamic work
models, such as remote and hybrid, were implemented by many enterprises out of necessity during the

COVID-19 pandemic. These types of work models continue to provide many employees with the
opportunity to be included, work more efficiently and have a greater work life balance. 



      Working at home can help women with disabilities be healthier and more
productive, since it’s easier to manage mobility issues, chronic pain, and mental

health conditions when you have more control over your work environment.
Women with disabilities also feel more respected and supported when they have

the option to work remotely.”[vii]

To be considered

Virtual offices can lead to a disconnect between employees and supervisors. If an employee is not
physically in the office and does not have regular contact with their supervisor, it could be
challenging to pursuit leadership as the employee might not be at ‘top of mind’ to management
when considering leadership candidates.

In hybrid, remote or flexible schedule models, many women endure undue stress and burn out due
to lack of separation between work and home life. Some employees may choose not to participate
in flexible work models. 

Networking is an invaluable tool for professional growth. When the workday happens virtually, the
opportunity to network can be challenging. 



Workplace Action Items

Professional Development. Encourage participation in professional development opportunities and
training to prepare  interested employees for future leadership positions. 

Networking for Women. Create networking opportunities for the team, especially for women who
work in male-dominated spaces.

Encouragement. As women often undervalue their qualifications, it is important to encourage all
employees to apply for leadership opportunities, even if they do not feel qualified.

Mentorship. Implement an in-house mentorship program as a tool for building confidence,
networking, and professional growth.

One-On-One Meetings. Schedule regular individual meetings with employees to discuss how the
enterprise can best support individuals in their professional growth and development.

       
Mentoring is one of the top strategies to help close the gender gap in business

leadership”.[viii]

Employee Leadership Development

While it is critical to create an inclusive workplace on a large scale, it is equally important to address
individual needs and encourage communication between employers and employees. Investing in

employees and fostering leadership development will not only help individual growth, but will also  
encourage retention and engagement within the enterprise. 



Mentorship is an effective way for colleagues to share experiences, expertise, learning
and encouragement. Having a mentorship program in the workplace which focuses
on assisting women move into leadership roles demonstrates company values of
investing in employee growth and increasing the number of women in leadership
positions. 

While this leadership program focuses on women, it can easily become a company-
wide program with participation from all employees interested in mentorship
development. Mentorship will strengthen colleague relations, act as a retention tool,
and develop future leaders within the enterprise. This section provides an approach
to creating a workplace mentorship program. 

This program can be administered by any of the following: 
Human resource personnel 
Supervisors 
Designated team member(s) 

Key mentorship program guidelines: 
Define the purpose of the program to employees
Recruit mentors and mentees
Match mentors and mentees
Define the time frame around the length of the program (e.g. 6 or 12 months)
Define terms around mentor-mentee meetings (e.g. minimum of 1 hour/month
in-person, virtually or by phone)
Ensure participants understand that if either party wishes to end the mentorship,
simply contact the program administrator

Who is it for: The goal of this mentorship program is to help women employees,
including women living with a disability, engage with a colleague to feel supported,
find necessary encouragement, guidance, and knowledge to grow in their career. 

How to use it: Use this mentorship program template as a professional development
tool. It will require employees to volunteer their time as mentors and mentees. The
template can be used as is, or it can be edited to best suit the needs of each
enterprise.

Activity 1: Women in Leadership Mentorship Program



EMPLOYEE:

WORK EMAIL:

WORK PHONE:

Share the skills and experiences that have helped you grow and advance in your career
(Academic, Work, Business, Life Experience, etc.) or share areas where you’d welcome
professional development. 

INTERESTED IN BECOMING (PLEASE CIRCLE): MENTOR OR MENTEE 

Why are you interested in participating in this program as a Mentor or Mentee?

WOMEN IN LEADERSHIP MENTORSHIP PROGRAM
 INTAKE FORM 

Please complete the form below if you are interested in becoming a mentor or mentee in
the Women in Leadership Workplace Mentorship Program. When completed, please return

to the Program Organizer: _____________________________________



Activity 2: Employee Leadership Development Workplan

This activity presents an Employee Leadership Development Workplan as a way of
formalizing discussions between employees and supervisors, and creating a roadmap
to leadership within the enterprise. 

Who is it for: This exercise is intended for any employee, existing or new hire, who is
interested in pursuing leadership within the enterprise.

How to use it: This workplan can be incorporated into one-on-one meetings or as a
component of the employee’s annual review. Once completed, a copy can be kept
with the employee and a second copy kept in personnel files. 



