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Abstract: Masculinist contours have legitimized male domination in Indonesia’s upper public 
service ranks. However, some women have managed to crack the glass ceiling. A systematic search 
was undertaken of six academic databases and the Google Scholar search engine to identify 
facilitative features of women’s career advancement through Indonesia’s echelon ranks. Fourteen 
articles, representing nine studies, were identified. While policy initiatives exist to increase women’s 
representation and career advancement, studies consistently identified little application to practice. 
Patterns across the studies located women’s career advancement as an individual concern and 
showed that women wanting careers were expected to manage the double burden of productive 
and reproductive life, obtain permissions from husbands and extended family, and adopt masculine 
leadership traits to garner colleagues’ support. Barriers frequently outweigh opportunities for 
career advancement; these including entrenched homo-sociability asserting that men make better 
leaders. Consequently, the blocking of women’s opportunities invoked personal disappointments, 
resulting in women’s public denial of their leadership ambitions. 

Keywords: Indonesia; women; leadership; public service; civil service 
 

1. Introduction 

More than 4.5 million people are employed in Indonesia’s public service, which represents 
approximately 1.7 percent of the population (World Bank 2018). Indonesia’s public service has long 
been intertwined with the country’s political history in which men have traditionally dominated 
(Vickers 2013). For example, Suharto’s New Order-era (1967–1998) favored a masculinist-
authoritarian leadership style that biased the appointment of men into strategic senior public service 
positions (Tidey 2018). ‘Fathering’ Indonesia during these times relied on a heavily centralized 
government system, one that rewarded loyalty and was premised on ensuring regime stability and 
economic growth (Vatikiotis 2013; McLeod 2008). According to Tidey (2018), public service 
appointments to senior positions during the Suharto regime were predominantly based on favoritism 
towards men with political and family connections to power and who were loyal allies in corruption, 
as opposed to merit. 

It is more than two decades since Suharto’s demise. Political transitions, from authoritarianism 
to democracy, and decentralization’s downwards rescaling of power have been accompanied by 
large-scale reassignment of public servants from a centralized government to sub-national and local 
public administrative units (provincial, municipal, district, and sub-district/village) (Aspinall 2010; 
Manurung 2017; Ito 2011; Widianingsih et al. 2018; Widianingsih and Morrell 2007). Accompanying 
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decentralization, Law No. 43/1999 proclaimed a merit-based human resource approach for 
employing and promoting public servants. This represents a positive move towards favoring the 
most qualified and relevantly experienced candidates for public service jobs irrespective of gender 
or other variables. While this marked significant progress towards adopting a meritocratic human 
resource system, the masculinist contours of Suharto’s New-Order-era still appear to dominate 
Indonesia’s public service (Vatikiotis 2013). Women continue to experience barriers in their public 
service careers and promotional advancements. 

Women in Indonesia’s Public Service Echelons 

In terms of career opportunities and promotion, mapping of the public service indicates only 
minor improvements for women since the Suharto era. The World Bank (2018) found considerable 
variations in gender balance across Indonesia’s national and sub-national governments. While the 
number of women public servants in some locations are reported to be higher than men (i.e., 
Government of Ambon City: 70%; Ministry of Women’s Empowerment and Child Protection: 60%; 
National Library of the Republic of Indonesia: 52%), Indonesia’s public service is largely dominated 
by men. Most national and sub-national governments employ comparatively few women (i.e., 
Ministry of Law and Human Rights: 26%; State-Owned Enterprise: 24%; Secretariat General of 
Corruption Eradication Commission: 16%; Government of Pegunungan Arfak Subdistrict: 9%). Some 
employ no women at all (i.e., Regional-Owned Enterprise: 0%, Secretariat General of Commission for 
the Supervision of Business Competition: 0%) (World Bank 2018). Gender equity is more readily 
found in functional public service positions; these are positions with no staff to supervise and with 
no management responsibility. There are substantially fewer women in structural public service 
positions; these are the echelon ranks that have management or leadership responsibilities (World 
Bank 2018). 

