
 

 

PRACTICE POINTS - 2025 AWEI EMPLOYEE SURVEY 

 

• 23.8% of respondents 

are in senior leadership 

roles 

• Almost half of all level 2 

respondents are 

interested in 

progressing into level 1 

roles in their current 

organisation 

• A desire to drive change 

and improve diversity is 

a strong motivator for 

aspiring leaders 

• Transgender women are 

least likely to be 

represented in level 2 or 

level 1 positions 

• Intersectionality 

increases belief in and 

experiences of systemic 

barriers blocking 

progression. 

• Absence of visible role 

models is a significant 

concern 

• Different barriers for 

progression exist for 

LGBTQ+ Vs non-

LGBTQ+ respondents 

EDITION 9: Leadership Impacts 

Insights from the 2025 AWEI Employee Survey 

 

The 2025 AWEI Employee 

survey included a series of 

questions focused on level 

2 employees, exploring 

their interest in and 

potential barriers to 

moving into level 1 roles.  

Research shows there is 

room for improvement in 

diversity within senior 

management roles in 

Australian workplaces.  

There is some representation of women and culturally diverse people in 

many workplaces; however, representation is much lower for Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander peoples, those living with a disability, who are 

neurodiverse, from a lower socio-economic background, and those who 

are LGBTQ+. 

Of this year's 34,762 respondents, 8,259 (23.8%) are Level 2 employees 

who report to senior leadership or an executive team member of their 

organisation, and 1,095 (3.2%) are Level 1 employees. 84.4% of level 2 

respondents completed the new section this year. 

 

The proportion of each cohort provides further understanding of where 

issues of equality lie with level 2 employees:  

• most likely to be a cisgender man or woman (over 24.0% of each 

cohort and least likely to be a transgender woman (3.1%) 

• be heterosexual (25.6% level 2), gay or lesbian (22.1% level 2) and 

least likely to identify as queer or asexual. 

• Have a tertiary education (bachelor’s / postgraduate degree or 

higher) (25.2%) 

• Have been working with their employer for 11 years or more. 

• Be over 45 years of age. 
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By examining the demographic responses of these employees, we observe that many cohorts are 

significantly underrepresented within our data. (Graphs representing this data are at the end of this report.)  

 

The proportions of each cohort provide insight into where issues of equality lie. Level 2 employees are:  

• most likely to be a cisgender man or woman and least likely to be a transgender woman  

• be heterosexual, gay or lesbian and least likely to identify as queer or asexual. 

• Have a tertiary education (bachelor’s / postgraduate degree or higher)  

• Have been working with their employer for 11 years or more  

• Be over 45 years of age  

For the most part, this is also an accurate representation of level 1 respondents. By analysing the proportion 

of LGBTQ+ respondents in these roles, we find levels are significantly lower within the LGBTQ+ population, 

with level 2 roles being filled by:  

• 27.2% fewer LGBTQ+ respondent (non-LGBTQ+: 25.7% vs. LGBTQ+ 18.7%)  

• 27.2% fewer respondents of diverse sexuality (heterosexual: 25.6% vs. diverse sexuality: 18.7%) and  

o 49.0% fewer respondents who identify as asexual (13.1%) 

o 45.8% fewer respondents who identify as queer (13.9%) 

o 39.9% fewer respondents who identify as pansexual (15.4%) 

o 34.4% fewer respondents who identify as bisexual (16.8%) 

o 13.7% fewer respondents who identify as gay/lesbian 22.1%) 

• 63.0% fewer trans and gender diverse respondents (Cisgender: 24.3% vs. all trans and gender 

diverse: 9.0%)  

o 74.9% fewer trans women (6.1%) 

o 60.9% fewer non-binary respondents (9.5%) 

o 59.7% fewer trans men (9.8%) 

From here, it is important to understand the barriers respondents may face and the presence of 

intersectional diversity. Those in level 2 roles are: 

o 20.6% less likely to be Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islanders (no: 23.9% vs. yes:19.0%) 

o 12.0% less likely to be culturally and linguistically diverse, a migrant refugee or person of colour (no: 

24.7% vs. yes:21.7%) 

o 18.8% less likely to be living with a disability (no: 24.9% vs. yes: 20.2%) 

o 33.2% less likely to be neurodiverse (no: 25.5% vs. yes:17.0%) 

In the past practice point, we discussed the proportions of LGBTQ+ and non-LGBTQ+ respondents who had 

one of the intersectional facets of diversity listed in the survey. All the areas above were more likely to be 

diversity factors for LGBTQ+ respondents.  

