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Abstract

Timor-Leste, Asia’s youngest nation since its independence in 2002, has been making
progress in its education sector. However, these gains have not translated into leader-
ship representation as expected, with women remaining significantly underrepresented
in senior academic and managerial roles in higher education. While existing studies
highlight the potential of intersectional disaggregated data to enhance the visibility of
layered inequalities and inform more targeted leadership interventions, its application in
Timor-Leste remains at an early stage. This study examines respondents’ perception of
barriers and enablers influencing the collection and use of intersectional disaggregated
data, and their association with perceived leadership interventions aimed at advancing
women in higher education leadership in Timor-Leste. A survey design was employed,
with questionnaires administered to purposively selected academic and non-academic
staff across selected universities in Timor-Leste. Data were analysed using descriptive and
inferential techniques, including the Kruskal–Wallis test, and Spearman’s rank correlation
(ρ). The findings suggest that respondents perceive key leadership interventions to include
women’s leadership development programmes, mentorship, mental health support, and
establishment of dedicated equality and diversity units Respondents also identified key
enablers and barriers influencing the collection and use of intersectional disaggregated
data, including staff training in ethical data practices, the use of mixed-method approaches,
and the provision of privacy protections, alongside constraints related to data systems,
capacity, and leadership support. Spearman’s analysis showed significant associations
between perceived enablers and barriers influencing the collection and use of intersectional
disaggregated data and perceived leadership interventions. This study contributes to the
gender equity literature by providing empirical insights on perceived institutional condi-
tions, reported barriers, enablers and perceived mechanisms through which intersectional
data may inform leadership-related interventions in the context of Timor-Leste’s higher
education system.

Keywords: data for equality; educational leadership; leadership interventions; gender
equity; higher education; intersectional data; women advancement
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1. Background to the Study
Gender Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (GEDI) has become a growing priority within

higher education institutions (HEIs) globally. Universities increasingly recognised that ad-
vancing gender equity, particularly in leadership, is essential for inclusive socio-economic
development, improved institutional governance, and organisational resilience (Alshdiefat
et al., 2024; Ghundol & Muthanna, 2025; T. Harrison & Freeman, 2025). Diverse leadership
teams are associated with more effective decision-making, innovation, and adaptability. De-
spite these commitments, women remain significantly underrepresented in senior academic
and managerial roles, including positions such as deans, directors, heads of department,
vice-chancellors, and rectors.

GEDI is increasingly becoming a central organising principle within higher education
systems globally, shaped by statutory requirements, regulatory expectations, and sector-led
frameworks. Although many countries have established formal legal commitments to
gender equality, implementation within higher education institutions remains uneven, and
intersectional dimensions of inequality are often insufficiently addressed. In the United
Kingdom, women’s participation in higher education leadership has improved, supported
by progressive legal frameworks such as the Equality Act 2010, Office for Students (OfS),
and equality charters and institutional gender-equality initiatives. Recent reports indicate
that women now comprise approximately one-third of vice-chancellors, many of whom
have been appointed in the past five years (J. S. Harrison & Wicks, 2013). Nevertheless,
gender disparities persist, particularly at the most senior leadership levels. Across Southeast
Asia, progress has been uneven. Regional reports such as the ASEAN Gender Outlook
(UN Women & The ASEAN Secretariat, 2024) and the ASEAN Higher Education GEDI
Report (Asia Research Centre, Universitas Indonesia, 2022) indicate that while gender parity
in enrolment is improving, women’s representation in decision-making and leadership
positions continues to lag. While countries like the Philippines, Thailand, Vietnam, and
Malaysia have demonstrated notable progress, Timor-Leste continues to lag in achieving
gender parity in higher education leadership (Ghundol & Muthanna, 2025).

Timor-Leste is currently classified as a lower-middle-income country but aims to
achieve upper-middle-income status by 2030. Investment in human capital and promoting
gender equity are key parts of the Strategic Development Plan, 2011–2030. Since gaining
independence in 2002, Timor-Leste has expanded access to education and strengthened its
higher education sector. Higher education in Timor-Leste consists of a small but growing
system, including the National University of Timor Lorosa’e (UNTL), and a number of
private institutions (Ministry of Education Youth and Sports, 2022). Governance is primarily
overseen by the Ministry of Education, Youth, and Sports, initiating various policies in
which individual higher education institutions take responsibility to implement. In Timor-
Leste, gender equality is formally recognised within national legal and policy frameworks.
The country has committed to key international agreements, including the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, and the
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW),
which was ratified in 2003. The Constitution further guarantees equality between men and
women, while national policies such as the National Education Strategic Plan (2011–2030)
position gender inclusion as a cross-cutting priority. Additional legislative measures,
including the Law Against Domestic Violence and the Village (Suco) Law, reinforce this
commitment (Niner & Loney, 2020). Institutional mechanisms, such as the Secretary of State
for Equality, coordinate gender-responsive initiatives, including governance reform, gender-
based violence prevention, and efforts to increase women’s representation in leadership.

Despite these formal commitments, significant challenges remain. Women continue
to face socio-cultural and political constraints shaped by historical legacies of colonialism,
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conflict, and evolving customary practices (Niner & Loney, 2020). While gender equality is
widely recognised as a principle, its translation into practice remains uneven. Women’s
representation in leadership roles remains limited, and institutional capacity to address
intersectional inequalities is still developing. The absence of dedicated gender studies
programmes in higher education institutions further reflects gaps in awareness, expertise,
and leadership pathways for women. However, these advances have not translated into
proportional representation of women in senior academic and managerial positions, as
many of these initiatives seem to rely on aggregated gender metrics that risk reinforc-
ing “one-size-fits-all” approaches and overlooking disparities among different groups of
women. These contextual challenges are particularly relevant to this study as the evolv-
ing institutional landscape, limited data infrastructure, and emerging equity frameworks
influence how intersectional disaggregated data can be collected and used to inform leader-
ship interventions.

Women’s underrepresentation in leadership is shaped by multiple intersecting barriers,
including systemic challenges, discriminatory practices, and entrenched organisational
cultures that limit career progression (Ghundol & Muthanna, 2025; World Economic Forum,
2024). Traditional approaches to gender equity in higher education have often relied
on aggregated gender data, treating women as a homogeneous group (World Economic
Forum, 2024). While such data can highlight broad disparities, it frequently obscures
how inequities are distributed across different groups of women (Harari & Lee, 2021;
Makhanya, 2024; Usmani, 2025). Evidence from studies in Southeast Asia (British Council,
2024) indicates that women in higher education encounter multiple layers of barriers
that are not solely by gender but also by intersecting social categories such as caring
responsibilities, qualifications, job roles, disability, age, and social class (Pranitasari &
Sarmento, 2024). These intersecting factors often compound disadvantages and remain
insufficiently captured within institutional data systems and interventions. Understanding
these intersecting dynamics, more nuanced approaches to data collection and analysis.