Structural positions consist of five echelon ranks, with Echelon 1 the highest and Echelon 5 the 
lowest. Most public service positions have no echelon rank, as they have no management or 
leadership responsibilities (i.e., teachers, healthcare, or social workers). Echelon positions represent 
approximately 5.8 percent (n = 253,679) of all of Indonesia’s public service; 75 percent (n = 191,849) of 
echelon positions are ranked Echelon 4 and Echelon 5 (World Bank 2018). These lowest two echelon 
ranks are tasked with supervisory responsibilities and are considered to be echelon subordinates 
(Sartika et al. 2018). Approximately 21 percent (n = 52,146) of echelon ranks are Echelon 3 (World 
Bank 2018). The responsibility of an Echelon 3 could be considered equivalent to a manager of a 
private company requiring technical knowledge relevant to a given directorate (Sartika et al. 2018). 
Echelon 2 represents less than 4 percent (n = 9398) of the echelon ranks (World Bank 2018) and has 
full authority to command entire ministries or government departments. The highest rank of Echelon 
1 (0.1 percent, n = 286; World Bank 2018) is an elite position with overall power in any government 
office in Indonesia. It operates as a political conduit between a portfolio Minister and the Echelon 2s 
of the relevant directorate. While the structure of some countries’ public service systems appear to be 
evolving from hierarchy to heterarchy (O’Leary 2015; Shahan and Khair 2018), pyramid shaped 
bureaucracies such as Indonesia’s have universally remained the most popular model for most of the 
last century (Park 2019; Bailey 2018). 

According to the World Bank (2018), over 70 percent of Indonesia’s national government echelon 
positions (consistent across Echelon 1 to Echelon 5) are occupied by men. The proportion of men 
across sub-national echelon ranks range from 58 percent (Echelon 5) to 90 percent (Echelon 1) (World 
Bank 2018). The disparity of women in Indonesia’s public service upper echelons is not a unique 
phenomenon. Research internationally evidences the ‘glass door’ phenomena in which women’s 
careers are inhibited as early as the recruitment phases where getting on career-track is inequitable 
in the first place (Picardi 2019). Other researchers critique the effect of social barriers and institutional 
blockages that impede women’s movement to the upper management echelons, known as the ‘glass 
ceiling’ (Azmi et al. 2012; Forster 1999; Jalalzai 2008; Yukongdi and Benson 2005; Coleman 2010; 
O’Neil and Hopkins 2015; Newman 2016; Curtin 2019; De Simone et al. 2018). Men are reported to 
enjoy notable advantage in career advancement across the public service and its private sector 
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counterparts (Ensour et al. 2017; Zheng et al. 2017; Chappell and Waylen 2013). Furthermore, when 
women are promoted to senior leadership, authors highlight the benevolent sexism that exists. The 
‘glass cliff’ phenomena is frequently used to explain how women are set up to fail—they experience 
shorter than average tenures, thereby receiving less opportunity than men to prove their leadership 
capability (Cook and Glass 2014; Jenter and Kanaan 2015), women are more likely to be promoted to 
precarious positions in poorly performing organizations (Ryan et al. 2016; Elsaid and Ursel 2018; 
Bruckmüller et al. 2014; Acar and Sümer 2018), and women are terminated more frequently when 
they subsequently follow someone else’s bad leadership (Kulich et al. 2015) than men. 

