
 
 

 
FEMINIST FRIENDSHIPS 
2025 
Evaluation Report 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prepared by: Dr Rachel Bush 

Date: March 2026 

 



 

Acknowledgement of Country 

Women’s Health in the South East acknowledges Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as 
Australia’s First Peoples and the Traditional Custodians of the lands, waterways and skies where we live, 
work and play. We celebrate that this is the oldest continuous living culture in the world, and that 
sovereignty was never ceded. This always was, and always will be, Aboriginal land.  

 

Background 

A Feminist Friendships Community of Practice (CoP) was established in 2023 to respond to a clear need 
for a dedicated space where gender equality practitioners in the Southern Metropolitan Region could 
come together to reflect, learn, and support one another. The program aimed to build trust and foster 
courageous conversations about the complexities and realities of gender equality work.  

The program was guided by three main objectives:  

1. To strengthen the gender equity practice of Feminist Friendships group members.  
2. To enhance self-reflection and awareness of Feminist Friendships group members.  
3. To provide a program utilising co-design principles that meet the needs and interests of group 

members.  

This CoP informed development of a Feminist Friendships Program which was delivered in 2025 with a 
new cohort of practitioners. The program comprised nine monthly workshops, including six online and 
three in-person sessions. At the outset, participants identified priority topics, which shaped the program 
content. Across the cycle, sessions covered: 

• Self and collective care (guest speaker: Malavika Kadwadkar, WHISE) 
• Feminist leadership (guest speaker: Kit McMahon, WHISE) 
• Responding to organisational resistance   
• Intersectionality   
• Setting and achieving goals   
• Self-Awareness  
• Embedding lived experience   
• Values-based messaging (guest speaker: Mark Chenery, Common Cause) 

A baseline survey was conducted at the commencement of the program to assess participants’ 
confidence in applying a gender and intersectional lens in their work, as well as their engagement in and 
perceptions of reflective practice. It also gathered qualitative insights into how reflection is enacted in the 
workplace and identified participants’ expectations and learning priorities. 



 

A post-program survey was then administered to assess changes in confidence and to understand the 
extent to which the program supported participants to apply a gender and intersectional lens in their work. 
The survey also explored which topics resonated most, key learnings and reflections, application of 
knowledge, and the program’s contribution to participants’ personal and professional goals. Findings from 
both surveys are presented below. Participants were also invited to take part in an interview to provide 
deeper insights into their experiences. 

About the program participants 

Number of participants 

Twelve people formally expressed interest in the program, with eight participants confirmed in the week 
leading to commencement of the program. A further two participants did not continue and did not attend 
the first meeting due to changes in their workplace and competing workload and time commitments. The 
six remaining participants all identified as women and represented a diverse mix of sectors spanning 
education, local government, community services, primary prevention, and lived-experience consultancy. 
Their positions focused on advancing inclusion and equity within organisations, delivering gender equality 
and consent education initiatives, supporting organisational change, and embedding lived-experience 
perspectives into practice. 

Motivations for joining Feminist Friendships 

Participants’ interest in the Feminist Friendships Program was strongly driven by the opportunity to engage 
with “like-minded people” and foster “community and collaboration to grow,” reflecting a need for 
supportive, values-aligned spaces and to expand professional networks. In addition, trusted 
recommendations and familiarity with facilitators influenced decisions to participate, highlighting the 
importance of relational trust. 

Previous engagement in reflective practice 

Most participants described engaging in reflective practice both individually and collectively. This included 
post-meeting reflection on their contributions and awareness of identities in the room, one-on-one 
conversations, and structured reflection embedded in team meetings. Some also highlighted formal 
mechanisms, such as ongoing gender equity meetings, as spaces to reflect on and address emerging 
issues. The frequency of these practices varied, ranging from ad hoc and monthly to weekly and ongoing 
reflection embedded in practice. The perceived value of reflective practice also varied. While a small 
number viewed it as ‘so so’ or ‘semi-valuable’, often noting it could be better facilitated, most participants 
described it as highly valuable, with some rating it as ‘very’ or ‘extremely’ important for ensuring alignment, 
continuous improvement, and best practice in their work. 



