
IMPLEMENTATION PLAN
IMPROVING WOMEN’S PROGRESSION INTO LEADERSHIP WITHIN MECHANICAL ENGINEERING


Summary

This Implementation Plan outlines a strategic and evidence-informed approach to addressing the underrepresentation of women in leadership roles within the mechanical engineering (ME) sector. While women’s participation in STEM education has increased, this has not translated into sustained careers in mechanical engineering or progression into senior leadership positions. The findings indicate that this disparity is not a result of individual capability or aspiration, but is shaped by deeply embedded cultural stereotypes, organisational assumptions, political dynamics, and unequal access to sponsorship and high-visibility opportunities. Comparisons with Nordic countries further demonstrate that even in societies with strong gender-equality frameworks, engineering remains resistant to change, reinforcing the need for targeted, sector-specific interventions.
The plan identifies four key goals focused on strengthening the education-to-employment transition, challenging and reforming organisational culture, addressing structural and political barriers within organisations, and improving accountability at a national and organisational level. Proposed actions include the introduction of inclusive leadership development, formal sponsorship pathways, greater transparency in promotion processes, and enhanced reporting on pay and progression. These actions are supported by a phased implementation timeline and an accompanying risk-management approach designed to promote sustainable, long-term change.
Collectively, the proposed actions are intended to support the development of a more equitable leadership environment within mechanical engineering, providing clearer pathways and improved support for women seeking to progress into senior roles.
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Implementation Plan

Introduction 
This implementation plan builds on the findings presented in Assignment 1, which examined the barriers affecting women’s progression into leadership roles within the mechanical engineering sector. Rather than focusing on individual ability or aspiration, the plan recognises that underrepresentation is more strongly influenced by organisational culture, leadership assumptions, political behaviours, and unequal access to opportunity. The purpose of this plan is to translate those findings into practical and achievable actions. Drawing on contemporary leadership theory, sector-specific evidence, and national and international comparisons, the plan sets out a structured approach to addressing these challenges across education, organisational practice, and leadership development. Overall, the aim is to support longer-term cultural change and to create clearer, more equitable leadership pathways for women within mechanical engineering.
Rationale 

2.1 Aims and Objectives 

Aim
The aim of this implementation plan is to develop a sector-specific framework that supports increased progression of women into leadership roles within the mechanical engineering sector, addressing the structural and cultural factors that continue to limit advancement.
Objectives
1 - To strengthen the transition from education into mechanical engineering careers by improving visibility, support, and access to leadership pathways.
 
2 - To challenge organisational cultures and assumptions that restrict women’s progression into leadership roles.
 
3 - To reduce political and structural barriers, including limited access to sponsorship, informal networks, and decision-making opportunities.
 
4 - To ensure organisations are held accountable by being transparent about progress and using measurable indicators to track change over time.
To help highlight differences in women’s participation in engineering and leadership across regions, UK and Nordic maps are included in the Appendix. These provide context for the need for targeted, region-specific interventions.

2.2 Action Plan
Building on the findings from Assignment 1, women’s progression into leadership roles within mechanical engineering is influenced by a combination of organisational culture, leadership expectations, and informal power dynamics. Despite the presence of equality policies, access to sponsorship, high-visibility work, and influential networks remains uneven, shaping who is recognised as leadership material within the sector. The action plan set out below responds to these challenges by outlining practical and achievable interventions aimed at supporting leadership development, challenging existing practices, and strengthening accountability across organisations over time.
Goal 1: Strengthen the education-to-employment transition
This goal focuses on improving the movement from education into mechanical engineering careers by increasing access to support, visibility, and leadership development opportunities. Actions include the introduction of structured mentoring and sponsorship for female students, leadership shadowing opportunities within industry, and outreach initiatives that highlight women working in engineering roles to support aspiration and confidence.
Goal 2: Reduce cultural and unconscious bias within organisations
This goal aims to challenge organisational cultures and assumptions that continue to shape leadership progression. Key actions include the implementation of inclusive leadership training, the review of promotion and progression processes, and ensuring that women are represented within strategic and decision-making forums.
Goal 3: Address structural and political barriers to progression
This goal recognises the influence of informal power structures and access to opportunity within mechanical engineering organisations. Actions focus on the development of formal sponsorship pathways, the redistribution of non-promotable tasks, and the introduction of targeted leadership development programmes to support women’s progression into senior roles.
Goal 4: Enhance accountability and transparency
This goal seeks to strengthen accountability for gender equality outcomes across the sector. Actions include benchmarking progress against national and international contexts, annual reporting on gender pay and progression data, and the integration of equality and progression metrics into leadership performance indicators.






