Women in LeadershipReflections from the government
WASH workforce in Indonesia
SUMMARY BRIEF
NOVEMBER 2021

This summary brief presents the key findings from

"Some women who want to pursue their

research to investigate gender dynamics in the

careers tend to be judged sometime; how

Indonesian water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH)

can you leave her family … how can a

government workforce at national and subnational

woman decide not choose to raise her

levels, using the Gender at Work framework. The

child… instead she chooses to pursue her

motivation behind this study was to understand the

career. Sometimes, I feel that those things

reasons behind weak representation of women at the

hamper the progress of women, due to their

higher level of government leadership, even though

own mindsets. That's why I say that gender

there are similar numbers of women and men in the

sensitivity is important and necessary."

lower level positions, as well as the experiences of
women in the WASH government workforce at both
higher and lower rank positions.

KEY FINDINGS
1.

Formal rules and policies supported the recruitment and career progression of women and
people with disabilities. Yet in practice, the desired numbers of people with disabilities
were still not employed due to social norms and recruitment challenges. Additionally,
female employees found it difficult to access professional development opportunities
required for promotion due to limited mobility, financial and time resources, as well as
social norms related to traditional male superiority.

2.

There were positive examples of a shift towards more equal workplace decision-making,
participation and workload for women and men in some agencies, particularly the health
agency, which was also associated with increased gender and social inclusion (GESI)
considerations being built into community programs and workplace budgeting.

3.

While there was some provision of formal institutional support for the reproductive and
caring roles of female and male civil servants, its successful implementation varied in
practice. On the other hand, informal support was often available: either through flexible
work practices by superiors, or from families and husbands in the form of household,
childcare and emotional support, that meant women could continue their education,
attend training and manage their workloads and care roles.

4.

Traditional cultural and religious norms generally considered men as superior and that
women’s caring roles should take priority over their professional ambitions, and many
women limited their ambition as a result. However, there were also positive shifts in such
norms in some cases, including by men who were raised to contribute equally in household
chores and were found to actively support women’s career ambitions and take on care
responsibilities.
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Introduction
Gender inequality is pronounced in the water, sanitation,
and hygiene (WASH) sector workforce, replicating wider
global workforce trends1 and constraints to women’s full
participation in the labour market 2,3. A recent World Bank
study across 64 water utilities in 28 economies found that
women only made up 18% of workers4. Other studies
concur, showing the sector continues to employ greater
numbers of men than women, especially in technical fields
and roles, which is a representation of broader labour
market trends5.
However, there is evidence that water and sanitation
services are “generally more effective if women take an
active role in delivering them: from design and planning, to
the ongoing operations and maintenance required to make
services sustainable” 6.
In Indonesia, overall female labour force participation lags
significantly, as does the rate of women in leadership
positions compared to the Asia Pacific region average7,
including in the government workforce. While women
represent 52% of civil servants across 34 ministries in the
Government of Indonesia (GoI), women’s representation in
the highest-level positions is only 18% in level I and 13% in
level II8.
Barriers to women’s participation in the Indonesian
government are many, including9, 10 : socio-economic and
cultural barriers linked to strong patriarchal norms;
regulatory and institutional barriers such as marginalization
of women in party structures and limited gender-based
supportive policies; as well as psychological barriers
including self-identification with reproductive roles and the
primacy of familial duties.

Study Purpose
By uncovering the ‘gendered substructures’ at play within
Indonesian WASH government institutions, this research
paves the way to new strategies to promote equality and
facilitate women’s participation in and benefit from
involvement in the WASH workforce. It fills a significant gap,
given no prior research on this topic could be identified in
Indonesia or the wider Asian region.
The research forms part of a wider study in Indonesia and
Cambodia on gender equality and inclusion in WASH where
the key guiding question concerned how women of diverse
backgrounds could better participate in and benefit from
involvement in the Indonesian WASH workforce.