Intersectional disaggregated data, as used in this study, refers to data systematically
broken down across multiple, intersecting categories such as gender, disability, age, em-
ployment role, academic qualification and socio-economic status, to reveal patterns of
inequality that are not visible through aggregated analysis. Such data can enhance visibility
of underrepresentation across groups of women and how gender intersects with other di-
mensions, challenging interpretations of leadership inequality (Hariadi et al., 2024; Zeinali
et al., 2021). It also enables a more targeted policy and intervention design, (Wulandari
& Ahmad, 2025). Third, support accountability and monitoring, facilitating evaluation,
benchmarking, (Gallifant et al., 2023; Mwanza, 2024) strengthening the legitimacy of equity
interventions in HEIs through evidence-based decision making (Callender & Dougherty,
2018). Conversely, the absence or limitation of such data may constrain these processes and
impact the effectiveness of leadership interventions. Despite this potential, the integration
of intersectional disaggregated data into higher education decision-making remains incon-
sistent. Institutions often face structural, cultural, and technical challenges related to data
governance, analytical capacity, ethical considerations, and organisational readiness (Acev
et al., 2025; Adedokun et al., 2025; Bernardo et al., 2024; Heyes et al., 2023; Meda et al., 2025;
Morales, 2019; Price, 2025; Richardson, 2021; Varsik & Gorochovskij, 2023).

Although intersectionality is well established as a theoretical framework for under-
standing overlapping forms of inequality, there remains a limited empirical understanding
of enablers and barriers that influence how intersectional disaggregated data is collected
and used to inform targeted interventions for advancing women in higher education lead-
ership roles (Bhopal & Henderson, 2019; Hannan et al., 2025; Morley, 2014). This gap
is particularly evident in contexts such as Timor-Leste, where institutional capacity and
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data systems are still evolving. Addressing this gap, this study examines the respondents’
perception of barriers and enablers influencing the collection and use of intersectional
disaggregated data, and their association with perceived leadership interventions aimed
at advancing women in higher education leadership in Timor-Leste. It does not directly
assess women’s leadership outcomes in higher education institutions. It will answer the
research question:

What barriers and enablers are perceived to influence the collection and use of in-
tersectional disaggregated data, and how are these associated with perceived leadership
interventions aimed at advancing women into higher education leadership in Timor-Leste?

It will also examine associations between these perceived factors and leadership
interventions by testing the following hypotheses:

H1. Perceived enablers for collection and use of intersectional disaggregated data are associated
with perceived leadership interventions aimed at advancing women in higher education leadership.

H2. Perceived barriers to the collection and use of intersectionally disaggregated data are associated
with perceived leadership interventions aimed at advancing women in higher education leadership.

By identifying perceived leadership interventions, alongside perceived barriers and
enablers, the study contributes empirical insights into institutional conditions influencing
operationalisation of intersectionality. These insights can help to inform the design of more
inclusive, context-sensitive interventions by HEIs to support the advancement of women
from diverse intersectional backgrounds into leadership roles in Timor-Leste.

1.1. Gender Equity and Intersectionality in Higher Education Leadership

Leadership in higher education is a multifaceted and context-dependent phenomenon
shaped by the unique organisational, cultural and professional characteristics of universi-
ties. Within this context, gender equity is seen as a systematic effort to ensure equitable
representation and participation across gender and other identity dimensions within in-
stitutional structures. It is not only a matter of fairness but also a driver of institutional
excellence and innovation. However, gender equity in higher education continues to be
shaped by historical exclusion, policy reforms, and evolving social norms (Gul et al., 2025;
Hannan et al., 2025; Morley, 2010). Although women’s participation in higher education
has increased, particularly at the undergraduate level, this progress has not been matched
by equitable representation in senior academic leadership positions, access to research
funding, or pay equity (Correa et al., 2025; Meyer & Baogui, 2025; Qablan et al., 2025).

Research on gender and leadership further underscores the persistence of structural
and cultural barriers that limit women’s progression into senior leadership roles across
sectors, including higher education (Alharthi, 2024; Chanda & Ngulube, 2024; Crimmins
et al., 2023; Gander & Sharafizad, 2025; Kray et al., 2025; Rocha et al., 2025). These barriers
include gendered expectations, stereotypes, biased promotion criteria and limited men-
toring or sponsorship, and biased organisational practices (Eagly et al., 2007; Fitzgerald,
2013; Winchester & Browning, 2015). While women are often associated with enhancing
organisational effectiveness, they continue to face barriers such as glass ceilings, biased
evaluations, and exclusion from informal power networks, limiting their contributions and
trajectories (Ayenalem & Taye, 2025; Barling & Barling, 2014; Gaikwad & Pandey, 2026;
Galsanjigmed & Sekiguchi, 2023; Laki & Badon, 2024; Paustian-Underdahl et al., 2024; Shen
& Joseph, 2020; Silva & Mendis, 2017).

However, these barriers are not experienced uniformly. Gender intersects with other
identities such as race, ethnicity, disability, socio-economic status, sexuality, employment
roles and nationality, producing differentiated and cumulative forms of advantage and
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disadvantage across academic careers (Hannan et al., 2025; Ivanov, 2024; Potter et al., 2019).
Accordingly, interventions informed by data analyses that rely solely on aggregated gender
data risk masking structural inequities and reinforcing exclusionary practices (Yumarni,
2025). Applying an intersectionality informed approach to data collection and analysis
is therefore critical to ensure that frameworks and interventions do not inadvertently
reproduce inequalities by ignoring these layered identities (Rosa & Clavero, 2022).

Intersectional disaggregated data provides a critical mechanism for identifying these
often hidden patterns of inequality by revealing how intersecting identities shape access,
progression, and outcomes within higher education (Ivanov, 2024; Yumarni, 2025). When
systematically collected and analysed, such data enables institutions to move beyond
descriptive indicators towards evidence-based policy design, targeted interventions, and
strengthened accountability mechanisms (Bentley et al., 2023; Mbachu et al., 2024; Okonta
& Nkedishu, 2024). For example, intersectional analyses can illuminate disparities in
professorial representation, retention, promotion pathways, and the gendered impacts of
caregiving responsibilities that would remain obscured within single-axis analyses (Bentley
et al., 2023; Yumarni, 2025). Despite its potential, the effective use of intersectionally
disaggregated data in higher education remains challenging. Barriers include limited data
infrastructure, inconsistent data standards, privacy and ethical concerns, and resistance
to confronting structural inequalities (Adedokun et al., 2025; Crimmins et al., 2023; Heyes
et al., 2023; Rocha et al., 2025). Such challenges are often compounded by limited data
literacy among staff and a tendency to treat equity-related data as a compliance requirement
rather than a resource for organisational learning and transformation (Acev et al., 2025;
Bernardo et al., 2024).

At the same time, there are enablers that can potentially support the meaningful
integration of intersectional data to better inform gender equity strategies and interventions
for women. These include robust governance frameworks, investment in data systems
capable of nuanced disaggregation, and cross-functional collaboration among institutional
research, human resources, and equity units, which are particularly important (Dawson
et al., 2023; Liani et al., 2021; Nikghadam-Hojjati et al., 2025). Clear policy mandates,
national reporting requirements, and alignment with institutional strategic priorities further
reinforce the legitimacy and sustainability of intersectional approaches (Dawson et al., 2023;
Hankivsky et al., 2014). Equally critical is the development of institutional cultures that
value transparency, reflexivity, and social justice, ensuring that data meaningfully informs
decision-making, resource allocation, and leadership development (Alshdiefat et al., 2024;
Ghundol & Muthanna, 2025; T. Harrison & Freeman, 2025).