The following aspects of diversity are more likely to be present for non-LGBTQ+ respondents. Those in Level 

2 roles are: 

o 45.9% more likely to have caring responsibilities for people under 18 (no: 20.3% vs. yes: 29.7%),  

o 20.4% more likely to have caring responsibilities for people 19 or over (no: 23.0% vs. 27.7%).  

There is little difference between respondents of faith or religion or not (no: 23.8% vs. yes: 24.4%) and those 

who consider themselves mature age employees or not (no: 23.5% vs. yes: 25.1%) 
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Does everyone want to be in the leadership team? 
While it is not possible that all employees will end up working in the leadership or executive team of their 

organisation, many respondents have no interest in pursuing advancement to this level.  

Of the 6968 respondents, 44.8% agreed that they were interested in moving into a leadership/executive 

team position within their organisation. This does not consider those who may be interested in pursuing 

this career development outside their current organisation. 

Among all respondents, 43.0% reported they did not have enough experience, followed by 29.6% who felt 

entrenched structural issues were the barrier.  

Being LGBTQ+  

Compared to non-LGBTQ+ respondents, LGBTQ+ respondents who are interested in advancement were: 

o 26.0% more likely to feel they did not have enough experience & 41.3% more likely to feel they 

didn’t have the expertise 

o 33.0% more likely to rank the entrenched structural issues as a barrier 

o 184.0% more likely to agree that the lack of people with he same identity as them was a barrier.  

LGBTQ+ respondents not interested in advancement were: 

o 22.7% more likely to provide another reason 

o 56.8% more likely to rank the entrenched structural issues as a barrier 

o 149.9% more likely to agree that the lack of people with the same identity as them was a barrier.  

In either scenario, family responsibilities or not enough time were more likely reasons for non-LGBTQ+ 

respondents. 

  

43.0%

25.7%

9.9%

29.6%

24.2%

15.3%

40.2%

23.4%

6.7%

27.3%

26.5%

15.8%

50.7%

33.0%

19.0%

36.3%

17.8%

11.7%

… not enough experience

… not enough expertise 

…don't see other people with the 

same identity as me

…  entrenched structural issues 

affecting access to senior leadership 

opportunities that put me off 

wanting to apply 

… family responsibilities/not enough 

time

Other reason

Respondents interested in advancement
Barriers to level 1 roles 

ALL

Non LGBTQ+

LGBTQ+
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Regardless of respondents' interest in advancement, the themes surrounding the other barriers were similar.  

LGBTQ+ respondents provided reflections such as:  

• Perceived mismatch between current role and leadership expectations 

• Barriers related to identity, inclusion, and confidence 

• Structural barriers to advancement  

• Lack of recognition or support  

• Diversity and inclusion challenges 

While non-LGBTQ+ respondents’ reflections were more aligned with: 

• Strong preference to stay at current level 

• Retirement planning or career satisfaction 

• Workload and stress concerns 

• Limited promotion pathways 

• Organisational culture and politics 

8.1% LGBTQ+ respondents agreed that the fact they were LGBTQ+ had an impact on their interest in 

moving into a leadership/executive team role within their organisation. 

11.1% of the 793 respondents were interested, and 4.6% of those not interested in pursuing level 1 roles 

agreed that being LGBTQ+ had an impact on their decision.  

  

11.1%

4.6%

87.5%

91.9%

1.4%

3.5%

Interested in

Level 1 roles

Yes

No

Does being LGBTQ+ impact on your interest in level 1 roles?

Yes No Prefer not to respond

34.1%

28.5%

4.4%

16.3%

34.4%

19.2%

32.4%
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22.7%
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… not enough expertise 

…don't see other people with the 

same identity as me
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affecting access to senior leadership 

opportunities that put me off wanting 

to apply 
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time
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Barriers to level 1 roles 

ALL
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Many respondents who are not interested in pursuing leadership roles have expressed that there is a 

culture in the organisation where they feel being LGBTQ+ would work against them in recruitment 

selections, that their organisation is only supportive of LGBTQ+ issues at a surface level, but would not be 

accepting of an LGBTQ+ person in a power position.  

