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The Global Institute for Women’s Leadership (GIWL) at the Australian National University is 
pleased to provide a submission for the inquiry into gender equality as a national security and 
economic security imperative. We have considered the Terms of Reference and provide our 
insights below. 

- Women in Australian diplomacy face a diplomatic glass cliff.1 Women have 
reached parity in leadership within Australian diplomacy, but power and resources in 
Australia’s international affairs have shifted toward militarised agencies such as 
Defence and Home Affairs, where women remain least represented. This creates a 
gendered imbalance: women occupy leadership roles in diplomacy just as its 
functional power declines, while men continue to dominate the growing national 
security and intelligence sectors. The result is a “diplomatic glass cliff,” where the 
securitisation of Australia’s international affairs reinforce men’s access to power and 
limit the impact of women’s progress in foreign affairs, trade and defence.   
 

- Gendered inequalities in Australian international affairs have evolved over 
time.2 Much of the overt barriers to women’s representation and equal experiences 
in international affairs have been removed. Yet, multi-decadal research 
demonstrates that inequalities have not necessarily decreased, but rather, changed 
shape – tending to manifest as more covert forms of bias, lack of recognition of 
work, sidelining of opportunities, or contracted microaggressions that impact on 
women and gender diverse people’s experiences in international affairs. Institutions 
maintain significant policy and practical gaps particularly with regards to posting.  
 

- Australia has never appointed a woman as head of mission (Ambassador/High 
Commissioner) to the United Kingdom or the United States, even though these 
are our most important security allies (e.g. through AUKUS).  This makes the UK and 
US one of only six posts worldwide that has never had a woman head of mission. It 

 
1 Link to full research: https://giwl.anu.edu.au/files/2024-11/hjd-article-p553_8.pdf 
2 Link to full research: https://academic.oup.com/book/55762 
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is out of step with the Australian Government’s commitments to representing 
women and out of step with our Five Eyes partners.  
 

- Australia has stalled in its launch and implementation of critical strategies 
supporting intersectional gender equality. Australia is still yet to release its 
International LGBTIQ+ Strategy, despite this being a commitment made in 2023 by 
Minister Wong.  

 
- A people-centred ‘human security’ approach should be implemented to 

protect and empower individuals as well as to treat food, health, 
environmental, personal, etc. security as equal to hard security measures 
(defending states and borders). For example, recognising climate change as a 
national security threat requires understanding it’s cross-cutting and human impacts 
including how climate-related disasters increase women and gender diverse 
people’s exposure to violence, homelessness, and food and financial insecurity. 3 
Meanwhile, community security is undermined during heatwaves when more 
violence occurs. These outcomes are not only gendered social harms but also 
recognised predictors of broader national security risks, including social instability, 
conflict and vulnerability to extremism.45 Conceptualising national security through 
a human security lens highlights the centrality of gender equality to national 
security, particularly in times of crisis or disaster. 

 
- Despite major investment in Australia’s renewable energy sector—central to future 

energy and national security—women remain largely excluded.  
Women comprise just 35% of the renewable energy sector, positioned as essential 
to Australia’s future resource, economic and national security. Exclusion of women 
and lack of meaningful policy for gender equality can result in the unequal 
distribution of benefits. Conversely, gender equal energy sectors can contribute 
significantly to ongoing national and energy security by broadening the talent pool, 
improving decision-making and innovation, strengthening workforce resilience, and 
ensuring energy transitions are more inclusive, stable, and socially legitimate. 

 
 

We would be willing to provide further detail on our research and advisory work in this area.  
  

 
3 Link to full research: https://wela.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Full-report-Gender-
Climate-and-Environmental-Justice-in-Australia-WELA.pdf 
4 https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-030-73655-2_12 
5 https://www.counterterrorism.police.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/Prevalence-of-domestic-
abuse-related-incidences-within-Prevent-referrals-Final.pdf 
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Kind regards 

 

Dr Elise Stephenson 

Deputy Director, Global Institute for Women’s Leadership, Australian National University 

 

Ruby Crandell 

Research Assistant, Global Institute for Women’s Leadership, Australian National University 

 

About the Global Institute for Women’s Leadership (GIWL) 

The ANU is the first international base for GIWL, which was established at King’s College, London 
by the Hon Julia Gillard, AC in 2018. The vision of GIWL is to bring together rigorous research, 
practice and advocacy to better understand and address the causes of gender inequality and 
intersectionality across sectors and countries. GIWL has three key elements to its work:  

• Research – drawing together existing findings and undertaking new studies  
• Advocacy and engagement – bringing together experts and stakeholders from across 

the world  
• Practice – using research to deliver evidence-based training and teaching. 

GIWL aims to overcome a disconnect between much of the current activity in the diversity and 
inclusion world, and what research evidence shows is truly effective. GIWL seeks to bridge the 
gap between those who generate evidence, and those who wish to use it. It also seeks to shine 
light on and amplify existing effective practices and solutions being applied in different 
countries across the globe. The goal is to break down silos between sectors, nations and 
approaches and create a community of people focused on advancing women's leadership. 
 

  