Leadership plays a pivotal role in shaping whether intersectional data is meaningfully
collected, interpreted, and used. When senior leaders actively support intersectional data
practices, they can embed equity considerations into strategic planning, accountability
mechanisms, and institutional performance frameworks. Conversely, weak or inconsistent
leadership commitment can limit the use of data, reducing it to a symbolic or compliance-
driven exercise (Alshdiefat et al., 2024; Collins, 2019; Crenshaw, 1989). Effective leadership
interventions may include the establishment of intersectional equity targets, the allocation
of resources to long-term change initiatives, and the incorporation of equity metrics into
performance management and promotion frameworks (Asriati, 2025; Gander & Sharafizad,
2025; Mousa et al., 2022; Rocha et al., 2025). By fostering data-informed dialogue and shared
ownership of equity goals, leaders can move institutions beyond symbolic commitments to-
ward sustained structural reform. Against this backdrop, this study examines the perceived
barriers and enablers influencing the collection and use of intersectional disaggregated data
in the design and implementation of interventions aimed at advancing women in higher
education leadership, particularly in developing contexts such as Timor-Leste. Such insight
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advances understanding of how intersectional data practices are perceived to support
context-sensitive interventions to GEDI in higher education leadership.

Intersectionality Theory

Intersectionality theory provides a critical analytical lens for understanding how mul-
tiple, overlapping social identities, such as gender, race, ethnicity, class, disability, sexuality,
and nationality, interact with institutional structures to produce differentiated experiences
of privilege and disadvantage (Collins, 2019; Harris & Leonardo, 2018). It foregrounds
the importance of epistemic justice, recognising whose experiences are counted, whose
knowledge is valued, and whose voices inform decision-making (Hannan et al., 2025;
Mügge et al., 2018; Zembylas, 2025). In the context of higher education, this theory is
particularly relevant for examining why gender inequities persist despite formal equality
policies. Intersectionality challenges single-axis approaches to gender equity by rejecting
the treatment of women as a homogeneous group and emphasising instead that barriers
to participation, advancement, and leadership are unevenly distributed (Okoronta & Ky-
lymnyuk, 2024). For example, the structural and cultural obstacles faced by women of
colour, migrant women, or women with disabilities in academia are often different from
those faced by white, middle-class women (Crimmins et al., 2023; Hussain & Hussein, 2025;
Okoronta & Kylymnyuk, 2024; Showunmi, 2023).

From this perspective, intersectional data becomes essential for revealing hidden
patterns of exclusion that are aggregated in gender analyses. Such data enables a more
nuanced understanding of how institutional practices, including recruitment, promotion,
workload allocation, research, funding and leadership pathways, may differentially affect
groups of women (Mweha, 2025). Leaders informed by intersectionality are better equipped
to design targeted, context-sensitive strategies that address both structural barriers and
cultural norms, thereby enabling more inclusive and sustainable approaches to gender
equity in higher education (Showunmi, 2020; Zhao et al., 2024). Rather than serving as
a predictive or testing framework, this study draws on intersectionality theory as a lens
to highlight the need for intersectional disaggregated data in capturing differentiated
experiences of inequality. It also informs how such data can be effectively collected and
their perceived association with leadership interventions. In doing so, intersectionality
frames leadership interventions not only as technical responses but as shaped by broader
institutional commitments to equity.

2. Materials and Methods
This study does not aim to conduct an intersectional analysis of women in higher

education institutions nor to directly measure women’s leadership outcomes. Rather, it
examines the respondents’ perception of barriers and enablers influencing the collection and
use of intersectional disaggregated data, and their association with perceived leadership
interventions aimed at advancing women in higher education leadership in Timor-Leste. A
narrative review of the literature was conducted using multiple scholarly databases (e.g.,
Scopus, ScienceDirect, Web of Science, and Google Scholar), along with relevant industry
and policy reports. A pilot study with selected key stakeholders, including members of
senior management teams, academic and non-academic staff within three higher education
institutions in Timor-Leste, was also conducted. Pilot studies are commonly conducted to
evaluate the feasibility and effectiveness of research instruments, examine how research
methods function within a specific context, and identify potential practical or ethical issues
that may hinder the achievement of research objectives (Fraser et al., 2018). The findings
from the literature review and pilot study helped identify nine key barriers, nine key
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enablers, and thirteen leadership interventions (as shown in Figure 1) used to develop
the questionnaire.

 

Figure 1. Conceptual framework for analysing associations between perceived barriers, enablers and
leadership interventions.

A questionnaire survey is a widely used method for collecting quantitative data in a
standardised manner, ensuring internal consistency and enabling the application of appro-
priate analytical techniques (Aithal & Aithal, 2020). The survey was designed to capture
respondents’ perceptions of leadership interventions, key barriers, as well as enablers,
influencing the collection and use of intersectional disaggregated data in advancing women
in higher education leadership in Timor-Leste. A purposive sampling technique was em-
ployed to ensure respondents possessed relevant knowledge and experience related to the
study focus. This non-probability sampling method allows for the selection of respondents
with specific knowledge and experience thereby enhancing the relevance and validity
of the data collected (Campbell et al., 2020). Staff from across three universities in Dili,
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Timor-Leste, were contacted to participate in the survey. A total of 129 responses were
received, of which 107 questionnaires were retained after data screening.

The questionnaire collected demographic information and measured respondents’
perceptions across three key areas: (i) the perceived influence of intersectional identities on
leadership advancement; (ii) the perceived relevance of identified leadership interventions;
and (iii) respondents’ perceptions of the barriers and enabling conditions affecting the
collection and use of intersectional disaggregated data. Responses were recorded using a
five-point Likert scale to indicate levels of agreement or perceived influence. Data collection
commenced in July 2025 and was completed in November 2025. A minimum Cronbach’s
alpha value of 0.60 is considered acceptable for pilot studies (Fraser et al., 2018), while
values of 0.70 and above indicate satisfactory internal consistency (Fraser et al., 2018). The
pilot study yielded Cronbach’s alpha coefficients above 0.90 for the respective scales used
in the study, indicating a high level of reliability and strong internal consistency.

3. Results
This section of the paper presents the background characteristics of the survey partici-

pants, followed by the analysis of respondents’ perceptions of leadership interventions and
the key enablers and barriers to the collection and use of intersectional data for designing
and implementing interventions aimed at advancing women in higher education leadership
in Timor-Leste.

3.1. Participants’ Background Information

Table 1 presents the demographic and professional profiles of the 107 respondents.
The sample is predominantly female (70.1%), reflecting the strong participation of women
in the study and aligning with the study’s focus on advancing women in higher education
leadership. In terms of educational attainment, most respondents (95.3%) hold at least a
bachelor’s or master’s degree, suggesting a high level of academic qualification among
participants, while a smaller proportion (4.7%) hold doctoral qualifications. Respondents
occupy a wide range of institutional roles, with early career academics representing the
largest group (30.8%), followed by academic leaders (17.8%), administrative or professional
staff (16.8%), and mid-career academics (15.9%). This distribution captures perspectives
from both academic and professional roles including individuals in leadership and non-
leadership positions. Regarding experience, 28.0% of respondents have between 6 and
10 years of experience in higher education, while others are spread across lower and higher
experience categories, indicating a mix of early career and experienced university staff.
In relation to career progression, over one-third of respondents (37.4%) reported not yet
having been promoted, whereas the remainder have received a promotion, with most
attaining their first promotion between 3 and 5 years.

Table 1. Participants’ background information.