Others feel that moving into a leadership 

role would cause significant emotional 

and/or mental strain to become the 

“poster” person for all LGBTQ+ issues, or 

needing to take on the “role model” role 

for all LGBTQ+ individuals would impact 

their capacity to do their leadership role.  

The final theme of responses is that they 

feel that being in leadership would open 

them up to further criticism, 

homophobic comments, and bullying.  

Some respondents have advised that due to their organisation being multinational, and that some countries 

are unsafe for LGBTQ+ people, there is limited scope for advancement.  

Interestingly, two individuals have noted that being a role model to other LGBTQ+ individuals in the 

organisation is the only reason they would consider a level 1 role, even though they have no genuine 

interest in the position itself.  

For those who are interested in level 1 roles and are motivated to be role models, the common driving 

themes are: 

• to increase the diversity of leadership in the organisation 

• to show that the organisation is LGBTQ+ friendly,  

• to support change in the culture,  

• to break down the barrier for others,  

• to break up the “boys” club &   

• to become the first openly LGBTQ+ person in their organisation's leadership. 

There is still concern that being LGBTQ+ and in these roles 

would increase the likelihood of negative commentary, 

bullying and harassment. For some respondents, while they 

have an interest in being in the roles, they feel that they 

would not be taken seriously, and that any changes they 

attempted to make regarding inclusive policy would not be 

taken seriously, as it would be seen as a personal project, 

rather than benefiting the organisation as a whole.  

In addition to investigating the impact of being LGBTQ+ on 

a respondent’s interest in pursuing a leadership role, we 

also asked respondents to reflect on other facets of their 

lives that may affect their interest in pursuing a leadership 

role.  

“It’s the pressure to be an active ally and visible leader, 

but also protect my own mental health; if I am not so 

"active" I feel like I am letting people down as a leader 

(and because there is such a lack of visible leaders). If I 

am "active", then I quickly become the 'go-to' person as 

I am a 'rare' leader in this space. Then, because it is 

personal for me, I feel an emotional and mental 

strain…… over time I have realised that I also need to 

protect myself. If more leaders were out and visible, it 

would be easier.” (2025 respondent) 

“Sexuality, not really, but being non-binary 

and out just requires so many 

conversations. It also feels like my efforts to 

improve things for queer members of the 

community (including myself) are taken at 

lower value if I'm doing it as a member of 

that community, like chasing up systems 

which deadname staff, or enforce gendered 

titles.”  

(2025 respondent) 
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Having another aspect of diversity 

Respondents who advised they were; Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander, culturally, linguistically, or 

ethnically diverse, a migrant, refugee or a person of colour, living with a disability or long-term health 

condition, neurodivergent, a person of faith/religious belief, considered a mature age employee, have 

caring responsibilities for a person or people 0-18 years of age? Or have caring responsibilities for a person 

or people 19+ years of age, were asked if any of these factors also impacted their interest in leadership.  

 

These diversity elements had a more significant impact on interest in roles. Considering the reasons given 

by respondents who agreed that their diversity has an impact, many individuals feel that leadership 

positions are not available to those who do not fit the “mould,” including those with primary parenting 

responsibilities, and that leadership positions, while trying to juggle caring responsibilities for people of any 

age, would be unmanageable.  

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents reflect that there are no indigenous leaders in their 

organisation, or that their organisation would not provide the capacity to meet their obligations to the 

community.  

Mature age women are feeling that their age, and the fact that it is the norm for caring responsibilities to 

fall on them, means that by the time they have the capacity to fulfil the time commitment required of 

leadership roles, they are seen as over the hill. One 

respondent reflected that “Often women raising children, 

or other family members make a choice to temporarily 

not prioritise their career until later years, but by the time 

they can, age and being seen as professionally stagnant 

works against them. This can be very frustrating for 

highly skilled older female workers who are frequently 

working in jobs that do not draw on their skills and 

experience.” 

Respondents who are neurodiverse feel this is a barrier, 

as organisations are not willing to make the adjustments 

to enable them to thrive.  

This idea is also reflected in responses from those living with a disability.  

29.6%

25.6%

64.2%

67.4%

6.3%

7.0%

Interested in

Level 1 roles

Yes

No

Does your non-LGBTQ+ diversity impact on your interest in level 1 

roles?
Yes No Prefer not to respond

“There isn't always an understanding of the 

positives of neurodivergence, and the 

different way of thinking/processing 

information is not always valued. 

