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Context and rationale





Core criteria: Institutions 
Athena SWAN handbook: 

Bronze institutions recognise that the institution has a solid foundation 

for eliminating gender bias and developing an inclusive culture that 

values all staff. This includes:

- an assessment of gender equality in the institution, including 

quantitative (staff and student data) and qualitative (policies, 

practices, systems and arrangements) evidence and identifying 

both challenges and opportunities;

- a four-year plan that builds on this assessment, information on 

activities that are already in place and what has been learned from 

these;

- the development of an organisational structure, including a self-

assessment team, to carry proposed actions forward.



Core criteria: departments
Bronze department awards recognise that in addition to institution-wide 

policies, the department is working to promote gender equality and to 

identify and address challenges particular to the department and 

discipline. The department must also plan future actions. This includes:

- an assessment of gender equality in the department, including 

quantitative (staff and student data) and qualitative (policies, 

practices, systems and arrangements) evidence and identifying both 

challenges and opportunities;

- a four-year plan that builds on this assessment, information on 

activities that are already in place and what has been learned from 

these;

- the development of an organisational structure, including a self-

assessment team, to carry proposed actions forward.



The self-assessment process  

Targeted and tailored actions

Analysis 

Quantitative 
data

Qualitative 
data 

e.g. quotes from survey; 

focus group data from staff, 

researchers or students. 

e.g. (staff/student 

population data; uptake 

rates; application& 

success rates; 

benchmarking data)



The self-assessment process  

Targeted and tailored action

Analysis 

Quantitative 
data

Qualitative 
data 

Is there a link 

between data, 

analysis and 

planned 

action/s?



SMART Actions in Athena SWAN

Section 8. Action Plan ‘… Actions, and their measures 

of success, should be Specific, Measurable, 

Achievable, Relevant and Time-bound (SMART)’.

Why SMART action plans?

= structured 

= funnel resources to relevant actions

= accountability and transparency 

= tailored to your needs 



Developing SMART actions 



SMART action template 

Planned 

action

Rationale Key 

outputs 

and 

milestones

Timeframe

(start/end 

dates)

Person 

responsible

Success

criteria and 

outcome



Be specific

Planned

action

Rationale Timeframe Person

responsible 

Success

criteria and 

outcome

Include a specific 

description of a

specific action 

that will take 

place. 

Consider who the 

action is aimed at 

and how it will be 

implemented.

What are you going to do?



Ensure relevance 

Planned

action

Rationale Timeframe Person

responsible

Success

criteria and 

outcome

Include a specific 

description of ta 

specific action 

that will take 

place. 

Consider who the 

action is aimed at 

and how it will be 

implemented.

What did the self-

assessment 

process uncover 

that made this 

action necessary? 

The rationale 

should be 

relevant and 

clearly linked to 

issues in the 

qualitative and 

quantitative data.

Why are you undertaking this action?



Have timeframes

Planned 

action

Rationale Timeframe Person

responsible

Success

criteria and 

outcome

Include a specific 

description of a 

specific action 

that will take 

place. 

Consider who the 

action is aimed at 

and how it will be 

implemented.

What did the self-

assessment 

process uncover 

that made this 

action necessary? 

The rationale 

should be 

relevant and 

clearly linked to 

issues in the 

qualitative and 

quantitative data.

The action must 

be time-bound. 

Include clear 

start and end 

dates. 

Consider using 

milestones to 

mark progress.

When will the action start and finish? 



Safeguard achievability 

Planned 

action

Rationale Timeframe Person

responsible 

Success

criteria and 

outcome

Include a specific 

description of a 

specific action 

that will take 

place. 

Consider who the 

action is aimed at 

and how it will be 

implemented.

What did the self-

assessment 

process uncover 

that made this 

action necessary? 

The rationale 

should be 

relevant and 

clearly linked to 

issues in the 

qualitative and 

quantitative data.

The action must 

be time-bound. 

Include clear 

start and end 

dates. Avoid too 

many “ongoing” 

actions.

Consider using 

milestones to 

mark progress.

Specify roles that 

have power to 

instigate the action 

making it 

achievable. 

Consider oversight 

vs. implementation.

Who will ensure the action is achieved?



Identify measurables

Planned

action

Rationale Timeframe Person

responsible

Success

criteria and 

outcome

Include a specific 

description of a

specific action 

that will take 

place. 

Consider who the 

action is aimed at 

and how it will be 

implemented.

What did the self-

assessment 

process uncover 

that made this 

action necessary? 

The rationale 

should be 

relevant and 

clearly linked to 

issues in the 

qualitative and 

quantitative data.

The action must 

be time-bound. 

Include clear 

start and end 

dates. Avoid too 

many “ongoing” 

actions.

Consider using 

milestones to 

mark progress.

Include specific 

roles and people.

Consider oversight 

vs. implementation.

Ensure the action is 

within the 

individual’s/departm

ent’s power, making 

it achievable. 

Identify how the 

success of the 

action will be 

measured. 