Characteristics Categories Frequency Percentage (%)

Gender
Male 32 29.9
Female 75 70.1
Total 107 100.0

Highest Educational
Qualification

Bachelors 50 46.7
Masters 52 48.6
Doctorate 5 4.7
Total 107 100.0
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Table 1. Cont.

Characteristics Categories Frequency Percentage (%)

Current Role

Administrative or professional staff (e.g., HR officer,
finance officer, librarian, technicians) 18 16.8

Administrative senior/executive leadership (e.g.,
director, secretary general, registrar-general) 8 7.5

Early career academic (e.g., lecturer, assistant
lecturer, researcher) 33 30.8

Mid-career academic (e.g., senior lecturer,
associate professor) 17 15.9

Academic leader (e.g., Professor, head of
department, dean) 19 17.8

Technical or operational support staff (e.g., IT,
logistics, facilities) 10 9.3

Administrative middle management (e.g., office
manager, unit head, program coordinator) 2 1.9

Total 107 100.0

Years of Experience in
Higher Education

Less than 2 years 22 20.6
2–5 years 20 18.7
6–10 years 30 28.0
11–15 years 18 16.8
More than 15 years 17 15.9
Total 107 100.0

Years prior to attaining first
promotion in higher
education

Not yet 40 37.4
Less than 3 years 19 17.8
3–5 years 34 31.8
6–10 years 10 9.3
More than 10 years 4 3.7
Total 107 100.0

3.2. Intersectional Data Identified for Data-Informed Leadership Intervention

In addition to educational attainment and employment roles, the study examined other
intersectional identities perceived to influence leadership advancement. Figure 2 presents
respondents’ perceptions of the influence of various intersectional identities alongside
academic qualifications and employment roles on leadership advancement in higher edu-
cation. These findings highlight factors that may be important to consider when analysing
and designing targeted leadership interventions aimed at advancing women in higher
education leadership. Gender received the highest mean rating (3.79), indicating respon-
dents perceived it as the most influential factor. However, respondents also identified
additional dimensions such as disability, caregiving responsibilities and language, amongst
others. These findings suggest that respondents recognise the importance of considering
intersectional dimensions beyond just gender to design inclusive leadership interven-
tions. This finding highlights the perceived relevance of using intersectional disaggregated
data to inform leadership interventions that reflect differences among women within the
institutional workforce.
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3.79

Figure 2. Intersectional data identified for data-informed leadership intervention. Source: Au-
thors’ fieldwork.

3.3. Leadership Interventions for Advancing Women in Higher Education Leadership in
Timor-Leste

Table 2 presents respondents’ perceptions of leadership interventions for advanc-
ing women in higher education leadership. Overall, all interventions received relatively
high mean scores, indicating a general consensus among respondents regarding their per-
ceived importance. Leadership development programmes for women (mean = 4.50) and
mentorship or sponsorship opportunities (mean = 4.40) were ranked highest, suggesting
respondents placed value on targeted capacity-building and career support. Interventions
such as mental health and wellbeing support and dedicated diversity and inclusion roles
or units also received high ratings, underscoring the perceived importance of institutional
support structures. Formal mechanisms promoting fairness and accountability, including
diversity quotas, standardised promotion criteria, and transparent selection processes,
receive strong endorsement. Moderately ranked interventions include safe spaces for
reporting discrimination, disability-inclusive environments, and work–life balance policies.
Although on-campus childcare, evaluation of non-linear career paths, and accountability
mechanisms received lower rankings, their mean values remained relatively high, suggest-
ing recognition of their perceived relevance. Overall, the results suggest that respondents
perceive leadership capacity-building, institutional support, and transparent governance
as important interventions for advancing women in higher education leadership.

In addition, the Kruskal–Wallis test results presented in Table 2 examine whether per-
ceptions of leadership interventions for advancing women in higher education leadership
differ significantly across respondents’ highest educational qualifications or employment
roles. The results show that none of the leadership interventions exhibit statistically
significant differences among staff academic qualifications (bachelor’s, master’s, and doc-
toral degree holders) at the 0.05 significance level, as all Asymp. Sig. values exceed
the threshold. Although interventions such as leadership development programmes for
women (LI1; KWH = 5.458, p = 0.065), mentorship or sponsorship opportunities (LI2;
KWH = 4.788, p = 0.091), and accountability mechanisms for discrimination or exclusion
(LI13; KWH = 4.967, p = 0.083) show relatively higher test statistics, these differences
remain non-significant.
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Table 2. Results on interventions for advancing women in higher education leadership.

Code Leadership Interventions Mean
Value Rank Employment

Role DF Asymp.
Sig (p)

Qualification
KWH DF Asymp.

Sig (p)

LI1 Leadership development
programmes for women 4.50 1 2.074 6 0.913 5.458 2 0.065

LI2 Mentorship or sponsorship
opportunities 4.40 2 5.057 6 0.537 4.788 2 0.091

LI3
Evaluation criteria
accounting for non-linear or
interrupted career paths

4.14 11 6.381 6 0.382 1.927 2 0.382

LI4 Quotas or targets for
leadership diversity 4.28 5 9.407 6 0.152 1.583 2 0.453

LI5
Access to
disability-inclusive
environments

4.25 8 4.652 6 0.589 2.154 2 0.341

LI6
Published and standardised
promotion and selection
criteria

4.27 6 9.903 6 0.129 1.379 2 0.502

LI7 Safe spaces to raise
discrimination concerns 4.26 7 10.812 6 0.094 2.907 2 0.234

LI8
Work–life balance policies
(e.g., flexible hours, parental
leave arrangements)

4.23 9 9.177 6 0.164 1.751 2 0.417

LI9 On-campus childcare or
family support services 4.04 13 6.193 6 0.402 2.059 2 0.357

LI10
Transparency in promotion
and selection
criteria/processes

4.21 10 6.312 6 0.389 1.914 2 0.384

LI11 Mental health and
wellbeing support 4.30 3 11.413 6 0.076 4.098 2 0.129

LI12 Dedicated diversity and
inclusion roles or units 4.29 4 8.575 6 0.199 3.471 2 0.176

LI13
Accountability mechanisms
for discrimination or
exclusion

4.12 12 16.711 6 0.010 4.967 2 0.083

N 107
Kendall’s Wa 0.038

Chi-Square (χ2) 49.254
df 12

Asymp. Sig. (p) 0.000

Note: Kruskal–Wallis H = KWH, DF = degrees of freedom, Asymp. Sig = significance level, Wa = Kendall’s
Coefficient of Concordance, N = Sample size.

Similarly, most leadership interventions do not exhibit statistically significant differ-
ences across employment roles. However, accountability mechanisms for discrimination or
exclusion (LI13; KWH = 16.711, p = 0.01) demonstrate statistically significant differences
across staff employment roles. This suggests that respondents in different institutional
roles may perceive issues of institutional accountability differently, potentially reflecting
variations associated with organisational experience or hierarchical positioning within the
university structure. These findings suggest a high degree of consensus across respondents’
perceptions of leadership interventions across both employment roles and academic qual-
ifications. This suggests that perceptions of effective leadership intervention are largely
shared irrespective of respondents’ educational backgrounds or institutional roles.