Action	Linked Objective(s)	Responsibility	Timescale	Rationale / Evidence
Introduce inclusive leadership development for senior engineers	Objective 2	Engineering organisations; Professional bodies	Short–Medium term (0–3 years)	Leadership norms within mechanical engineering have historically been shaped by masculine assumptions about authority, confidence, and technical competence. These norms can influence how leadership potential is recognised and rewarded, often privileging styles that align with traditional expectations rather than effectiveness. Introducing inclusive leadership development can support senior engineers to recognise unconscious bias, reflect on how assumptions shape decision-making, and question practices that may unintentionally exclude others. By encouraging leaders to value a broader range of leadership styles and experiences, organisations can create environments in which progression is based on capability and contribution rather than conformity to established norms (Eagly & Karau, 2002).
Establish formal sponsorship pathways for women	Objectives 2 & 3	Engineering organisations	Short–Medium term (0–3 years)	Research consistently shows that sponsorship, rather than mentoring alone, plays a critical role in progression into leadership roles. In mechanical engineering, access to influential sponsors is often shaped by informal networks and existing power relationships, which can disadvantage women and reinforce existing inequalities. Formalising sponsorship pathways helps to reduce reliance on informal selection processes and increases women’s access to high-visibility work, stretch assignments, and influential decision-making spaces. By making sponsorship more transparent and structured, organisations can support fairer progression and address political and structural barriers that limit women’s leadership opportunities (Ibarra, Carter and Silva, 2010).
Review and reform promotion and progression processes	Objectives 2 & 4	Engineering organisations; Government and policy bodies	Medium term (1–3 years)	Promotion and progression systems within organisations often depend on informal judgement, subjective assessments, and unclear criteria, which can unintentionally reinforce existing inequalities. Within mechanical engineering, these processes may favour individuals who align with established norms or who are already visible within informal networks. Reviewing and formalising progression processes can improve transparency, consistency, and fairness in decision-making. Clear criteria and structured review mechanisms also strengthen accountability, supporting more equitable leadership outcomes and enabling organisations to better track and evaluate progress over time (Castilla and Benard, 2010).
Strengthen education–industry leadership pathways	Objective 1	Universities; Engineering organisations; Professional bodies	Medium term (1–3 years)	Drop off between education and employment continues to be a significant barrier for women entering mechanical engineering careers, with many leaving the pathway during early career transitions. This drop-off is often linked to limited exposure to leadership opportunities, a lack of visible role models, and weak connections between academic study and professional practice. Stronger collaboration between universities and industry can support greater continuity by preparing students for leadership earlier and providing clearer insight into career progression. Earlier exposure to senior role models and leadership experiences can help to sustain engagement and reduce loss at key transition points (EngineeringUK, 2023).
Embed accountability through pay and progression reporting	Objective 4	Government and policy bodies; Engineering organisations	Long term (3–10 years)	Transparent reporting on gender pay gaps and leadership progression enables organisations to benchmark progress, maintain ongoing scrutiny, and support longer-term cultural change. Within mechanical engineering, where inequalities can be embedded and slow to shift, accountability mechanisms play an important role in staying focused beyond short-term initiatives. Regular reporting helps to make patterns of progression visible, encourages organisational reflection, and strengthens responsibility at senior levels. By linking equality initiatives to measurable outcomes, organisations are better positioned to move beyond stated intentions and demonstrate sustained progress over time (World Economic Forum, 2023).


2.2.1 Responsibilities
  
Government and policy bodies: Setting national standards, providing funding, and ensuring accountability through regulation and reporting requirements.
Engineering organisations: Driving cultural reform, improving transparency in promotion and progression processes, and embedding sponsorship and leadership development initiatives.
Universities: Supporting outreach activity, mentoring, and leadership preparation to strengthen the transition from education into industry.
Professional bodies: Promoting accreditation standards, guidance, and sector-wide best practice to support consistency across the industry.