EMPLOYEE:

SUPERVISOR:

EMPLOYEE LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT WORKPLAN 
PAGE 1

Long-Term:

LEADERSHIP GOALS
Short-Term:

DATE:

TOOLS TO SUCCEED 
What competencies, training and professional development will you require to reach
your leadership goals?

How can this enterprise support your leadership goals? 



EMPLOYEE SIGNATURE:

SUPERVISOR SIGNATURE:

EMPLOYEE LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT WORKPLAN
PAGE 2

Timeline: 

OUTCOMES
Success Indicators:

General Notes/ Action Items:

Are you interested in participating in a workplace mentorship program? 
If so, in what capacity- as mentor or mentee?

NEXT MEETING DATE:



      
 …there are only six young people ready to enter the labour force for every ten

retirees in rural Atlantic Canada.” [ix]

Future Leaders- Young Women in Rural NL

Atlantic Canada has an aging population and increasingly more people are moving to larger centres.[x]
To help Newfoundland and Labrador grow and diversify its economy, it will be important for young
people to find meaningful, long-term employment and create successful businesses in the province.

In an effort to create equality in the future workforce, it is importance to help young women
understand the value and significance of engaging in leadership. Due to several factors including travel,

access to opportunities and contact with role models, engaging young women in leadership is not
always an even playing field between urban and rural regions. This disparity is even greater for young

women living with a disability in rural areas, as isolation has a significant effect on their engage.
Including young women in leadership is a significant step in building their confidence and opening

their eyes to opportunities.

 
How to get more young women involved in leadership

Increase exposure to extra-curricular activities, leadership opportunities, and career options. 

Encourage involvement in schools and communities.

Reduce travel expenses and increase travel opportunities to engage in leadership activities in other
regions.

Create opportunities for to hear directly from women leaders.



Activity 3: Outreach and Engagement

Ways in which enterprises can engage with future leaders throughout the province:

In-person visits to schools and community groups. Hearing directly from women
in leadership roles and having the opportunity to converse is a valuable way to
engage young women. This is an opportunity for young women to better
understand the value of leadership and how they can work towards leadership
goals. 

Virtual. If in-person is not an option, consider virtual leadership information
sessions. Young people are invested in online communication, and technology
can be an effective way to connect with youth.

Sponsorship. The cost of travel and access to transportation from rural to urban
areas can impact youth engagement. Sponsorship is an opportunity for
enterprises to assist youth leadership in two ways: 
Sponsor youth(s) to attend a conference or large event creating a dynamic and
invaluable opportunity for young women to hear from industry leaders. 

1.

Sponsor travel for a youth to attend a leadership event. 2.

Activity 4: Hiring young women for student positions/
internships/ work terms

There are multiple avenues of funding, both provincially and federally, to hire a
young woman to work on a special project. This would not only benefit the enterprise
by having an individual dedicated to a task for a specific time, but would also provide

an opportunity to gain a youth perspective and input within the enterprise. 

Consider adding a mentorship or leadership development piece to the position.
Engaging young women in the business now will not only help them experience

leadership and interact with role models, but will also lead to a stronger future
workforce where women are represented at all levels of leadership. 



Activity 5: Consider a youth seat on your board of directors 

Benefits for young women: 
Excellent way to expose young women to leadership roles. 
Engage with key leaders in their community, region, and province.
Understand the workings and value of a board of directors. 

Benefits for the board:
Gain a youth perspective. 
Grow rural community engagement. 
Build future workforce.



Moving Forward: A Blueprint to Success

Engaging women in leadership positions, including senior management and board of directors,
is of great benefit to all enterprises. This endeavour requires commitment, education, and

awareness at all levels. Working together enterprises can provide opportunities for everyone to
grow and lead. 

While implementing the information and activities found within this toolkit, it will be necessary
to collect data and measure the progress of these new actions. Consider how your enterprise will
gauge the use and impact of your initiatives. How will you measure success? What will progress
look for your enterprise? What do you want to achieve? What are the metrics by which you will

accomplish your goals?

Activity 6:  A Blueprint for Gender Diversity in the Workplace

This final activity presents a blueprint to gender diversity leadership in the workplace.
It is a culmination of what was discussed throughout the toolkit and will help guide
how success can be shaped and measured as an enterprise works toward gender
equality at all levels.

Who is it for: This document is intended for the use of management, however in an
effort to be transparent, all employees should have access to the document to
understand how the enterprise intends to work towards gender diversity at all levels. 