Furthermore, Table 2 presents the results of Kendall’s Coefficient of Concordance
assessing the level of agreement among respondents regarding the ranking of leadership
interventions. Based on 107 valid responses, Kendall’s W value of 0.038 indicates a low
level of agreement among respondents in their rankings of the leadership interventions.
Despite this low concordance, the chi-square statistic is statistically significant (χ2 = 49.254,
df = 12, p < 0.001), indicating that the observed agreement is not attributable to chance.
This suggests that although respondents differ in how they prioritise specific leadership
interventions, there remains a statistically meaningful pattern in their assessments. These

https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci16050804

https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci16050804


Educ. Sci. 2026, 16, 804 12 of 25

likely reflect variation in respondents’ roles, experiences, and institutional contexts, high-
lighting the complexity of designing leadership interventions that respond to diverse and
intersecting needs and the need for context-relevant interventions.

3.4. Barriers to the Collection and Use of Intersectional Disaggregated Data

Table 3 summarises respondents’ perceptions of barriers to collecting and using inter-
sectional disaggregated data for supporting the design and implementation of interven-
tions in advancing women in higher education leadership in Timor-Leste. The highest-
ranked barrier is the perceived lack of systems or tools for collecting intersectional data
(mean = 4.07), followed closely by limited staff capacity or training (mean = 4.05), indicat-
ing that respondents perceive infrastructure and human capability constraints as important.
Inconsistent data definitions and lack of leadership support or prioritisation share the third
rank (mean = 3.93), suggesting that respondents perceive both clear standards and strong
institutional commitment as important factors. Barriers related to concerns about data
misuse, privacy and trust issues, and resistance from colleagues are moderately ranked,
suggesting that respondents recognise the relevance of ethical and cultural considerations.
Barriers related to the sensitivity of identity categories and legal or policy restrictions
were ranked lowest, suggesting that respondents perceive these as less restrictive. Overall,
the results suggest that respondents perceive limitations in data systems, staff capacity,
and leadership support as key barriers affecting the collection and use of intersectional
disaggregated data in informing the design and implementation of interventions aimed
at advancing women in leadership roles. These constraints may limit an HEI’s ability to
capture differences across the groups of women to reflect the intersecting identities.

In addition, the Kruskal–Wallis test results presented in Table 3 examine whether
respondents’ perceptions of barriers to the collection and use of intersectional disaggregated
data in informing the design and implementation of interventions for advancing women
in higher education leadership differ significantly across educational qualification and
employment roles. The results indicate that none of the barriers show statistically significant
differences across groups based on educational qualifications at the 0.05 significance level.
This finding suggests a general consensus in respondents’ perceptions across respondents
with varying academic qualifications.

Similarly, most barriers do not exhibit statistically significant differences across em-
ployment roles except for the barrier related to the lack of leadership support (B9; KWH
= 13.625, p = 0.03) that showed a statistically significant difference across roles. This indi-
cates that respondents in different institutional positions may perceive a lack of leadership
support differently, potentially reflecting variation in their responsibility, organisational
experiences, and hierarchical positioning. This suggests that perceptions of key barriers, in-
cluding lack of systems, staff capacity, leadership support, and ethical concerns, are broadly
shared across qualification levels and employment roles. Overall, the results suggest that re-
spondents’ perceptions of key barriers are broadly shared across educational backgrounds
and employment roles, with some variations in perceptions of leadership support.
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Table 3. Results on barriers to intersectional disaggregated data collection and use in designing and
implementing leadership interventions.

Code Barriers Mean
Value Rank

Employment
Role
KWH

DF Asymp.
Sig (p)

Qualification
KWH DF Asymp.

Sig (p)

B1 Lack of systems or tools to
collect such data 4.07 1 6.183 6 0.403 2.218 2 0.330

B2 Privacy or trust concerns
among staff 3.82 6 8.460 6 0.206 1.914 2 0.384

B3 Resistance from
management or colleagues 3.77 7 11.609 6 0.071 3.932 2 0.140

B4

Sensitivity of certain
identity categories (e.g.,
religion, disability,
ethnicity)

3.74 8 3.093 6 0.797 1.861 2 0.394

B5 Limited staff capacity or
training 4.05 2 11.471 6 0.075 0.929 2 0.628

B6 Fear of misuse or
misinterpretation of data 3.84 5 9.570 6 0.144 1.283 2 0.527

B7 Inconsistent data
definitions 3.93 3 5.781 6 0.448 1.990 2 0.370

B8 Legal or policy restrictions 3.74 8 6.753 6 0.344 4.808 2 0.090

B9 Lack of leadership
support 3.93 3 13.625 6 0.034 3.343 2 0.188

N 107
Kendall’s Wa 0.036

Chi-Square (χ2) 30.169
df 8

Asymp. Sig. (p) 0.000

Note: Kruskal-Wallis H = KWH, DF = degrees of freedom, Asymp. Sig = significance level, Wa = Kendall’s
Coefficient of Concordance, N = Sample size.

Furthermore, Table 3 presents the results of Kendall’s Coefficient of Concordance(W),
which was used to assess the level of agreement among respondents regarding the rank-
ing of barriers. Kendall’s W value of 0.036 indicates a low level of agreement among
respondents in their rankings of the identified barriers. However, the associated chi-square
statistic is statistically significant (χ2 = 30.169, df = 8, p < 0.001), suggesting that the ob-
served level of agreement, although weak, is unlikely to have occurred by chance. This
implies that although respondents vary in how they prioritise specific barriers, there is
still a statistically meaningful pattern in their assessments. These variations may reflect
the diverse perspectives of respondents from different roles, experiences, and institutional
contexts, reinforcing the perceived complexity of the challenges associated with the use of
intersectional disaggregated data to advance gender equity.

3.5. Enablers of Effective Collection and Use of Intersectional Disaggregated Data

Table 4 summarises respondents’ perceptions of the key enablers of the collection
and use of intersectional disaggregated data in informing the design and implementation
of interventions aimed at advancing women in higher education leadership in Timor-
Leste. The highest-ranked enabler is training staff in ethical and inclusive data practices
(mean = 4.18), indicating that respondents perceive staff competence and awareness as
particularly important. This is followed by using mixed quantitative and qualitative meth-
ods (mean = 4.16), suggesting that respondents place value on approaches that capture
both statistical trends and lived experiences. Respondents also perceive ethical consider-
ations, including informed consent and privacy protections, and engaging women with
diverse lived experiences in tool design as important. Moderately ranked enablers in-
clude effective data infrastructure and regular updating of identity categories to reflect
lived realities, indicating respondents’ recognition of the need for nuanced data structures.
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Lower-ranked enablers, such as translating tools into local languages and transparent data
sharing, are perceived as less influential, although their mean values remain relatively
high. Overall, the results suggest that respondents perceive staff capacity and inclusive
methodological approaches and ethical data practices as important factors influencing ef-
fective collection and use of intersectional disaggregated data. These enablers may support
HEI’s ability to capture diverse and overlapping identities of women in their workforce,
thereby supporting a more nuanced understanding of inequalities and informing targeted
leadership interventions.

Table 4. Enablers of intersectional disaggregated data collection and use in the design and implemen-
tation of interventions for advancing women in educational leadership.

Code Enablers Mean
Value Rank

Employment
Role

KWH
DF Asymp.