Research by The World Bank (2018) confirms the phenomena of the ‘glass ceiling’ and the ‘glass 
cliff’ in Indonesia’s public service. While the presence of women in the upper echelons is growing, 
there does not appear to be any gender symmetry in the highest of echelons. Few women are of 
echelon rank one and two. The importance for Indonesia of addressing the disparity in women’s 
participation in senior public service leadership is articulated in the public policy and public 
administration literature. For example, research consistently associates higher numbers of women in 
politics and the public service with lower corruption rates and better quality leadership (Goetz 2007; 
Dollar et al. 2001; Esarey and Chirillo 2013; Swamy et al. 2001; Besley et al. 2017; Omar and Ogenyi 
2004; Coleman 2010). It is not clear whether women are less corrupt, if nurturing roles lean women 
towards altruism and good governance, or whether less opportunities for corruption exist for women 
in comparison to men (Zhao and Xu 2015; Sung 2012; Swamy et al. 2001; Esarey and Chirillo 2013; 
Michailova and Melnykovska 2009; Alhassan-Alolo 2007). Regardless of causation, increasing 
women’s participation in public sector leadership is generally associated with good governance, 
effective leadership, integrity, more equitable societies, and strengthened economies (Cosgrove and 
Lee 2016; Haack 2014; Kymlicka and Rubio-Marin 2018; Goetz 2018; Markham 2013; Dollar et al. 2001; 
Swamy et al. 2001; Eckel and Grossman 1998). Gender quotas for women’s parliamentary 
representation of 30% have been in place since Indonesia’s 2004 electoral cycle (Hillman 2018); 
however, there are currently no gender quotas for Indonesia’s public service (World Bank 2018). 

The authors of the current paper commenced a participatory research project with Echelon 2 
ranked women public servants from West Java early in 2018. Preparatory work involved high-level, 
international dialogues between women from different countries to devise a strategic plan for 
research, program development, and the implementation of solutions. The first stage of this project 
is a systematic search and rapid review of published academic research studies. This is to be followed 
by original research with Indonesian women public servants in echelon ranked positions and 
together inform the design and delivery of an Indonesian career mentoring program to be piloted 
with women public servants. 

2. Methods 

Accordingly, the objective of the current rapid review is to document the current state of 
knowledge about the mobilizing features of women’s successful career advancement through the 
Indonesian public service echelon ranks. This will enable the following questions to be addressed: 

• What is known about women’s career advancement to the upper echelon ranks of Indonesia’s 
public service? 

• What are the strategies of Indonesian women who have succeeded with career advancement to 
the upper echelons? 

• What interventions have been trialed, found effective, and/or ineffective for increasing 
Indonesian women’s promotional opportunities and representation in the upper echelons? 

2.1. Search Strategy and Inclusion Criteria 

A systematic search of academic journal articles was conducted in December 2018. Databases 
searched were Informit, ProQuest, Scopus, ScienceDirect, JSTOR, Web of Science, and PsycInfo, as 
well as the first 20 pages of results from the Google Scholar search engine. Search terms were: 
Indonesia AND women OR female OR gender OR glass AND echelon OR executive OR leader OR 
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(manager OR management) OR “structural position” AND government OR “public management” 
OR “public sector” OR (“public administration” OR “public administrator”) OR (“public service” OR 
“public servant”) OR (“civil service OR “civil servant”). 

The database search produced 757 items (see Figure 1). Eight additional items were identified 
from other sources (ancestry searching of reference lists and Google Scholar progression tracking of 
citing authors). Thirty duplicates were removed. Titles, abstracts, and keywords of the remaining 734 
articles were screened for potential eligibility. Fifty-six articles were deemed potentially relevant as 
they made mention of women and Indonesia’s public service (including management of State 
enterprise and civil service academic positions in government universities). To ensure all possible 
relevant articles were included, there were no year of publication restrictions. 

 
Figure 1. Flow diagram of search and inclusion strategy. 

Fifty-six articles were subjected to full-text review, resulting in fourteen articles, representing 11 
research studies, that met the inclusion criteria. To be included in the present review, articles were 
required to meet the following criteria: (1) women’s career advancement in the public service in 
Indonesia; (2) promotional opportunity or strategies of women in Indonesia to advance their public 
service careers; or, (3) interventions aimed to increase women’s representation in the public service 
or promotional opportunities. Only six discrete studies, reported across 11 articles, met the inclusion 
criteria. The criteria were subsequently expanded to include other relevant studies, namely: (4) glass 
ceiling phenomena in Indonesia. A further three articles, representing three discrete studies, were 
located. The primary interest was of the mobilizing features of women’s career advancement in 
Indonesia. Articles on the barriers in women’s career trajectories were included because they 
provided insights into the challenges that Indonesian women have succeeded in overcoming. 
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2.2. Quality Appraisals 

