
The Next Generation Leadership Programme 
 

 
 
Background 
 
Among the terms of reference for the Centre for Advancement of Women in Politics (CAWP), 
is the expectation that CAWP will provide a programme to encourage and prepare women 
for leadership and/or other forms of advancement in the public sphere, and to provide the 
infrastructure for women in decision-making training. The initial study by CAWP found that 
many training courses are available to women in Northern Ireland, but that a lot of these are 
to do with community outreach initiatives, or are aimed at those already in senior positions.  
Specifically leadership courses tend to be very academic in nature and take quite long 
periods of time to complete, which our study found was not necessarily what women in mid-
career or their employers wanted.  Moreover, the study did not find any leadership courses 
aimed specifically at women.  In response, CAWP launched its own women’s leadership 
programme aptly named, ‘Next Generation’ in 2004. The intention behind the programme is 
to help address the current low levels of women's participation in the senior ranks of 
economic, social, political and public decision-making, exacerbated by the prolonged period 
of conflict in Northern Ireland.  
 
The Next Generation continues to be a unique programme in its focus, content, aims and 
potential, and as a result of the success of the programme, CAWP has received many 
queries and requests to replicate the programme.  These have come from universities in 
Great Britain, a request by the PSNI to design a police only programme, and most recently 
from the Jersey Community Relations Trust.  The Next Generation programme has gained 
favourable media attention in the Belfast Telegraph and the Times Higher Education. 
 
 
 

The Programme  
 
The Next Generation is an intense four-day programme which includes a mix of seminars, 
discussions, workshops and action-based activities. The programme has eight sessions on 
the following topics: emotional intelligence, career planning and goal setting, public speaking 
and presentation skills, conflict management, communication skills and work-life balance 
training including stress management.  A short session is also included where a successful 
woman is invited to discuss her experience of leadership, with the aim of facilitating a 
discussion with and among the participants on women and leadership. 
 
The Next Generation programme is aimed at women in mid-career who wish to progress and 
develop their leadership capacities, providing them with the space to explore their leadership 
potential in a supportive environment and challenging them to explore opportunities they 
may not have previously considered. The programme is designed to operate with a broad 
understanding of decision-making and thus, welcomes women from a wide variety of 
organisations and career paths.  To date more than two hundred women have participated in 
the Next Generation programme.  They have come from organisations such as, the 
university sector, local government, public bodies such as the civil service and Housing 
Executive, the PSNI and the Ambulance Service.  In addition, the Next Generation has 
welcomed participants from the Republic of Ireland from the university and local government 
sectors.   
 



The Next Generation programme is overseen by the staff of CAWP, who are on-hand 
throughout the week.  The sessions are led by facilitators, who are experts in their field, 
ensuring that participants are provided with excellent quality content and training.  All of our 
facilitators have a minimum of twelve years experience, hold professional qualifications and 
have worked extensively with a diverse range of clients.   
 
 

Individual Benefit 
 
The Next Generation programme is designed to give participants a more focused sense of 
their personal leadership capacities, a clearer strategy for the future, and to aid them in 
developing key, transferable skills.  This provides participants with enhanced prospects of 
career progression and opportunities for leadership.  In addition, the programme is also 
helpful at self-awareness and building confidence.   
 
One of the key strengths of this programme is that it brings together women with different 
experiences of the workplace who share insights with one another. Participants have the 
chance to reflect on their working lives, careers and challenges facing them, and crucially, 
the programmes provides the opportunity for discussion.This networking opportunity also 
builds supportive friendships that last well beyond the course.   
 
Participants benefit from a carefully structured programme delivered by expert facilitators.  
The sessions introduce and explore the theory around the topic, and then make it practical 
and relevant to the participants through action-based activities and discussion.  Participants 
are provided with copies of the facilitator’s presentations and any literature and notes the 
facilitator uses during the session.  In addition, CAWP requests that each facilitator provide a 
list of books and/or web-sites for the participants to develop their interest in the topic.  In this 
way, participants have reference material (including a relaxation and stress management 
CD) to refer back to and utilise long after the programme. 
 