Sig (p)
Qualification

KWH DF Asymp.
Sig (p)

E1 Effective data infrastructure 4.02 6 3.866 6 0.695 3.719 2 0.156

E2 Ensuring informed consent
and privacy protections 4.10 3 3.011 6 0.807 4.633 2 0.099

E3

Using both quantitative
(e.g., HR records) and
qualitative (e.g., interviews,
stories) methods

4.16 2 1.025 6 0.985 4.266 2 0.118

E4
Engaging women with
diverse lived experiences in
designing data tools

4.09 4 7.454 6 0.281 4.956 2 0.084

E5
Voluntary, safe, and
culturally respectful
participation

4.07 5 7.328 6 0.292 7.922 2 0.019

E6 Translating tools/materials
into local languages 3.59 9 5.553 6 0.475 14.739 2 0.001

E7 Training staff on ethical,
inclusive data practices 4.18 1 2.765 6 0.838 4.019 2 0.134

E8
Regularly updating identity
categories to reflect lived
realities

3.97 7 5.777 6 0.449 5.281 2 0.071

E9
Sharing data findings
transparently and using
them for institutional action

3.96 8 7.615 6 0.268 5.086 2 0.079

N 107
Kendall’s Wa 0.049

Chi-Square (χ2) 41.905
df 8

Asymp. Sig. 0.000

Note: Kruskal-Wallis H = KWH, DF = degrees of freedom, Asymp. Sig = significance level, Wa = Kendall’s
Coefficient of Concordance, N = Sample size.

In addition, the Kruskal–Wallis test results presented in Table 4 examine whether
respondents’ perceptions of the enablers differ significantly across respondents’ educa-
tional qualifications and employment roles. The results indicate that most enablers do not
show statistically significant differences across employment roles, suggesting a general
consistency in how these factors are perceived across institutional positions.

Similarly, most perceived enablers do not show statistically significant differences
across academic qualifications, as their Asymp. Sig. values exceed the 0.05 threshold.
However, two enablers demonstrate statistically significant differences across educational
groups: voluntary, safe, and culturally respectful participation (E5; KWH = 7.922, p = 0.019)
and translating tools and materials into local languages (E6; KWH = 14.739, p = 0.001).
These results suggest that respondents’ educational backgrounds may influence how certain
enablers are perceived. This variation may reflect differences in experiences, awareness,
or engagement, which may shape how inclusivity and accessibility in data practices are
understood. Overall, the findings indicate a broad level of consistency across respondents’
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perceptions of most enablers, indicating shared views on their importance, with variations
emerging primarily for culturally sensitive and context-specific practices.

Furthermore, Table 4 reports the results of Kendall’s W test, which assesses the degree
of agreement among respondents regarding the ranking of enablers. Kendall’s W value
of 0.049 indicates a low level of agreement among respondents in their rankings of the
enablers. However, the chi-square statistic is statistically significant (χ2 = 41.905, df = 8,
p < 0.001), indicating that the observed agreement is unlikely to be due to chance. This
suggests that although respondents differ in how they prioritise specific enablers, there is
still a statistically meaningful pattern in their assessments. These variations may reflect
the diverse perspectives of respondents from different roles, experiences, and institutional
contexts, reinforcing the perceived complexity of enabling the effective collection and use
of intersectional disaggregated data.

3.6. Correlation Analysis and Hypothesis Validation

Spearman’s rank correlation analysis reveals statistically significant and predomi-
nantly positive associations between respondents’ perceptions of enablers and barriers of
intersectional data practices and leadership interventions (see Table 5).

Many leadership interventions show moderate to strong positive correlations with
key enablers, indicating that respondents who report higher ratings for enablers for the
collection and use of intersectional disaggregated data also tend to report stronger agree-
ment with interventions aimed at advancing women in higher educational leadership
(Table 5). Several of these correlations are statistically significant at the 0.01 and 0.05 levels,
suggesting the observed associations are unlikely to be due to chance. Similarly, perceived
barriers (such as limited capacity, system constraints, or resistance) to the collection and use
of intersectional disaggregated data also showed positive though more selective moderate
association with leadership interventions. This suggests that respondents who report a
high level of barriers tend to report stronger support for leadership interventions aimed at
advancing women’s leadership in higher education. This pattern may reflect respondents’
recognition of the need for interventions where challenges are perceived to be greater.

These results indicate that both perceived enablers and barriers are associated with
how respondents perceive the relevance of leadership interventions, underscoring the
role of institutional capacity, governance, and organisational context in supporting the
collection and use of intersectional disaggregated data to meaningfully inform the design
and implementation of interventions to advance women in higher education leadership.
Overall, the results provide support for H1, indicating that perceived enablers are associated
with perceived leadership interventions, and support H2, indicating that perceived barriers
are likewise associated with perceived leadership interventions.
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Table 5. Spearman’s rank correlations between barriers, enablers and leadership interventions for advancing women in higher education leadership.

LI1 LI2 LI3 LI4 LI5 LI6 LI7 LI8 LI9 LI10 LI11 LI12 LI13

E1 0.336 ** 0.282 ** 0.333 ** 0.262 ** 0.280 ** 0.278 ** 0.292 ** 0.189 0.380 ** 0.263 ** 0.426 ** 0.535 ** 0.370 **
E2 0.340 ** 0.423 ** 0.276 ** 0.243 * 0.432 ** 0.372 ** 0.412 ** 0.303 ** 0.355 ** 0.354 ** 0.464 ** 0.384 ** 0.325 **
E3 0.483 ** 0.422 ** 0.389 ** 0.311 ** 0.350 ** 0.290 ** 0.369 ** 0.279 ** 0.399 ** 0.346 ** 0.414 ** 0.550 ** 0.310 **
E4 0.431 ** 0.421 ** 0.335 ** 0.310 ** 0.448 ** 0.392 ** 0.426 ** 0.307 ** 0.407 ** 0.368 ** 0.322 ** 0.460 ** 0.340 **
E5 0.452 ** 0.369 ** 0.274 ** 0.314 ** 0.354 ** 0.302 ** 0.384 ** 0.223 * 0.276 ** 00.179 0.416 ** 0.441 ** 0.254 **
E6 0.123 0.158 0.269 ** 0.301 ** 0.117 0.236 * 0.284 ** 0.232 * 0.176 0.343 ** 0.098 0.242 * 0.372 **
E7 0.516 ** 0.447 ** 0.324 ** 0.374 ** 0.360 ** 0.348 ** 0.458 ** 0.372 ** 0.235 * 0.428 ** 0.457 ** 0.481 ** 0.338 **
E8 0.346 ** 0.321 ** 0.249 ** 0.233 * 0.283 ** 0.378 ** 0.430 ** 0.221 * 0.264 ** 0.333 ** 0.277 ** 0.341 ** 0.318 **
E9 0.297 ** 0.423 ** 0.246 * 0.330 ** 0.378 ** 0.470 ** 0.533 ** 0.322 ** 0.244 * 0.386 ** 0.384 ** 0.341 ** 0.414 **
B1 0.283 ** 0.270 ** 0.215 * 0.268 ** 0.313 ** 0.262 ** 0.339 ** 0.206 * 0.274 ** 0.206 * 0.387 ** 0.331 ** 0.179
B2 0.227 * 0.292 ** 0.230 * 0.213 * 0.252 ** 0.465 ** 0.404 ** 0.164 0.375 ** 0.276 ** 0.253 ** 0.284 ** 0.270 **
B3 0.230 * 0.229 * 0.235 * 0.199 * 0.208 * 0.425 ** 0.354 ** 0.183 0.300 ** 0.296 ** 0.130 0.338 ** 0.244 *
B4 0.171 0.157 0.323 ** 0.220 * 0.281 ** 0.348 ** 0.285 ** 0.129 0.375 ** 0.208 * 0.300 ** 0.341 ** 0.298 **
B5 0.318 ** 0.357 ** 0.181 0.283 ** 0.340 ** 0.309 ** 0.370 ** 0.326 ** 0.407 ** 0.323 ** 0.392 ** 0.425 ** 0.305 **
B6 0.253 ** 0.197 * 0.051 0.135 0.255 ** 0.320 ** 0.287 ** 0.017 0.304 ** 0.023 0.164 0.261 ** 0.080
B7 0.101 0.153 0.150 0.187 0.289 ** 0.273 ** 0.313 ** 0.193 * 0.305 ** 0.274 ** 0.241 * 0.291 ** 0.139
B8 0.093 0.156 0.126 0.252 ** 0.273 ** 0.326 ** 0.202 * 0.192 * 0.282 ** 0.352 ** 0.200 * 0.269 ** 0.267 **
B9 0.327 ** 0.371 ** 0.127 0.232 * 0.289 ** 0.339 ** 0.300 ** 0.258 ** 0.425 ** 00.183 0.321 ** 0.441 ** 0.158