The STROBE statement (Von Elm et al. 2008) and The Joanna Briggs Institute (2018) (JBI) have 
some of the best known critical appraisal tools for items to be reported in review studies. Both had 
limitations for assessing the nine studies under review due to their emphasis on experimental, quasi-
experimental and systematic research. However, they assisted in the development of an adapted 
appraisal checklist to assess the theoretical synthesis and methodological rigor of studies reviewed. 
The quality appraisal checklist comprised five criteria, each of which was assessed on a three-point 
scale of 1 = low, 2 = medium and 3 = high (total score range: 5–15). These criteria related to the clarity 
of: population definitions; intervention, comparators, or critique; methodological approach; validity, 
reliability, and theory considerations; consistency of results, discussion, and limitations with the 
methodological framework stated (Table 2). An overall quality assessment was determined by the 
mean of scores across the five quality appraisal criteria. 

3. Results 

Details from the nine research studies were extracted and entered in a summary table (Table 1), 
which included the research focus, methodology, and key findings relevant to women’s senior 
leadership representation and career advancement. An assessment of study quality was undertaken 
(Table 2), followed by a narrative overview of study outcomes. Barriers and facilitators of career 
advancement and interventions to support women’s advancement to the civil service upper echelons 
were the primary foci. Two studies critiqued the success of Indonesia’s merit based promotion system 
(Krissetyanti et al. 2017; Kholis 2012a, 2012b, 2014, 2017; Krissetyanti 2018a, 2018b), both finding that 
merit based appointments were uncommon. One study mentioned policies on child supportive and 
flexible work arrangements for women (Azmi et al. 2012) as a mechanism to assist women to remain 
in the public service workforce, most often utilized by women in lower public service positions. There 
were no other policy interventions described for increasing women’s representation or career 
opportunities. 

3.1. Overview of the Studies Included 

Nine research studies, represented across 14 articles, were included in this review. Studies were 
categorized into three types: research on women in Indonesia’s civil service (Azmi et al. 2012; 
Krissetyanti 2018a, 2018b; Krissetyanti et al. 2017); research on women in public universities (quasi-
public service in the Indonesian context) (Dzuhayatin and Edwards 2010; Kholis 2012a, 2012b, 2014, 
2017; Murniati 2012; Toyibah 2018); and other relevant studies on women’s career advancement in to 
senior leadership in Indonesia (Nurak et al. 2018; Shasrini and Wulandari 2017; Simorangkir 2009). 

Most of the studies (n = 5) had small sample sizes, discretely applying qualitative methods 
involving participant interviews (Azmi et al. 2012; Krissetyanti 2018a, 2018b; Krissetyanti et al. 2017; 
Murniati 2012; Simorangkir 2009; Shasrini and Wulandari 2017). While not generalizable, these 
studies provided rich insights into the way that career advancement barriers and facilitators are 
conceptualized by the researchers, as well as the participants interviewed. Three studies used either 
mixed-method (Nurak et al. 2018; Toyibah 2018) or multi-method (Kholis 2012a, 2012b, 2014, 2017) 
research designs. One study was an opinion based narrative overview utilizing purposively selected 
literature (Dzuhayatin and Edwards 2010). While all the studies had a focus on women’s 
opportunities for career advancement, there were five studies with specific focus on women upper 
echelon, academic leadership or executive positions (Krissetyanti 2018a, 2018b; Krissetyanti et al. 
2017; Kholis 2012a, 2012b, 2014, 2017; Shasrini and Wulandari 2017; Murniati 2012; Dzuhayatin and 
Edwards 2010). 
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Table 1. Overview of research studies and articles included, research design and findings. 

Author (Year), 
Article Type 

Research Focus Sample, Research Design, Analysis Key Findings Relevant to Women’s Opportunities for 
Career Advancement 

Indonesia, women, and civil service specific research 

Azmi et al. (2012), 
academic peer 
reviewed full 

conference paper 

Muslim women and 
career advancement in 

civil service 

Quantitative, Muslim women civil servants (n 
= 33), purposive sampling from three ministries 

in Jakarta, West Java and Aceh, Sumatra, 16-
page survey instrument, descriptive statistics.  