Time Plan
Short term (0–12 months)
The initial phase focuses on establishing foundations for change. Key actions include the launch of inclusive leadership training, piloting mentoring and sponsorship schemes, and conducting organisational audits to identify existing barriers within leadership and progression processes.
Medium term (1–3 years)
The medium-term phase centres on embedding and expanding early initiatives. This includes formalising sponsorship pathways, strengthening partnerships between industry and education providers, and introducing regular reporting mechanisms to monitor progress and accountability.
Long term (3–10 years)
The long-term focus is on achieving sustained cultural change and measurable increases in women’s representation within leadership roles. Over time, these actions aim to support lasting shifts in organisational practice, leadership norms, and progression opportunities within the mechanical engineering sector.
The phased timeline reflects the plan’s objectives, with short-term actions focused on establishing foundations for change, medium-term actions embedding structural changes, and long-term outcomes supporting sustained cultural and leadership transformation.

Risk Management and Strategies

The implementation of this plan involves several potential risks that may affect its effectiveness over time. These include resistance to cultural change within organisations, particularly where existing leadership norms are deeply embedded, as well as limited engagement from senior leaders who may not immediately see the relevance of gender-focused initiatives. Resource and funding constraints also present a risk, especially in organisations operating under financial pressure, where equality initiatives may not be a priority. There is a risk that equality initiatives are introduced in name only, without leading to real change, especially given how slowly attitudes towards leadership and gender can shift.
To mitigate these risks, early and visible engagement from senior leadership is essential to signal commitment and legitimacy. Clear communication of the organisational and business benefits of inclusive leadership can help to reduce resistance and encourage sustained support. Establishing realistic timelines, embedding accountability measures, and regularly reviewing progress will also be important to ensure initiatives remain meaningful, appropriately resourced, and effective over the longer term.











Recommendations

Based on the aims and actions outlined within this plan, the following key recommendations are proposed:
Embed inclusive leadership practices across mechanical engineering organisations to challenge bias and reshape leadership norms.
Strengthen sponsorship and visibility for women through formal pathways that support access to high-profile work and decision-making roles.
Improve transparency and benchmarking by regularly reporting on gender pay, progression, and leadership representation.
Enhance education-to-leadership pathways through stronger collaboration between universities, industry, and professional bodies.

Conclusion 

Women’s continued underrepresentation in leadership roles within mechanical engineering is shaped less by individual capability and more by entrenched cultural norms, organisational assumptions, and structural barriers that influence access to opportunity. As highlighted throughout this plan, policies promoting equality are insufficient when they are not supported by inclusive leadership practices, transparent progression pathways, and sustained accountability. International and regional comparisons further demonstrate that progress requires sector-specific and long-term commitment rather than reliance on structural equality alone.
The recommendations set out in this implementation plan emphasise the importance of embedding inclusive leadership, strengthening sponsorship and visibility, improving transparency, and enhancing education-to-leadership pathways. Taken together, these actions aim to create conditions in which women are not only encouraged to enter mechanical engineering but are actively supported to progress into senior and leadership roles. While cultural change within the sector will take time, the phased and collaborative approach outlined in this plan provides a realistic and achievable framework for progress.
By aligning organisational practice, education, and policy-level accountability, this plan seeks to contribute to a more equitable leadership landscape within mechanical engineering. If implemented effectively, these actions have the potential to support sustained cultural change, improve representation, and ensure leadership structures better reflect the diversity of the workforce they serve.
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Map of UK
Nordic countries with strong gender-equality frameworks, highlighting that national progress does not automatically translate into equal representation within engineering leadership.
Blue = higher | Orange = moderate | Green = lower
EngineeringUK (2023); Women’s Engineering Society (2023).
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Nordic map 
Nordic countries with strong gender-equality frameworks, illustrating how progress at a national level does not necessarily result in equal leadership representation within engineering.
Blue = higher | Orange = moderate | Green = lower
World Economic Forum (2023); Stoet and Geary (2018)
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