Women in Leadership

2

Conceptual Framework
The Gender at Work11 framework provided the conceptual framing for this research. Their framework explores
power relations embedded in institutions and communities towards bringing about positive gender equality
change. It seeks to support organisations in dissolving gender-biased institutions, recognising that change
must happen both within the organisations and outside of them. The framework asserts that factors underlying
inequality must be analysed and addressed across four domains concurrently, as described in Figure 1.
Figure 1. Gender at Work Framework11
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Methods
This was a qualitative study comprising 52 in-depth
interviews with female and male government employees
working in WASH at national, district and sub-district
levels. The sample included middle to high rank
employees within the Ministry of Public Works and
Housing and Ministry of Health working in WASH policy
and programming and staff from National Civil Service
Personnel Agency. At the district level, it included
respondents from two districts who were heads of
divisions or units in Health, Environment, Women’s
Empowerment and Child Protection, Regional Civil
Service Personnel Agency and Public works agencies
and their working groups. At sub-district level,
interviewees included sanitarians and health workers,
heads of health centres and sub-district heads. The
Gender at Work framework informed the interview
guides and coding of transcripts.

Table 1. Sample Structure
# of women

# of men

Total

District 1
(Sumbawa)

13

8

21

District 2
(Manggarai)

13

6

19

National

6

6

12

Total sample
size

32

20

52
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Gendered workplace
dynamics experienced by
women and men in the
WASH sector
Gender parity data from the Ministry of
Public Works and Housing shows that
women are underrepresented at the
higher levels of government leadership,
both at the national and district level.
At the subdistrict level, while a majority
of the sanitarian workers are female,
only half of all the sanitarian workers
(women and men) have the status of
civil servant, with the other half having
a work agreement which is a relatively
less secure employment status.

Thematic Findings
The findings of this study have been grouped into four main themes:

1

2

Career progression,
continued education and
professional ambitions

Gender equality and
gendered social dynamics
in the workplace

3

4

Family and institutional
support

Gender-based violence
and safety in the
workplace
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1. Career progression, continued education and professional ambitions
Despite formal merit-based promotion systems, women were held back by interference in those
processes, inadequate support for further education and norms that prioritise family over career.
At the national and district level, civil servant
recruitment and promotion are formally based on
principles of transparency, non-discrimination,
fairness, and equality. According to the relevant
policies and regulations, a merit system takes
qualifications, competence, and performance into
consideration, regardless of politics, race, colour,
religion, origin, gender, marital status, age, or
ability:
"The same consideration, standards [are applied],
whether men or women are the same, the most
important thing is fulfilling the [requirement]”
(District level official, male)
However, several participants also acknowledge
that political influence and personal preferences,
or limited regulatory knowledge may interfere with
the formal systems in place.

The study found that inadequacies in support for
women’s professional development, given their
reproductive responsibilities and mobility
restrictions, limited their promotion opportunities:
"Many women (mothers) want to attend the training,
but it is very hard… they think about the cost of a
trip. Government give them the allowance, but they
[must] pay the travel cost for the babysitter [and
children] with their money. Then … they must rent a
room… That situation is often considered by the
women before they make decision to attend the
training.” (District level official, male)

Norms that hindered women’s career aspirations
related to men being superior, served by women,
and experiences of shame in a wife having a
higher professional position to her husband.
However, there were also exceptions to these,
with evidence of husband’s helping their wives
with household tasks and encouraging their
professional ambitions, particularly when men
were raised in a household with more equal
gendered relations and practices:
"He (husband) doesn't mind doing domestic work…
Even when my child was [young], I rarely made or
prepared milk… my husband did it. So, when I work
out of town, I am comfortable leaving my children at
home with my husband. He’s very different from the
Batak people in general. Batak men are generally
more taboo about doing domestic work.” (National
civil servant, female)