 

Expectations 

Participants’ expectations centred on connection, learning, and personal and professional growth. Many 
hoped to build relationships and “share knowledge freely,” alongside creating a “safe space to learn [and] 
grow.” Others were seeking practical value and opportunities to deepen their engagement in feminist 
practice, while some expressed more open expectations, viewing the program as a space for presence, 
purpose, and forming new connections and friendships.  

Program attendance 

Attendance across the program varied, with most workshops attended by three to four participants. 
Attendance ranged from a low of one to a high of five participants. Non-attendance was attributed to 
factors such as travel, competing work demands, caring responsibilities, illness, and other health-related 
issues. 

Survey response rates were also low. Five participants completed the pre-program survey, while only one 
participant completed the post-program survey and follow-up interview. 

Given that gender equality practitioner roles are predominantly held by women, the variable attendance 
and low survey response rates point to the significant time pressures often experienced by women. These 
roles often involve high workloads, and we know that women are more likely to carry a disproportionate 
share of unpaid domestic and caring responsibilities, some of which arise during work hours, limiting their 
capacity to consistently engage in professional development. In addition, limited organisational or 
managerial support may have further constrained participants’ ability to prioritise attendance and 
participation. 

Findings 

Given the low response rate, comparisons between the pre- and post-program surveys are not possible. 
However, the findings are presented below to highlight the ongoing need and relevance of the Feminist 
Friendships Program, as well as its impact on one participant.  

Levels of confidence 

At the outset, overall, participants reported relatively strong confidence in applying a gender lens in their 
work. The majority of responses were clustered at the higher end of the scale, with most participants 
indicating they felt ‘confident’. One participant reported feeling ‘fairly confident’, and one indicated they 
were ‘very confident’. This suggests that, prior to the Feminist Friendships program, most participants 
already had a solid foundation in applying a gender lens, with some variation in depth of confidence. 



 

Confidence in applying an intersectional approach was more varied and slightly lower overall compared to 
applying a gender lens. Most participants reported feeling ‘fairly confident’, indicating a moderate level of 
confidence but with room for growth. One participant reported being ‘confident’, and one ‘very confident’. 
This distribution suggests that while participants had some familiarity with intersectional approaches, they 
may have been seeking to deepen their understanding and application in practice. 

Following the program, the sole survey respondent reported feeling ‘confident’ in applying both a gender 
lens and an intersectional approach in their work. While their baseline level of confidence is unknown, this 
indicates that they completed the program feeling capable and equipped to apply these approaches in 
practice.  

Change in understanding 

The post-program survey explored changes in participants’ understanding of key topics, including self and 
collective care, responding to organisational resistance, intersectionality, setting and achieving goals, self-
awareness, embedding lived experience, and values-based messaging. The participant reported changes 
ranging from ‘moderate’ to ‘very significant’, with the greatest gains in understanding observed in self and 
collective care (‘very significant’), and goal setting and self-awareness (both ‘significant’).  

Insights from the interview further reinforced the centrality of self and collective care within the program. 
The participant reflected that “collective care was a big element” and that this focus shaped engagement 
with other topics, noting that “self and collective care impacted on learning about other areas.” However, 
they also highlighted that readiness and expectations varied across the group, with some participants 
more able to “dive into this part” than others. 

The workshops were deemed “stimulating and challenging” with a key learning being that “90% of the 
work is showing up (for yourself and others).” This demonstrates the participant’s understanding that 
impact is not only driven by technical knowledge or strategies, but by consistent engagement, self-
awareness, and being present with others. This reflects the value of building trust, maintaining 
commitment, and prioritising connection as central to effective practice. 

The participant reflected on a key learning that was unexpected, noting how quickly change can occur 
when goals are set with intention. This highlights the effectiveness of structured reflection and goal-setting 
processes introduced through the program, suggesting that even small, focused actions can lead to 
meaningful and timely shifts in practice. 

Goal achievement and application of learning 

Following the program, the participant reported that Feminist Friendships supported them to achieve their 
personal and professional goals, describing that it “helped clear the fog of thought.” This suggests 
increased clarity and confidence in their practice. Learnings were applied both professionally and 
personally, including sharing insights with colleagues and reframing personal development as a valuable 



 

component of professional growth. The program appears to have supported a shift in mindset, enabling 
the participant to more confidently prioritise their own development as integral to their work. 

