
Embracing Disability and Gender Diversity in Sport Leadership 

Lisa Clancy MBA 

Value-centred leadership grounded in inclusion, and equality is critical for the future of sport. To 

achieve genuine inclusivity, decision-making structures must reflect the diversity of society. 

In 2020, the author co-created and designed the Women in Sport Leadership Programme in Ireland, 

with the aim of enabling women, including those with disabilities, to fulfil their leadership potential 

in sport. Delivered to over 600 women across 21 countries, the programme seeks to address gender 

and disability imbalances in decision-making roles and is aligned with the authors research on Sport 

Ireland’s Women in Sport Policy 1 2 on Leadership and Governance. 

The evaluation examined: whether participants were equipped to put themselves forward for 

leadership roles and shape the future of their sport and if participants reported changes in their 

perceived capability and confidence to assume leadership positions. The programme was developed 

within a context where women, particularly those with disabilities, continue to face systemic barriers 

to leadership, including structural inequalities, social norms, and gaps in confidence, skills, and 

networks. 

Evaluation involved mixed methods, including surveys completed by 54 participants, four focus 

groups, and feedback questionnaires. Findings showed significant positive changes in participants’ 

confidence, self-awareness, and perceived capability, with the most notable increase in self-

confidence. Median confidence scores rose from 3.5 to 4.0, representing a 14.3% increase, which 

was statistically significant. Gains in self-confidence were strongly associated with peer support, 

networking, and recognition of existing skills. While improvements in self-efficacy were smaller, the 

programme was found to foster sustained growth in leadership readiness. 

Participants highlighted the value of connecting with others facing similar barriers, particularly 

women with disabilities, which helped build resilience and collective belief in their leadership 

potential. 3 Several participants have since assumed leadership positions, including appointments to 

the Sport Ireland Board and the Vice Presidency of Paralympics Ireland, demonstrating tangible 

impact. 

This evaluation illustrates that inclusive leadership programmes can empower women with 

disabilities in sport, challenge structural barriers, and drive broader cultural change. By creating 

spaces to connect, grow and lead, sport becomes not only a platform for performance but also a 

force for social progress. 
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