While there were policies in place and efforts to
recruit people with disabilities, in practice
societal norms and recruitment challenges meant
that the desired quotas were still not met in the
two districts; either no candidates came forward,
or those who did, didn’t pass the entrance exams.
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2. Gender equality and gendered social
dynamics in the workplace
Experiences varied- from equal decision-making and effective working
relationships between women and men- to discriminatory rules, a need
for women to conform to a male-dominated world, and to overcome
gossip and mobility challenges in undertaking their roles.
The research found evidence of equal decision-making, participation and
workload for women and men in the workplace. Gender and social inclusion
(GESI) considerations were also built into community programs and workplace
budgeting. In spite of this, women continue to be underrepresented in the
higher levels of government leadership, with parts of government identified as
a “man’s world”, as well as certain formal rules and policies related to work
benefits found to preference men over women, for instance, single or divorced
female civil servants were not eligible to receive insurance benefits for their
children. Moreover, it was found that women in senior positions or traditionally
male-dominated jobs felt that they have to conform to stereotypes
associated with these roles which in turn influenced their approach to work.
“Public Works… is stereotyped as like the world of men. So, in my opinion, we
[women] need double energy in the same position. That's what I realized when I
was working with the gentlemen… ‘I have to be someone more.’ That's what I
emphasize to myself. For example, working until midnight… I must be able to
manage it” (National interviewee, female)
In terms of workplace relationships, women and men were reported to
generally be able to work together effectively, however single women or
women who had to work alone with male colleagues were often subjected to
negative gossip*. Gendered societal norms also meant that married women
were no longer able to participate in field activities and divorced women
experienced discrimination due to their changed social status.
"…when I was about to get married, my boss stopped sending me to coordinate
field activities. He said “enough going to the field, now just take care of the
internal matters in the office.” (District interviewee, female)
Experiences of sanitarians revealed that the high mobility requirements for
field inspections and latrine construction as well as the distance and road
conditions have created gender specific challenges for female sanitarians.
Due to social norms, it was not considered acceptable for women to travel to
these locations by themselves and required female sanitarians to adjust their
schedules to suit that of their male colleagues to ensure they had a
chaperone.
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3. Family and institutional support
Informal work practices helped women balance reproductive and productive roles, and household
support from husbands and family was critical to enable them to perform and excel in their work roles.
Formal institutional support for the reproductive and
caring roles of female and male civil servants are
stipulated in government regulations, however their
successful implementation varied in practice. It was
the informal rather than formal rules that assisted
female civil servants to manage their reproductive
and productive roles with women generally allowed to
return home to breastfeed, leave work early or arrive
late for caring responsibilities, bring their children to
work or take menstrual leave.
The way interviewees were raised by their families
influenced their attitudes and behaviours in relation
to gender norms and practices. In Indonesia, while
traditionally men are not involved in household and
care duties, those men who had travelled, had
parents who involved their sons in household chores
or worked in the care industry (e.g. nursing) were
more inclined to share these responsibilities.

“…Not all Sumbawa men are like him; since my husband
had moved and had experience living in other district.
When I was pregnant, there was no one to help, my
husband handled everything. He is very reliable, able to
take care of our children” (District interviewee, female)
"If there is a long training, for example 15-16 days, I ask
my sister to help, there is my sister who lives in another
sub-district … my sister had no children, so every time I
went to training, I asked my sister to stay at home”
(District interviewee, female)
At the same time, evidence of more traditional
gendered division of roles was also found.
"Cooking and cleaning are mostly woman duties… hard
work is usually for boys, not girls" (District interviewee,
female)

The support that female civil servants received from
families and husbands in the form of household tasks,
childcare and emotional support to continue
education, attend training and manage workloads
was found to be of almost greater importance than
institutional support.
Women in Leadership
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4. Gender-based violence and safety in the workplace
There were gaps, informal regulations on gender-based violence and harassment and it was not yet
a topic that could be discussed openly.
No state regulation, policies, or laws to address
Gender Based Violence (GBV) in the Indonesian
workplace were identified through this research.
While formal responses and resources were available
to handle cases of harassment or GBV in the
government workplace in the form of complaints
mechanisms and leadership support, interviewees
were generally unaware of such formal avenues or
unwilling to pursue them due to perceived taboos,
with informal processes often taking preference.
Several respondents had never experienced or heard
about GBV in the workplace, but rather compared
GBV to infidelity.
"Husbands having an affair are reported by their wives,
that's just the case so far. But violence against women
at workplace has never happened before” (District
interviewee, male)