Action completion 

is not necessarily 

a marker of  

success. 

Measurable 

targets relate to 

what the action is 

aiming to affect.

How will you measure the success of your action?  



Developing a SMART action

Objective Rationale Planned

actions

Timeframe

(start/end 

dates)

Person 

responsible

Success criteria 

and outcome

To support PGR 

and PDR career

development 

through formal 

appraisal and 

professionalising 

workshops



Developing a SMART action

Objective Rationale Planned

actions

Timeframe

(start/end 

dates)

Person 

responsible

Success criteria 

and outcome

To support PGR 

and PDR career

development 

through formal 

appraisal and 

professionalising 

workshops

68% of PGR and 

PDRs (62%F;

38%M) report 

feeling 

unsupported in 

their career 

development.

Focus group data 

suggests that 

PGRs/PDRs 

would welcome 

opportunities to 

discuss career 

development 

annually with 

PIs/supervisors 



Developing a SMART action
Objective Rationale Planned actions Timeframe

(start/end 

dates)

Person 

responsible

Success criteria 

and outcome

Plan and deliver 

annual career 

development 

workshops and 

appraisals for 

PGRs and PDRs

68% of PGR and 

PDRs (62%F;

38%M) report 

feeling 

unsupported in 

their career 

development.

Focus group data 

suggests that 

PGRs/PDRs 

would welcome 

opportunities to 

discuss career 

development 

annually with 

PIs/supervisors 

1a. Develop 

appraisal template 

and checklist

1b. Line 

managers to hold 

annual appraisal 

meetings with 

PGR and PGT in 

which career  

development is 

discussed

2. Two workshops 

held per term (e.g. 

grant writing; 

publication 

proposal; CV 

writing; interview 

skills)



Developing a SMART action
Objective Rationale Planned

actions

Timeframe

(start/end 

dates)

Person 

responsible

Success criteria 

and outcome

To support PGR 

and PDR career

development 

through formal 

appraisal and 

professionalising 

workshops

68% of PGR and 

PDRs (62%F;

38%M) report 

feeling 

unsupported in 

their career 

development.

Focus group data 

suggests that 

PGRs/PDRs 

would welcome 

opportunities to 

discuss career 

development 

annually with 

PIs/supervisors 

1a. Develop 

appraisal 

template and 

checklist

1b. Line 

managers to 

hold annual 

appraisal 

meetings with 

PGR and PGT 

in which career  

development is 

discussed

2. Two 

workshops held 

per term (e.g. 

grant writing; 

publication 

proposal; CV 

writing; 

interview skills)

December

2020-August 

2021

September 

2020-June 2021

Responsibility: 

Dean of Faculty 

Implementation:

Supervisors/PIs 

(line managers) 

Responsibility: 

Director of 

Graduate Studies 

Implementation: 

identified PIs;  

institutional career 

development 

officer 



Developing a SMART action 
Objective Rationale Planned

actions

Timeframe

(start/end 

dates)

Person 

responsible

Success criteria 

and outcome

To support PGR 

and PDR career

development 

through formal 

appraisal and 

professionalising 

workshops

68% of PGR and 

PDRs (62%F;

38%M) report 

feeling 

unsupported in 

their career 

development.

Focus group data 

suggests that 

PGRs/PDRs 

would welcome 

opportunities to 

discuss career 

development 

annually with 

PIs/supervisors 

1a. Develop 

appraisal 

template and 

checklist

1b. Line 

managers to 

hold annual 

appraisal 

meetings with 

PGR and PGT 

in which career  

development is 

discussed

2. Two 

workshops held 

per term (e.g. 

grant writing; 

publication 

proposal; CV 

writing; 

interview skills)

December

2020-August 

2021

September 

2020-June 2021

Responsibility: 

Dean of Faculty 

Implementation:

Supervisors/PIs 

(line managers) 

Responsibility: 

Director of 

Graduate Studies 

Implementation: 

identified PIs;  

institutional career 

development 

officer 

All PGRs/PDRs 

receive formal 

appraisal.

Two workshops 

held per term 

X

X



Objective Rationale Planned

actions

Timeframe

(start/end 

dates)

Person 

responsible

Success criteria 

and outcome

To support PGR 

and PDR career

development 

through formal 

appraisal and 

professionalising 

workshops

68% of PGR and 

PDRs (62%F;

38%M) report 

feeling 

unsupported in 

their career 

development 

Focus group data 

suggests that 

PGRs/PDRs 

would welcome 

opportunities to 

discuss career 

development 

annually with 

PIs/supervisors 

1a. Develop 

appraisal 

template and 

checklist

1b. Line 

managers to 

hold annual 

appraisal 

meetings with 

PGR and PGT 

in which career  

development is 

discussed

2. Two 

workshops held 

per term (e.g. 

grant writing; 

publication 

proposal; CV 

writing; 

interview skills

December

2020-August 

2021

September 

2020-June 2021

Responsibility: 

Dean of Faculty 

Implementation:

Supervisors/PIs

(line managers) 

Responsibility: 

Director of 

Graduate Studies 

Implementation: 

identified PIs;  

institutional career 

development 

officer 

All PGR and 

PDR report 

receiving an 

annual appraisal 

in which career 

development was 

discussed. 

