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It is no secret women in security account for less 
than a quarter of professionals in the sector, and 
the numbers in leadership positions are even lower.

The reasons are not unique to our sector and include:
•	The toxic culture of an organisation
•	Burn-out and stress
•	Life changes
•	Lack of role models/support/mentors
•	Lack of opportunities/confidence/recognition

Ways to tackle this problem include:
•	Early recognition of emerging leaders and 

exposing them to leadership opportunities;
•	Mentoring programs (both within and outside an 

organisation);
•	Training tailored to their development needs;
•	Promotion based on merit and creating the 

WHY SUPPORTING 
FEMALE EMERGING 
LEADERS TODAY IS 
CRITICAL FOR THE 

FUTURE 
by Megan Koufos, AWSN Program Manager  

and Dr Susan McGinty, Director, Aya Leadership 

opportunity to grow into a role;
•	Building a company culture where different 

forms of leadership are recognised.

On the importance of nurturing emerging leaders 
and setting them up for success

Tailored leadership development is critical for 
women at all levels and in male-dominated industries 
like security is a key contributor to their career 
satisfaction and retention. But it’s particularly 
important for emerging female leaders. 

Women who are passionate in their field of expertise 
can lack confidence in their own leadership abilities 
and as a result, forego opportunities that give them 
leadership experience and pathways to a leadership 
role. They often try to understand how to develop 
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their own leadership style and struggle to find role 
models for the type of leader they want to be. They 
often have not articulated their leadership purpose or 
do not know how to apply their strengths as a leader. 

Tailored leadership development at this stage can 
help build a strong foundation for the journey ahead 
by providing the self-reflection, self-knowledge, 
skills and frameworks that will give a woman the 
confidence to realise her leadership potential and 
develop her own leadership style. Tailored leadership 
development puts emerging leaders on the right path 
to gaining leadership experience, and finding the right 
role models, mentors and networks to support them 
in becoming leaders. 

This is why the AWSN Emerging Leaders program 
was developed. It is part of a broader Women in 
Security Leadership initiative sponsored by the 
Australian Signals Directorate and delivered by our 
training partner, Aya Leadership.

Together, our goal is to increase the number of 
women in leadership roles. The Emerging Leaders 
program focuses on supporting 55 early-career 
women in security professions to build strong 
leadership foundations. It is for women who want to 
define, influence and develop their leadership style, 
mindset and skills with conviction.

AWSN recognises that leadership takes many forms, 
including informal leadership, where the real work 
gets done. Emerging leaders are often already sharing 
their knowledge by mentoring others, working on 
collaborative projects and leading others in work. This 
program supports them to become the leaders they 
want to be with confidence in their strengths and with 
the tools and techniques to continue growing on their 
leadership journeys.

The Women in Security Emerging Leaders Program 
assists women in the early stages of their security 
career to develop a foundation for future enduring 
leadership through a focus on transformation, insight, 
resources, growth and networks. 

The program is informed by neuroscience, leadership 
research and best practice. It gives participants 
the right foundations to set them on a leadership 
growth trajectory and unlocks the self-exploration 
that will shape their leadership journey. Participants 
are nurtured by qualified coaches and experienced 
educators with a passion for resilience and leadership 
in the STEM and security professions. 

They are equipped with practical leadership resources, 
strategies and tools for workplace application. The 
coaching approach supports individual learning, 
builds confidence and sets the path for ongoing, 
focused leadership growth. 

Networking is recognised as a key leadership 
development practice for women to access senior 
leader role models, peers and resources and gain 
confidence in themselves as leaders. It is particularly 
valuable in male-dominated professions such as 
security. 

As well as a focus on networking strategies, the 
program’s small group setting enables participants 
to build a strong peer network and learn through the 
real-world experience of their peers. 

Through the Women in Security Emerging Leaders 
Program, participants develop a strong foundation for 
future leadership through: 

•	Understanding purpose-driven and authentic 
leadership;

•	Understanding of self, identification of leadership 
motivations and self as a leader, and strategies 
for growing a leadership mindset;

•	Building confidence, resilience and emotional 
resilience;

•	Learning how to amplify their impact as 
formal and informal leaders through effective 
communication, influence and maximising their 
own performance.

•	Understanding the purpose and utility of 
mentoring and networking, and applying 
associated strategies;
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•	Considering career goals and potential 
pathways;

•	Coaching and goal setting.