Neurodivergent people who make it to… 

(executive) level are often excellent at 

masking, so look like neurotypical people 

from the outside.”  

(2025 respondent) 

“…ways of working are too inflexible and workload /stress is too high at that level for some of us 

who need to manage health issues / disabilities etc.”  

(2025 respondent) 
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Similarly to LGBTQ+ respondents, those from a culturally, linguistically, or ethnically diverse background, a 

migrant, refugee or a person of colour, reflected that their background and lack of visibility within the 

leadership team increases their drive to progress to this level, to be the person they currently do not see 

reflected within those roles. Some feel that the organisation is not understanding of their cultural and/or 

religious days of significance, due to the inherent Christian calendar focus of most organisations, and are 

concerned that they would not be able to take the time needed to maintain their connection to culture 

while in leadership positions.  

Respondents who are not native English speakers have expressed concern that these skills may be holding 

them back, even though they are qualified for the roles. 

Mature-age respondents feel that their age limits their 

opportunities for advancement, and career breaks for 

parental responsibilities often impact this; others feel 

that leadership roles are assigned during early careers. 

Some, however, have chosen to step back from 

leadership roles, begin moving towards retirement, or 

redirect their experiences back into frontline/customer-

facing roles.  

From this, we can see that intersectional diversity 

increases the belief that they would not be given the 

opportunity to fulfil and thrive in a leadership role. 

Many people are unable to determine which part of their background of life stage has the most significant 

impact or barrier to advancement.  

Most importantly, we can see that there are many similarities between the drivers for people with diverse 

backgrounds, those who are LGBTQ+, living with a disability etc, to pursue leadership roles, and that is to be 

the person they currently not see reflected in their organisations management, to give hope to other 

employees in the future that their diverse experiences, thoughts, ways of processing information, and family 

or community responsibilities are not a hindrance to being able to perform in high level positions, as long 

as organisations are willing to be inclusive, flexible and provide the resources and support for all employees 

to thrive.  

Being a woman 

In the survey, all respondents who were level 2 women employees were asked whether they felt their 

gender affected their interest in moving into a leadership or executive team role within their organisation.  

 

31.7% of those who are interested in progressing to leadership, and 19.6% of those not interested, agreed 

their gender had an impact on their decision.  

 

“I am 60 years of age, so considered mature 

aged, I am queer, a woman, Aboriginal, 

neurodivergent and have a disability. There 

are multiple intersectional barriers to me 

being in a senior leadership role, 

discrimination and racism are two very 

important barriers.” 

 (2025 respondent) 

31.7%

19.6%

63.8%

75.8%

4.5%

4.6%

Interested in

Level 1 roles

Yes

No

Does  your gender (woman) diversity impact on your interest in level 1 

roles?
Yes No Prefer not to respond
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Those who are not interested in leadership roles the impact of their gender the main themes present in 

comments as to why this is an impact revolve around: 

• Impact of current family responsibilities. At times, 

this is a conscious choice to prioritise family, 

attend events, and have time when children are 

unwell. Still, for others, their organisation perceives 

them as unable to perform in higher roles because 

of their family responsibilities, regardless of the 

support system they have around them.   

• Impact of prior parenting responsibilities and 

career breaks, particularly for mature-age women, 

where in their generation the parenting load was 

predominantly placed on one parent (the mother) 

while the other (the father) was the financial 

provider.  

• Working hours in leadership roles were excessive and their organisation had not done enough to 

ensure there was a capacity for work-life balance. 

• Lack of presence of women in current senior leadership roles and the perception that level 2 roles 

are the “glass ceiling” for female employees in their organisation or industry. 

• Concern that even though they are qualified for these roles, they would be seen as the “diversity” 

hire or only get the role because they are a woman and would not be taken seriously in the 

workplace.  

Several respondents felt they would need to become more 

“masculine” in their approach to move into leadership roles, 

and that this would feel inauthentic. 

Respondents interested in leadership roles shared similar 

views about the impact of their gender on their aspirations. In 

addition to these, there were also repeated comments such 

as:  

• Female imposter syndrome 

• Wanting to break the boys club mentality of the 

organisation's leadership  

• To be the first woman in leadership and be able to 

serve as a role model to others, showing that it is 

possible to be a woman and perform at these levels.  