Individual 

workshop 

evaluations 

reporting high 

degree of 

participant 

satisfaction 

(>80%). 

80% of 

PGR/PDRs 

reporting that 

they feel 

supported by 

2022. 

Developing a SMART action 



Baseline data & action development



Baselines (internal data)

• Baselines are the data you have established as part of your 

self-assessment, so may include:

– = Staff/student representation 

– = Uptake rates

– = Application/success rates (# and %)

– = Awareness 

– = Feedback 

• Baselines, alongside benchmarks, establish the scale of the 

issues, and both should be used to shape realistic but 

ambitious targets



Using baseline data

= Including baselines in the action plan is encouraged to 

establish the evidence base for the action

= Baselines provide the data points against which success 

of interventions can be measured



Benchmarks & action development



Benchmarking (external data)

Sources of benchmarking data

= HEA Institutional Staff Profiles by Gender

https://hea.ie/policy/gender/statistics/


IoT; Uni; Colleges Total Staff



Total IoT staff



Total Uni. staff



Benchmarking (external data)

Sources of subject-specific benchmarking 

data

= Direct approach to other institutions/departments

= Athena SWAN applications

= Professional bodies, learned societies or industries 

related to your specialism

= International data (e.g. UK HESA data; Advance HE 

statistical reports) 

https://www.ecu.ac.uk/guidance-resources/using-data-and-evidence/statistics-report/


Benchmarking 
Why use benchmark data?

= Provides external context 

= Allows discipline-specific comparison

= May help identify key areas for action

= Supports development of realistic and ambitious targets
• NB: Benchmarks should not be used as success measures

How to use benchmark data

= Use the most recent data available

= Reflect on appropriateness of selected benchmark/s

= Provide clarity on where/when benchmarks are from

= Engage critically



Benchmarking and targets 

Advance HE 2019 Statistical report (UK HESA data) 



Using benchmarking

Objective

Rationale

Associated actions

Responsibility 

Success 

measure

Example 2

Success measureAssociated actionsObjective

Rationale Responsibility

Example 1



Evaluating actions 



Demonstrating progress 
Academic Promotion

A
c
tio

n
s
 ta

k
e
n

 



Demonstrating progress

Previous Bronze actions undertaken:

Promotion



Demonstrating progress



Demonstrating impact



Demonstrating impact 

A
c
tio

n
s
 ta

k
e
n

 



Evaluating SMART actions: 

Mini Mock Panel 



Mini Mock Panel 

Review the action plan on the next slide and evaluate if it 

meets the SMART criteria:

Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, Time-bound



Example 1



Example 2



Action & Action Plan presentation 



Embedding actions



Embedding actions 



Cross referencing actions 



Grouped actions 



Key outputs and milestones



Key outputs and milestones



Capturing priorities 

‘The panel will expect to see evidence of prioritisation’ (AS Handbook, p.59)



Capturing priorities 



Capturing priorities 



Capturing priorities 



Final thoughts 



Checklist

Is there a clear link between your data, analysis and actions? 

Are actions scheduled across the four-year duration of the 
award?

Are actions sufficiently detailed outlining exactly what action 
needs to be taken?

Does your action plan demonstrate how work will be shared 
across the institution or department?

Have all identified issues been actioned?



Reviewing action plans

= The action plan is your toolkit for progressing gender 

equality

‘Action plans should be live organic documents, 

constantly reviewed and updated’ (AS handbook, p.59)



Support available 

Next webinar  

= Preparing for Self-Assessment: registration form (Nov. 11th. 14:30)

= Athena SWAN Enhancing Practice event—Gender Equality in the 

context of Coronavirus, Nov. 19th, 14:00 

Guidance and training for SATs

= Email: athenaswanireland@advance-he.ac.uk

= Online training 

= Website: Athena SWAN Ireland 

National committee and Practitioner Network 
Look out for the 

Athena SWAN 

Ireland survey 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdt3IPTBqNgCYQ3zfIRl1Os1WbsvzEVlZmOdrVHY4C15hsViw/viewform?usp=sf_link
https://my.advance-he.ac.uk/portal/events/details/?id=c6a97d30-7c0c-eb11-a813-0022480016e7
mailto:athenaswanireland@advance-he.ac.uk
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/equality-charters/international-charters/athena-swan-ireland


For more information, tips, and resources, see our website:

https://www.ecu.ac.uk/equality-charters/athena-swan/athena-

swan-resources/

For enquiries contact: Victoria.Brownlee@advance-he.ac.uk

Join the Athena SWAN group on Advance HE Connect: 

https://connect.advance-he.ac.uk/

Follow us on Twitter:

@AthenaSWAN

https://www.ecu.ac.uk/equality-charters/athena-swan/athena-swan-resources/
https://connect.advance-he.ac.uk/