The Women in Security Emerging Leaders Program 
takes a unique approach to the development of 
female leaders by emphasising the development of:

•	Compassion: strong leadership that unites and 
inspires;

•	Coping strategies: tools and strategies to 
manage change and adversity; 

•	Clarity of vision, the self-awareness and clear 
goals to propel forward with purpose; 

•	Courageous action that is considered, 
appropriate and bold; and 

•	Capacity: the strength to commit and see things 
through.

The program focuses on empowering emerging 
leaders in security professions to navigate the 
gender-biased barriers that can exist for them, 
through leveraging the specific protective factors 
that can reduce the negative impacts of these 
barriers. The program amplifies and leverages the 
inherent strengths of women to deepen participants’ 
motivation, mindset and skills around developing 
their leadership.

This includes a focus on expanding participants’ 
awareness and understanding of their own emotional 
intelligence via the MSCEIT emotional intelligence 
assessment, coupled with learning how to apply 
their emotional intelligence more purposefully and 
effectively in the workplace. 

The program’s coaching foundation further magnifies 
its impact. In addition to theory and tools for 
foundational leadership development, the program is 
underpinned by coaching techniques to ensure the 
learning is targeted to the needs and motivations of 
the individual and supports the application of theories 
into practice through targeted goal setting. 

The course is best suited for women who have: 

•	More than three years in security and want to 
apply for a leadership position in the next 2-3 
years, or

•	One to three or more years as a leader/manager 
(in any field) and have recently moved into a 
security role, or want to move into a security role, 
or

•	Have returned from a career break (either in 
security or leadership) and want to refresh and 
update their leadership skills.

Participants may have a desire to move into a 
leadership role now or be wanting to get their 
leadership journey on the right track for the future. 
This program can help them understand the type of 
leader they want to be and connect them with other 
emerging leaders in the industry.

For more information and to put in your application 
head to https://www.awsn.org.au/initiatives/women-
in-leadership/emerging-leaders-application-form/ 

 
www.linkedin.com/in/megankoufos/

 www.linkedin.com/in/susanmcginty-ayaleadership/

 
www.linkedin.com/company/australian-women-in-
security-network-awsn/

 twitter.com/awsn_au

 
www.awsn.org.au/
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What past participants have had to say:

“The program has given me a new perspective 
about being a leader that is fresh, sustainable and 
allows future growth. Having some management 
background, I thought I understood leadership but 
this program has given me a better perspective 
about being one, starting from understanding my 
own core values. I am so glad to have joined the 
program and I look forward to applying the learning 
in my career and in my everyday dealings.” 

Meidi van der Lee – Security Analyst (REA Group)

“The Emerging Leaders Program helped me to 
unpack what it means to be a female leader in 
an often male-dominated industry. Each session 
included practical and tangible discussions and 
exercises on growing leadership skills that are both 
effective in the workplace and authentic to who I am 
as a person. After completing it, I feel more confident 
in my leadership style, because it has emphasised 
how so many of the traits and skills I already hold 
can be used to consciously help me be a more 
successful leader. I would recommend this program 
for any woman who is unsure of taking on leadership 
roles or uncertain of how you become a leader 
(spoiler alert, you probably already are!).” 
 
Caroline Faulder

“After participating in the AWSN Emerging Leaders 
program I feel more confident in articulating and 
applying my strengths, values and purpose. I now 
have practical frameworks and tools to continue 
developing my leadership capabilities, including 
communication, resilience, and career planning and 
management. I would recommend this program to 
any aspiring leader in security, or anyone seeking a 
greater understanding of the leadership mindset.” 

Simone - Public Sector Cyber Security 
Professional

“I recently participated in the first AWSN Emerging 
Leaders program. Not only did I meet and make 
new connections with a cohort of incredible women 
from diverse professional backgrounds, but I learned 
far more about myself than I expected from the 
incredibly impressive and highly personable Dr 
Susan McGinty. The course contained a wealth of 
practical information that identified things I wanted 
to understand about myself but didn’t know how to. 
Being exposed to frameworks that put shape and 
meaning to unconscious thought meant I could 
immediately apply the techniques presented to 
better understand myself and the people I engage 
with professionally and personally on a daily basis. 
The course was invaluable and something I will 
continue to revisit.”

Leigh - Senior Cyber Security Professional

28.04.2022 � WOMEN IN SECURITY MAGAZINE 105

http://womeninsecurityawards.com.au
womeninsecurityawards.co.nz
https://womeninsecurityawards.awardsplatform.com/dashboard