Note: N = 107; ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
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4. Discussion
The study suggests that gender disaggregated data alone may be insufficient to inform

effective leadership interventions aimed at advancing women in higher education leader-
ship. Respondents perceive that interventions for advancing women in higher education
leadership should consider additional dimensions such as disability, caregiving respon-
sibilities, language, alongside academic qualifications and employment roles, thereby
highlighting the relevance of intersectional disaggregated data in capturing these differ-
ences (Collins, 2019; Harris & Leonardo, 2018). In line with intersectionality theory, these
findings highlight the importance of recognising that women are not a homogeneous group,
and that leadership interventions may need to account for multiple, intersecting identities
(Collins, 2019; Harris & Leonardo, 2018). Such an approach, however, requires the availabil-
ity of intersectional disaggregated data. This study thus examined respondents’ perception
of barriers and enablers influencing the collection and use of intersectional disaggregated
data, and their association with perceived leadership interventions aimed at advancing
women in higher education leadership in Timor-Leste. By capturing perspectives from
respondents of different genders, academic qualifications, career stages/employment roles,
and leadership trajectories, the study reflects a range of the HEIs’ experiences in Timor-
Leste. However, these findings should be interpreted as perceptions rather than objective
measures of institutional practice.

The results highlight that respondents place particular importance on leadership
development programmes and mentorship and sponsorship opportunities for women.
This aligns with existing literature highlighting the continuing gender gap in leadership
positions across sectors, including higher education (Gallegos et al., 2025; Meza-Mejia
et al., 2023). Previous studies suggest that leadership development programmes designed
specifically for women may enhance their leadership competencies, confidence, and access
to career advancement, opportunities which could help to address structural and cultural
barriers that often impede women’s progression into senior roles (Chanda & Ngulube,
2024; Clarke, 2011). Mentorship and sponsorship opportunities have been associated with
increased visibility and access to opportunities, especially for underrepresented groups
(Bishop, 2024; Mbatha et al., 2025; Seibert et al., 2001). These interventions are perceived as
important because they can be tailored to address the diverse and context-specific needs of
different groups of women in the Timor Leste HEI workforce.

Beyond capacity building interventions, respondents also perceive mental health,
wellbeing support, and the presence of dedicated diversity and inclusion roles or units as
important. These findings are consistent with previous studies highlighting the role of or-
ganisational climates and psychological safety and institutional commitment in supporting
gender equity-oriented practice (Adanlawo et al., 2025; Pandey et al., 2025). Similarly, the
establishment of dedicated diversity and inclusion roles or units may support embedding
equity considerations into institutional structures, processes and data governance and
accountability systems (Gidage, 2025; Moreno et al., 2024). These units often serve as
institutional anchors for monitoring equity outcomes, facilitating training, and ensuring ac-
countability, thereby reinforcing the embedding of intersectional data practices into policy
and governance systems (Abdu Suleiman & Saxena, 2024). Such institutional structures may
be important in supporting the systematic collection and use of data that reflects diverse
identities and experiences, informing the design and implementation of context-relevant
interventions aimed at advancing women in higher education leadership.

With respect to barriers, respondents identified the lack of systems or tools for collect-
ing intersectional data, limited staff capacity or training, inconsistent data definitions, and
lack of leadership support or prioritisation as key constraints. These findings align with
existing literature documenting the challenges in operationalising intersectional data prac-
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tices (Crimmins et al., 2023; Dawson et al., 2023; Hankivsky et al., 2014). Traditional data
systems often lack the infrastructure needed to capture multi-dimensional identity markers
that intersectional analysis requires (Hannan et al., 2025; Rocha et al., 2025) Moreover,
scholars have highlighted that data gaps persist not only because of technical limitations
but also because organisations often lack standardised frameworks for collecting intersec-
tional data, leading to inconsistent definitions and metrics across contexts (Acev et al., 2025;
Bernardo et al., 2024).

These structural and capacity-related barriers appear to be closely associated with
leadership commitment. Respondents’ perceptions suggest that without leadership pri-
oritisation, efforts to improve data systems and staff capacity may remain limited. This
resonates with literature in higher education research indicating that institutional commit-
ment is essential for central to embedding intersectionality within organisational practices
and policies (Bentley et al., 2023; Gul et al., 2025; Harris & Leonardo, 2018; Mbachu et al.,
2024; Price, 2025; Silva & Mendis, 2017). Furthermore, quantitative research on intersec-
tionality consistently underscores difficulties in operationalising intersectional frameworks
due to limitations in data collection and methodology, which often stem from a lack of
organisational emphasis on intersectional equity as a priority (Dawson et al., 2023; Harari
& Lee, 2021). These findings suggest that technical, organisational, and leadership-related
factors are interconnected in shaping the use of intersectionally disaggregated data.

For enablers, respondents perceive staff training on ethical, inclusive data practices,
the use of mixed methods approaches, and the implementation of ethical safeguards such
as informed consent and privacy protections as particularly important. The findings align
with previous research emphasising the need for methodological and ethical approaches
capable of capturing complex and sensitive identity data (Alghamdi et al., 2023; Bauer et al.,
2021; Michali et al., 2025). The use of mixed methods approaches, combining quantitative
(e.g., HR records) and qualitative (e.g., interviews, stories) data, also reflects established
best practices in intersectional research. Quantitative data alone may fail to capture the
lived experiences and nuanced mechanisms through which intersecting identities influence
outcomes; qualitative methods provide contextual depth that enriches statistical patterns
(Alghamdi et al., 2023). This combined approach has been recommended in intersectional
data guides to validate and deepen insights drawn from disaggregated quantitative data,
helping to ensure that minority or under-represented groups are not rendered invisible in
analysis (Evans et al., 2024). Moreover, ensuring informed consent and privacy protections
is critical in intersectional research, where sensitive identity markers may expose individ-
uals to harm or re-identification if mishandled (Budin-Ljøsne et al., 2017; Pascale et al.,
2022). Dynamic consent models and ethical safeguards have been proposed to support
participant autonomy and trust, enabling richer data collection while upholding rights and
ethical standards (Budin-Ljøsne et al., 2017).