Facilitators—child supportive and flexible working 
arrangements—education and experience, interpersonal 
style, support from others, work satisfaction and esteem 

from position, salary and power—policies on equal 
opportunity. Barriers—discourses on Muslim women as 

leaders, preference for family, confidence, access to 
professional training/mentoring/networks, assignment 

prestige. 
Generated from 

one research 
study: 

Krissetyanti et al. 
(2017), academic 
full conference 

paper 
Krissetyanti 

(2018a), academic 
peer reviewed 
journal paper 
Krissetyanti 

(2018b), academic 
peer reviewed full 
conference paper 

Meritocracy and gender 
equity in civil service 

echelon ranks 
Perceptions of the ‘glass 

ceiling’ of women in civil 
service echelon ranks 

Gender equity in the job 
promotions of women in 

civil service echelon 
ranks 

Qualitative, women civil servants in structural 
positions and key informants from civil service 
career development (n = not stated), purposive 
sampling from Daerah Istimewa Yogyakarta 

Province and Bali, qualitative interviews, 
grounded theory.  

Women in civil service Echelon 2, 3, and 4 (n = 
not stated). 

Echelon 2 (n = 5) and ‘key people’ in ‘local civil 
service agencies’ (n = not stated). 

Facilitators—selection and promotion based on merit 
system, perform male characteristics in leadership, positive 

self-perception. Barriers—gender bias, men as leaders 
perceived as ‘natural’, masculine organizational culture, 
homo-sociability in senior leader appointments, women 

must out-perform men to progress, no formal or informal 
mentoring, choice between family and career, women’s 

career second to husband’s career. 

Indonesia, women, and academic civil service research 
Dzuhayatin and 
Edwards (2010), 
academic peer 

reviewed journal 
paper 

Gender equity in 
women’s opportunity for 

leadership in civil 
service Islamic 

Text and opinion, reference to extant literature, 
uses population data on Indonesian schools 

and universities, theorizes factors potentially 
associated with glass ceiling phenomenon. 

Facilitators—networking, supports to aspirational women 
leaders, self-esteem, motivation building, assistance 

locating opportunities, class status. Barriers—patriarchal 
culture, having to exceed in education to compete, 

discourses on leadership as part of the man’s world and 
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education; schools and 
higher education 

against women in higher employment than men, family 
over career, confidence. 

Murniati (2012), 
PhD thesis 

Barriers and facilitators 
of women senior 

academic administrators 
in civil service 

universities who 
succeeded in career 

advancement 

Qualitative descriptive study of women senior 
administrators (n = 8), purposive sampling 
from two universities in Central Java and 

Yogyakarta Special Territory, multiple semi-
structured interviews (n = 16), content/thematic 

analysis. 

Facilitators—support from staff, socioeconomic class of 
women aspiring leadership, help with domestic 

responsibilities (partners or paid). Barriers—balance of 
work and family spheres, support from staff, staff’s poor 

work ethic and performance, leadership aspirations, men’s 
voices on women’s capacity.  

Generated from 
one research 

study 
Kholis (2014), 

PhD thesis 
Kholis (2012a), 
academic peer 

reviewed journal 
paper 

Kholis (2012b), 
academic peer 

reviewed journal 
paper 

Kholis (2017), 
academic peer 
reviewed full 

conference paper 

Career advancement of 
women leaders in civil 

service higher education 
Reports on gender 

equity in the women’s 
career advancement 

Gender differences in 
women’s productivity 

and career success 
Barriers to women’s 

career advancement in 
civil service higher 

education institutions 

Multi-method research comprising: A) 
institutional survey for demographic profiling 

and career outcomes of women and men in 
Echelon 3 and 4 ranks across universities (n = 

11) in East Java, Yogyakarta, and Bali, 
descriptive statistics; B) exploratory interviews 

with academics (women n = 15; men n = 4), 
thematic analysis; quantitative survey (women 

n = 208; men n = 261), probability sampling 
from 18 universities in four provinces of 

central Indonesia, fit statistics. 
Focus on managerial, academic, and leadership 

demographics. 
Associations between gender, productivity, 

and career success.  
Qualitative themes informing barriers to 

women’s advancement.   