How to use it: Use this blueprint as a guide to begin conversations and create steps to
success. It is intended to assist in launching the necessary work towards gender
diversity in the workplace. It will be the role of management to decide the measures
of success and determine when they are met.



 A BLUEPRINT FOR GENDER DIVERSITY IN THE WORKPLACE
PAGE ONE

DISCOVER
WHAT ARE WE

REVIEWING?

DEVELOP
HOW CAN WE

IMPROVE? 

DELIVER
WHERE DO WE
WANT TO GO?

Are job postings using inclusive
language and encouraging a wide
range of experiences and
backgrounds? 

Are employees being encouraged
to champion for their colleagues
as potential candidates for new
positions? 

Are candidates being accurately
assessed for their transferable
skills and experiences?

Is the company being transparent
in hiring and promotion
practices? 

Can there be flexibility in
workplace models?

Can we offer a work-from-home
option for employees who
unexpectedly cannot be at work
due to family obligations?

Are there opportunities for the
enterprise to be more equitable,
inclusive and accessible? 

Is the enterprise making efforts to
include all employees despite
varied work models? 

How can we access and avail of
expert guidance and supports in
the community to assist in
developing a more inclusive
workplace?

Can we offer any forms in
alternate formats for staff and
toolkit activities? 

                         

ACHIEVE
HOW DO WE

MEASURE
SUCCESS?

DEVELOP
HOW CAN WE

IMPROVE? 

Hiring Practices

Workplace
Models &
Employee
Support

 

Increase the number
of women in
leadership roles.

Equality in hiring and
promotion
procedures

Flexible work models

Accessible and
inclusive workplace

Open dialogue
between employers
and employees

Employee growth
and development

e.g. Create an internal
committee to review
all job postings and sit
in on interviews to
ensure transparency,
accountability, and
inclusivity. 

e.g. Allow a company-
wide hybrid work
model. 

Ensure all meetings
offer a virtual option
and are accessible to
all employees.

Schedule regular one-
on-one meetings
between supervisors
and employees to
discuss work,
workplace culture and
professional
development support
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DISCOVER
WHAT ARE WE

REVIEWING?

DEVELOP
HOW CAN WE

IMPROVE? 

DELIVER
WHERE DO WE
WANT TO GO?

Are we offering alternate options
for those who cannot attend
meetings in-person? 

Is the enterprise supporting family
care? 

Is the enterprise conducting one-
on-one meetings between
supervisors and employees to
decide which workplace model
and flexibility option best meets
the needs of each employee?

Is the enterprise supporting
employee professional
development opportunities to
grow within the company? 

Is the enterprise communicating
with all employees that DEIB work
has begun within the enterprise?

What needs to happen at a
management level, to offer
workplace flexibility throughout
the company? 

Is there an opportunity to bring in
outside experts in DEIB for
employee training and to support
management efforts?

What actionable steps can be
taken to include women at all
levels of business?

Is the enterprise making concrete
steps towards pay equity?                  

ACHIEVE
HOW DO WE

MEASURE
SUCCESS?

DEVELOP
HOW CAN WE

IMPROVE? 

Workplace
Models &
Employee
Support

Organizational
Structure &

Communication

Company-wide
understanding of
DEIB in the
workplace

All employees are
included and valued
at every level of the
organization.

Increase overall
transparency and
accountability within
the enterprise

e.g.  By the end of
2024, there will be
staff training and
management support
from outside DEIB
group.

By 2026, this company
will be an equitable
pay enterprise.

Women working at all
levels of the enterprise



DEVELOP
HOW CAN WE

IMPROVE? 

Does this enterprise encourage
communication between
employees and management, and
is employee feedback welcome in
an effort to make a more
accessible, inclusive and open
workplace? 

Is there an opportunity to hire a
young person? 

Is there an opportunity to engage
with youth in the region?

Is there an opportunity to sponsor
a young woman to attend a
leadership event?

                       

Organizational
Structure &

Communication

Youth
Engagement

Women leaders
within the enterprise
meet with young
women in the
region.

Have more young
women attend
leadership events.

e.g. By end of 2024 the
enterprise will have
visited with local
schools to discuss
women in leadership. 
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DISCOVER
WHAT ARE WE

REVIEWING?

DELIVER
WHERE DO WE
WANT TO GO?

ACHIEVE
HOW DO WE

MEASURE
SUCCESS?

DEVELOP
HOW CAN WE

IMPROVE? 
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