The statistical analyses further reinforce these findings. The Kendall and Kruskal–
Wallis test results suggest general consistency in respondents’ perception across different
groups, including some variation in how specific barriers and enablers are prioritized.
Spearman’s correlation analysis results indicate that respondents’ perceptions of enablers
are associated with leadership interventions. Specifically, respondents who report higher
ratings of enablers and barriers also tend to report stronger agreement with leadership
interventions. These associations reflect perceived relationships. The findings highlight
the importance of institutional conditions in shaping how data practices are understood
and valued within higher education contexts. The results suggest that strengthening
intersectional disaggregated data practices may help to inform more context-sensitive
leadership interventions aimed at achieving meaningful and sustainable advancement of
women in higher education leadership in Timor-Leste.
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Implications of Study

The findings have implications for higher education policy and institutional gover-
nance in Timor-Leste in relation to how they approach the collection and use of inter-
sectional disaggregated data in informing the design and implementation of leadership
interventions. The results suggest that institutions may need to move beyond reliance
on aggregated gender data and consider strengthening systems for collecting and using
intersectionally disaggregated data. The study findings must be understood within the
Timor-Leste higher education context, where leadership pathways, qualification require-
ments and data infrastructure are still developing. Respondents’ perceptions of barriers,
including the lack of systems or tools for intersectional data collection, limited staff ca-
pacity, inconsistent data definitions, and the absence of leadership prioritisation, indicate
potential gaps in institutional readiness to support such practices. These barriers may limit
the collection and analysis of intersectional data and highlight deeper structural gaps in
organisational infrastructure and human resource capabilities.

From a policy perspective, this suggests that strategies to advance women in higher
education leadership may benefit from investments in data infrastructure, staff training,
and frameworks that support ethical and inclusive data practices. Without such infras-
tructure leadership interventions, institutions risk undermining efforts to identify and
respond to intersecting inequities affecting women’s advancement in leadership. Leader-
ship commitment appears to be particularly important in signalling institutional priorities
and supporting the integration of intersectional approaches into strategic planning and
decision-making processes.

Furthermore, design and implementation of leadership interventions such as training
programmes, mentorship and sponsorship schemes, and diversity and inclusion roles/units
may be more effective when informed by data that captures differences across groups of
women. This implies a need for institutions to develop the capacity to collect, analyse,
and use such data responsibly. The identified enablers, such as training staff on ethical,
inclusive data practices, adopting mixed methods approaches, ensuring informed consent
and privacy protections, offer potential pathways for strengthening organisational culture
and practice in intersectional data use. Staff training, mixed method approaches and
data infrastructure may enhance how intersectional data is collected and used, offering
nuanced contextual insights towards effective leadership interventions. Training on ethical
practices is crucial for building trust and enabling inclusive data collection processes
among staff, particularly when sensitive identity categories are involved. Importantly,
the prominence of leadership development programmes, mentorship and sponsorship,
wellbeing support, and dedicated diversity and inclusion roles underscores the necessity of
embedding intersectional data within broader leadership and wellbeing strategies.

These interventions suggest a shift from “one size fits all” to robust pragmatic and
tailor-made strategies, where leadership plays an active role in framing gender equity as
an institutional priority. These approaches may contribute to more inclusive and context-
sensitive strategies for advancing women’s leadership. Collectively, these results suggest
that advancing women in higher education leadership through intersectional data may
require integrated approaches that combine improvement in systems, enhancing capa-
bility, and cultivating inclusive leadership commitment. These findings reflect respon-
dents’ perceptions of factors influencing the collection and use of intersectional disag-
gregated data, including leadership interventions, barriers, and enablers within higher
education institutions.
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5. Conclusions
This study examined the respondents’ perception of the barriers and enablers influ-

encing the collection and use of intersectional disaggregated data and their association
with perceived leadership interventions aimed at advancing women in higher education
leadership. Focusing on Timor-Leste, the study provides empirical insights into perceived
barriers, enablers, and leadership interventions within HEIs. The findings suggest that re-
spondents perceive effective leadership interventions for women as requiring consideration
of multiple dimensions, such as disability, language, caregiving responsibilities, in addition
to academic qualifications and employment roles. This highlights the perceived relevance
of intersectional disaggregated data in capturing differences across groups of women.
Respondents identified key barriers to the collection and use of such data, including the
perceived lack of systems or tools for collecting intersectional data, limited staff capacity
or training, inconsistent data definitions, and lack of leadership support or prioritisation.
These findings suggest that challenges related to infrastructure, capacity, and institutional
commitment may constrain the collection and use of intersectional disaggregated data in
informing leadership interventions for advancing women in higher education leadership.

Furthermore, the study highlights the critical role of enablers, including staff train-
ing in ethical and inclusive data practices, the use of mixed quantitative and qualitative
methods, and robust consent and privacy protections. These factors were perceived by
respondents to support the quality and credibility of intersectional data and more inclusive
and context-sensitive data practices. Leadership development programmes, mentorship
and sponsorship opportunities, mental health and wellbeing support, and dedicated diver-
sity and inclusion roles or units were perceived as important interventions for advancing
women in leadership. Ultimately, advancing women in higher education leadership to-
wards achieving gender equity in universities requires coordinated investments in data
systems, human capacity, and leadership commitment to ensure that women and their
intersecting identities are recognised, valued, and supported. The study also identified
statistically significant associations between respondents’ perceptions of enablers, barriers,
and leadership interventions. These findings suggest that institutional conditions and
practices may shape how respondents perceive the relevance of leadership interventions
and the use of intersectional data. This underscores the importance of organisational
capacity, governance structures, and institutional context in supporting data practices that
reflect diverse and intersecting identities. This study also contributes to the literature by
identifying perceived institutional conditions, reported barriers and enablers and perceived
mechanisms through which intersectional data may inform leadership-related interven-
tions in the HEI context. It also provided empirical insights into the perceived associations
between enablers and barriers affecting intersectional disaggregated data practices and
leadership interventions within a higher education context.

While the study has several contributions, it also has its limitations. The study is
situated within the context of Timor-Leste; the findings may offer relevant insights for other
contexts with similar institutional and policy environments, particularly where gender
equity in leadership remains an ongoing challenge. It will also be relevant to countries
where there is near or equal representation of women in higher education leadership, yet
a lack of meaningful responsibilities at leadership levels in higher education institutions.
However, the transferability of these findings should be considered cautiously, given
contextual differences across higher education systems. Furthermore, the study is based on
self-reported survey data and therefore findings reflect respondents’ perceptions rather than
objective measures of institutional practice. It also does not measure women’s leadership
outcomes. The analysis is correlational, identifying perceived associations rather than
causal effects.
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Building on the results of this study, future research could extend the study by exam-
ining how intersectional data practices are implemented within institutional governance
structures and by exploring how different intersectional dimensions shape leadership expe-
riences and interventions. Comparative studies across countries or institution types may
further provide insights into how contextual factors such as political, cultural, or gover-
nance environments shape intersectional data practices. Additionally, qualitative research
could provide deepen understanding into how leadership commitment, trust, ethics, and
power dynamics influence engagement with intersectional data practices. Together, these
directions would further strengthen theoretical development and provide more actionable
evidence for operationalizing intersectionality as a strategy for advancing women in higher
education leadership.
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