Program delivery and participant experience 

The participant reported that the balance between in-person and online sessions was appropriate, noting 
that the format worked well. In-person sessions were particularly valued for “trust building,” while online 
sessions enabled participation across the duration of the program. Session length was generally 
considered suitable, although there was a suggestion that the program could be delivered over a shorter 
timeframe, with a preference for a six-month model rather than a 10–12 month commitment.  

Attendance emerged as a key challenge. The participant reflected that “the length of commitment over 12 
months is hard to foresee,” particularly given changing work demands and limited capacity to delegate, 
noting “I’m a solo person in [my] role, so I can’t delegate when those things come up”. While 
organisational support to attend was generally present, competing priorities sometimes meant 
attendance was not possible or participants were “not fully there.” The participant also observed that 
group attendance fluctuated, with lower numbers at times, although “when people were there, they were 
really present.” 

These insights suggest that while the program successfully encouraged depth of engagement and 
psychological safety, structural constraints such as workload, role isolation, and program duration 
impacted consistent participation. The participant also highlighted that “the nature of the group and 
program is to be gentle and inclusive and accommodating,” but suggested that clearer expectations and 
stronger organisational buy-in, such as requiring supervisor endorsement, could strengthen accountability 
and support participation. 

The program was described as “adequately organised,” and the participant felt “very open” sharing their 
thoughts and experiences, indicating a strong sense of psychological safety within the group. The 
participant indicated they would recommend the program to other gender equality practitioners, 
highlighting the value of cross-sector participation and the reduced pressure to “perform.” Peer 
consultation sessions were rated as “very useful,” reinforcing the importance of shared problem-solving 
and collaborative learning. 

Facilitation and communication were also rated highly, with the participant noting they were delivered 
“very effectively.” 

Summary 

The Feminist Friendships program continues to address a clear and ongoing need for dedicated, relational 
spaces for gender equality practitioners to connect, reflect, and build their practice. Despite challenges 
with attendance and low evaluation response rates, findings indicate that the program had meaningful 



 

impact for those who engaged, particularly in strengthening reflective practice, building confidence, and 
fostering a sense of connection and psychological safety. 

There is evidence that suggests the program achieved its objectives, particularly in enhancing self-
reflection and awareness, and strengthening gender equity practice. Participants entered the program with 
an existing foundation in applying a gender lens, and the program appears to have supported deeper 
learning; especially in areas such as self and collective care, goal setting, and self-awareness. The 
emphasis on reflective and relational practice was a key strength, with a participant identifying the 
importance of “showing up (for yourself and others)” as central to effective gender equality work. The 
program also supported shifts in mindset, with a participant reporting increased clarity, confidence, and 
an ability to integrate personal development as part of their professional practice. 

The objective of delivering a co-designed program was also largely achieved, with participants valuing the 
opportunity to shape topics based on their interests and needs. However, findings suggest that varying 
levels of readiness and differing expectations across participants influenced how content was received, 
particularly in relation to the strong focus on self and collective care. This highlights the importance of 
clearly articulating the program’s intent and approach from the outset. 

A key strength of the program was the creation of a psychologically safe, low-pressure environment that 
enabled open sharing and peer learning. Cross-sector participation and peer consultation were valued, 
reinforcing the importance of collaborative, practice-based learning models. In-person sessions were 
deemed effective for building trust, while online sessions supported accessibility and continuity of 
participation. 

However, structural barriers significantly impacted engagement. Variable attendance and low survey 
participation reflect broader systemic challenges faced by gender equality practitioners, including high 
workloads, role isolation, limited capacity to delegate, and competing caring responsibilities. The 10–12 
month program duration was identified as a key barrier, with one participant noting that long-term 
commitments are difficult to sustain in dynamic work environments. 

To strengthen engagement and program effectiveness, several improvements are recommended:  

• Shortening the program duration (e.g. to six months) may improve feasibility and sustained 
participation.  

• Strengthening expectations at the point of entry (such as requiring supervisor endorsement or 
formal organisational support) could enhance accountability and enable participants to prioritise 
attendance.  

• Greater clarity around the program’s focus, particularly its emphasis on reflective and relational 
practice, may also support alignment of expectations.  

• Maintaining a balance of in-person and online delivery, with a continued emphasis on peer 
learning and practical application, will be important to preserve the program’s strengths. 
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