Facilitators—equal opportunity policies (meritocracy, 
argued here as a myth), informal and community-based 
networks, initiating one’s own opportunities. Barriers—

confidence, adversity to those advocating gender 
equalities, prioritizing family, negotiating with husbands, 
location as secondary income earner, favoritism of male 
leaders, sexist job selections and promotional support, 
exclusion from networks, reproductive responsibilities 

interference with work, lack of women leaders/minority 
position of women. 

Toyibah (2018), 
academic peer 

reviewed journal 
paper 

Gender gap and career 
advancement in an 
Islamic civil service 

university. 

Quantitative secondary analysis of 
demographic data of 749 academics who are 
civil servants at an Indonesian Islamic civil 
service university—descriptive statistics, 

correlation, and binary regression analysis.  

Facilitators—culture and religious beliefs, husbands as 
allies, ability to convince family they can balance work and 

family, individual commitment and determination to 
succeed. Barriers—heavy workload and institutional 

policies, culture and religious beliefs. 
Indonesia, women, and other relevant research on career opportunity and advancement 

Simorangkir 
(2009), PhD thesis 

Gender equity, career 
opportunity and 

Qualitative study of Indonesian women (n = 
35) and men (n = 18) who are public relations 

Facilitators—higher education, membership in 
professional organizations, networking, andprofessional 
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advancement in public 
relations in traditional 

male dominated 
industry 

practitioners and educators, snowball 
sampling, data collection via in-depth 
interviews, content/thematic analysis, 

ethnographic interpretive overlay.  

development all lead to more confidence. Barriers—
patriarchal system, women’s domestic positioning, stigma 
about women who surpass men, women working against 

women, jealousy of co-workers, less opportunities for 
women, lower career aspiration, denial of gender 

discrimination. 
Shasrini and 

Wulandari (2017), 
academic peer 
reviewed full 

conference paper 

Barriers to women’s 
career advancement in a 

private university 

Qualitative study of Indonesian women (n = 3) 
who were qualified for chancellor positions, 

but who hold lower positions, from three 
universities in Pekanbaru, Riau. 

Facilitators—access to higher education, support from 
other workers. Barriers—balancing home and work 

responsibilities, religious values informing men as leaders, 
denial of ambition. 

Nurak et al. 
(2018), academic 
peer reviewed 
journal paper 

Relationship between 
work-family conflict and 
women’s career success 
and career development 

Mixed method explanatory study, purposive 
sampling of Indonesian women (n = 180) 

employed in the office of the governor, East 
Nusa Tenggara province. Survey, descriptive 

statistics and inferential analysis of Partial 
Least Square.  

Facilitators—being in a job that offers a career trajectory, 
family support to overcome obstacles. Barriers—family 

conflict, anxiety about family support for career, work-life 
balance, preference for family over career, gender 

performativity stereotypes. 
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3.2. Quality of Studies 

The quality of research across the studies was mixed, with three assessed as being low quality 
(Azmi et al. 2012; Dzuhayatin and Edwards 2010; Krissetyanti 2018a, 2018b; Krissetyanti et al. 2017), 
one medium quality (Shasrini and Wulandari 2017), and five as high quality (Kholis 2012a, 2012b, 
2014, 2017; Murniati 2012; Nurak et al. 2018; Simorangkir 2009; Toyibah 2018) (Table 2). The only two 
studies specifically on Indonesian women’s career advancement in public service were assessed as 
low quality research, which was due to not clearly defining their samples and incomplete articulation 
of their research frameworks (Azmi et al. 2012; Krissetyanti 2018a, 2018b; Krissetyanti et al. 2017). Of 
the three studies concerning women in senior public service positions in public higher education 
institutions, one was likewise rated as poor in research quality (Dzuhayatin and Edwards 2010). The 
remaining two described the application of high-quality research frameworks (Kholis 2012a, 2012b; 
Murniati 2012). Three additional studies relevant to Indonesian women’s career opportunity and 
advancement were of medium to high quality (Nurak et al. 2018; Shasrini and Wulandari 2017; 
Simorangkir 2009). Of the five high quality studies, three were identifiable as having been PhD 
research undertaken at universities in developed countries (Kholis 2014; Murniati 2012; Simorangkir 
2009). 