 

Organisational Benefit 
 
The value of the Next Generation programme extends beyond the individual participants to 
benefit their sponsoring organisation.  The sponsoring organisation will benefit from 
improved strategic decision making and creative problem solving.  The choice to attend the 
Next Generation programme, means those employees will be more focused and pro-active 
and with improved skills in areas such as communication, presentation and decision-making, 
which they are applying in their jobs everyday.   
 

“The session on speaking with confidence enables women to present themselves 
positively and communicate effectively within organisations be that giving formal 
presentations, networking with other organisations  or contributing  to meetings within 
organisations. In terms of local government it allows a women to take up their equal 
place in decision making processes which impact on wider society”.  
(Kellie O’Dowd, faciliator of the Speaking With Confidence session) 

 
Such skills may likely diffuse within the workforce, such as for example avoiding conflict or 
recognising stress in colleagues.  
 



 
“This module is performance enhancing. It gives people job satisfaction and boosts 
their immune system and de-stresses the work place. The course helps participants 
deal with difficult situations in work and reduces absenteeism. It improves 
concentration and reasoning skills with better outcomes” (Liz Comerton, facilitator of 
the Creative Well-Being session) 

 
It is also the case that the sponsoring organisation will have more women wanting to 
progress to senior levels, thus addressing gender under-representation.  Indeed, all research 
clearly shows the economic arguments for having more women at senior levels.  Not only 
does gender diversity provide a broader range of views and skills, but more women at senior 
levels boost performance and enhance creativity.  It is also the case, that the programme 
allows for participants from different sections of the organisation to learn from one another.   
 
 

The Evaluation Process 
 
CAWP undertakes a rigorous evaluation of each session and the programme as a whole.  
This allows for any revisions of the programme content and for CAWP to gain insight into 
how the programme is received.  As a result, the programme has been revised or changes 
made to organisation.  In this way, the Next Generation has remained current and 
responsive to women’s real needs.   
 
Over the years, the response from participants has been excellent.  During the evaluation 
process participants rate the programme and sessions out of 100 and CAWP uses a very 
high benchmark of 70% to determine satisfaction with the programme.  In most years the 
programme has scored a 100% satisfaction rating with 83% being the lowest satisfaction 
rating for any programme.  Below is a small selection of comments from the anonymous 
evaluations: 
 
“This course far exceeded my expectations. I will definitely be putting the techniques 
demonstrated into practice” 
 
“It was very practical – everything related back to personal situations.  It was thought 
provoking and inspiring”  
 
“Encouraging, amusing and inspiring”  
 

 
 



“Absolutely brilliant from beginning to end.  Such practical ideas on how to wind down at the 
end of the day or avoid getting tense”  
 
“This is a wonderful course.  The most helpful and practical I have ever attended and that is 
saying a lot!” 
 
“I have to admit that I had my doubts about how much I would gain from four days out of the 
office but it was worth every bit of hassle and stress which I deal with next week!  I would 
recommend any woman to grasp the opportunity to attend and I can’t comment highly 
enough on the excellent catering!”  
 
“Every aspect of this training session was fantastic – I couldn’t get enough!  The delivery 
was challenging and it made me think.  I intend to explore and use some of the skills/theory 
discussed in this session” 
 
 

 
 
 “Found everything useful and learnt a lot about myself”  
 
“Excellent communication from Next Generation staff”  
 
“I would definitely recommend this programme to other women in management. It has 
helped focus my mind regarding goal setting and leadership style and provided me with 
helpful tools to manage change, challenging situations and become a more effective 
manager. Thank you” 
 



 
 
 
 
The initial study by CAWP during the design process for the Next Generation programme 
found that many training courses are available to women but a lot of these are to do with 
community outreach initiatives or are aimed at those already in position of power.  
Specifically leadership courses tend to be very academic in nature and take a long period of 
time to complete and the study did not find any leadership courses specifically aimed at 
women.  Thus, the Next Generation was then and indeed, continues to be unique in its 
focus, content, aims and potential.  As such CAWP has received many queries and requests 
to replicate this programme.  These have come from universities in Great Britain, a request 
by the PSNI to design a police only programme and most recently from the Jersey 
Community Relations Trust 
 