• The perception that female leaders have to work harder than their male counterparts to earn similar 

levels of respect 

I think though some initiatives are focused on women empowerment, sometimes it just serves as a 

token act. I want to prove it to myself and others that being a woman is no barrier to move into 

senior positions 

 (2025 respondent) 

 

There is still a boy's club at the top 

and they are the ones making 

decisions on our progression, on our 

roles and on our performance, even if 

they haven't even worked with us. 

There is the boys club that support 

each other and they progress with 

minimal effort.. women have to do 50 

x what the men do to progress at the 

same level. 

 (2025 respondent) 

 

….., men in the workplace have 

frequently commented that new 

leadership roles will go to women to 

fill the gender gap at top level. It is 

difficult to understand if you will be 

promoted because you deserve the 

role or because there is a quota to 

fill. Women already suffer with 

imposter syndrome and this adds to 

that fear. 

 (2025 respondent) 
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ACTIONS:  

1. Explore qualitative data through confidential conversations – invite your level 2 and level 3 LGBTQ+ 

employees to participate in a conversation about how they could be more fully supported to 

advance into leadership roles. 

2. Dissect the systemic and cultural framework in which leadership opportunities emerge and are filled. 

Get feedback from level 1 and 2 LGBTQ+ leaders on the structural and systemic impediments to 

their progression into their roles. Include non-LGBTQ+ allies in this feedback. 

3. Consider the broader range of motivations in play for aspiring leaders from minority groups by 

consulting with a diverse cross-section of high potentials about their motivations and aspirations. 

4. Take into consideration the value and strengths of LGBTQ+ leaders and match them with suitable 

roles and developmental projects. Undertake leadership interviews, confidential reference checking 

and quality diagnostics to gain a deeper understanding of the strengths and value add from your 

LGBTQ+ aspiring leaders. 

5. Support current level 1& 2 LGBTQ+ leaders in being effective role models and sponsors for others. 

Where possible, provide targeted mentoring programs and offer coaching to support them to be a 

role model within your organisation.   

  

© 2025 Pride in Diversity -  

Permission is given to cite any of the data within this factsheet, providing the following reference is utilised. 

Pride in Diversity (2025). Australian Workplace Equality Index (AWEI) Employee Survey. ACON’s Pride Inclusion Programs 
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Proportion of employees in each cohort, showing least to most likely in senior roles  

 

70.7%

75.2%

81.8%

81.5%

83.8%

84.5%

85.7%

25.6%

22.1%

16.8%

16.2%

15.4%

13.9%

13.1%

3.6%

2.6%

1.4%

2.2%

0.8%

1.6%

1.2%

Straight (Heterosexual)

Gay, Lesbian (Homosexual)

Bisexual

A different term

Pansexual

Queer

Asexual

Sexual orientation

Level 3&4 Level 2. Level 1.

85.1%

79.7%

72.0%

68.0%

62.9%

60.0%

13.2%

18.6%

24.8%

28.7%

32.3%

33.2%

1.7%

1.7%

3.1%

3.3%

4.9%

6.8%

< 1 yr

1-3 yrs

4-6 yrs

7-10 yrs

11-20 yrs

> 20 yrs

Time in organisation

Level 3&4 Level 2. Level 1.

78.6%

76.3%

76.1%

72.0%

71.0%

19.4%

21.9%

21.1%

24.7%

25.2%

2.0%

1.8%

2.9%

3.3%

3.8%

Primary / Secondary education

Certificate/ Diploma /Advanced diploma

Other, Unknown

Graduate certificate or graduate diploma

Bachelor's / Postgraduate degree or higher

Highest level of Education

Level 3&4 Level 2. Level 1.

72.2%

72.6%

89.3%

90.2%

93.9%

24.1%

24.5%

9.5%

9.8%

6.1%

3.7%

2.9%

1.2%

Cisgender Man

Cisgender Woman

Non-binary person

Transgender Man

Transgender Woman

Gender identity

Level 3&4 Level 2. Level 1.

95.0%

86.7%

75.2%

70.7%

66.4%

61.8%

4.7%

12.6%

20.6%

26.9%

27.6%

32.8%

0.5%

0.7%

4.2%

2.4%

6.0%

5.4%

under 25

25-34

65+

35-44

55-64

45-54

Age

Level 3&4 Level 2. Level 1.