"There was harassment once… Involving fellow staff…
once on the stairs… she was harassed by him
[unwanted touching] … We immediately called and
warned them… Yes, immediately resolved… There are
no more cases until now" (District official, female)
With respect to reporting instances of domestic
violence, respondents felt unable to do so due to fear
of retribution, social stigma, and perceived lack of
legal support.
"When there was domestic violence in one of the
houses … no one wanted to report it due to the fear …
we, as women are afraid (to report it), because of social
situations like this, while law is also like this [not
supporting women] …none of the options is good"
(District official, female)
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From national to local level, how the WASH workforce is impacted
At the national level, the large female workforce, including in senior roles, at the Ministry of Health was
able to drive increasing gender and inclusion considerations in the design of programs, and this could
assist in driving gender equality outcomes more widely. Female participation in the Ministry of Public
Works and Housing workforce was lower but some women were able to gain leadership positions
including Secretary General, which is the highest position after the Minister.
At district levels, women were less represented in leadership roles, and were subject to challenges in
attaining relevant educational qualifications to be promoted.
At the subdistrict level, a high proportion of women dominate a key WASH role - sanitarian worker. It
was generally perceived as acceptable for women to be leading in these roles as WASH was
considered the traditional domain of women; and female sanitarians were considered better at
communicating, providing information, education and mobilising or empowering the community.
However, career progression from a sanitarian to senior leadership roles in WASH has a limited
potential due to challenges in access to further educational qualifications due to care responsibilities
and mobility restrictions, with the latter also potentially limiting the opportunity to progress due to
relocation requirements of higher-level positions.

Creating a more gender-equal WASH workforce
The Gender at Work framework suggests five inter-related strategies
to work across the four domains concurrently:

Power of
relationships

It is through relationships and interactions that new ideas can be debated, and new norms
set. Positive examples of shifting gender relations at the workplace and at home can
provide entry points to continue to facilitate change towards greater equality.

Collectivity

While traditional forms of collective action by women are based around close-knit locally
based groups, advancement of technology with improved ways of communication could
provide a platform for geographically dispersed female government WASH employees to
engage, connect and mutually support each other.

Imagination

The study provides evidence of changing ideas and expansion of critical consciousness
about gender equality in the WASH workforce. External parties can play a key role in
facilitating further expansion of ideas on alternative realities in which women and men are
treated more equally over coming generations.

Analysis and
knowledge

Evidence in studies such as this, or in locally driven data-collection processes can provide
the basis for change. For instance, the observed gaps in affirmative promotion policies,
GBV policies, menstrual leave and lack of open access to gender parity data provide a
basis for action. In addition, efforts that involve government staff themselves collecting
data about their own gendered work dynamics could promote reflection and change.

Agency

Many of the female research participants were navigating their way through the complex
labyrinth created by government workplace gender dynamics, taking initiative and seizing
opportunities where they could. External actors can target conducive sites to change by
initiating efforts to enhance women’s agency in their workplaces and in their WASH roles.

Women in Leadership

9

Conclusion
The study investigated the gender dynamics experienced by women and men in the Indonesian government’s
WASH workforce and observed positive change towards greater gender equality and inclusion, including formal
rules and policies. At the same time, in practice women, people with disabilities and other minorities continue
to experience varied degrees of discrimination and disadvantage in the workplace.
This research aligns with other recent research and highlights the gaps in formal rules and policies that can be
addressed. These include considerations of women’s caring responsibilities when encouraging further
professional development for promotion purposes, increased dissemination efforts in relation to paternity
leave and recruitment of people with disabilities at the district level.
While there is some limited evidence that both the visible and the hidden powers that maintain inequality in the
Indonesian government workforce are being challenged, continued significant efforts are required in order to
resist and disrupt existing norms, ways of living and working if a truly equal workplace is to be achieved.
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