3.3. Women’s Career Advancement to the Upper Echelons 

All nine studies acknowledged that opportunities for women to advance to senior positions in 
Indonesia’s public service, academia, and the corporate world are low in comparison to that of men, 
and they either named or inferred patriarchal organizational cultures as responsible. One study 
identified how men’s voices are seen as legitimate when making unfounded assertions about 
women’s lack of leadership capacity (Murniati 2012). Alternatively, women were reported as being 
ostracized when outspoken about gender inequality, or when challenging the dominant masculine 
voice (Kholis 2012a, 2012b, 2014, 2017). Three studies identified the existence of homo-sociability in 
senior management that discursively reinforced favoritism towards, and a sense of comfort in having, 
male leaders (Krissetyanti 2018a, 2018b; Krissetyanti et al. 2017; Kholis 2012a, 2012b, 2014, 2017; 
Murniati 2012). Krissetyanti et al. (Krissetyanti 2018a, 2018b; Krissetyanti et al. 2017) found that even 
women who had succeeded to senior echelon positions in Indonesia’s public service were not 
immune from homo-sociability as many favored the employment of men as leaders. Despite 
Indonesia’s merit-based system for job selection, Kholis (2012a, 2012b, 2014, 2017) found that 
interview processes were sexist, as they burdened women with questions about reproductive 
responsibilities that were not ask of men. In other jurisdictions, such questions constitute 
employment discrimination, which is illegal (Bartlett 2018; Gatrell et al. 2017). 

Three studies named culture and Muslim beliefs, especially among conservative Islam 
supporters, as being adverse to women being leaders of men (Azmi et al. 2012; Kholis 2012a, 2012b, 
2014, 2017; Shasrini and Wulandari 2017). Two studies explained how contemporary Muslim 
intellectuals could lead organizations, but that these women should not be in higher level jobs than 
their husbands (Dzuhayatin and Edwards 2010; Simorangkir 2009). This was reinforced by two other 
studies in which women’s incomes are generally viewed in Indonesian society as secondary to their 
husbands’ (Krissetyanti 2018a, 2018b; Krissetyanti et al. 2017; Kholis 2012a, 2012b, 2014, 2017). These 
dominant discourses construct leadership in the psyche of Indonesian women as being part of the 
‘man’s world’; that men are ‘natural leaders’, and not women (Krissetyanti 2018a, 2018b; Krissetyanti 
et al. 2017; Dzuhayatin and Edwards 2010; Shasrini and Wulandari 2017). 
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Table 2. Quality assessments of overviewed research studies (multiple papers from the same study assessed as one). 

Author (Year), Article Type 

Clarity of 
Population 
and/or Data 

Set (i) 

Clarity of 
Intervention 

and/or 
Comparator (ii) 

Methodological framework 
Methodological 
Consistency of 

Results/Discussion (v) 

Overall 
Study 

Quality (vi) 

Technical 
Rigor and/or 
Theoretical 

Approach (iii)  

Validity, 
Reliability and 
objectivity (iv) 

Indonesia, women, and public service specific research 
Azmi et al. (2012), academic peer reviewed full 

conference paper 
medium low low low medium low 

Generated from one research study: 
Krissetyanti et al. (2017), academic peer reviewed full 

conference paper  
Krissetyanti (2018a), academic peer reviewed journal 

paper 
Krissetyanti (2018b), academic peer reviewed full 

conference paper. 

low low medium low medium low 

Indonesia, women, and academic public service research 
Dzuhayatin and Edwards (2010), academic peer 

reviewed journal paper 
low low low low low low 

Murniati (2012), PhD thesis high high high medium high high 
Generated from one research study: 

Kholis (2014), PhD thesis 
Kholis (2012a), academic peer reviewed journal paper 
Kholis (2012b), academic peer reviewed journal paper 
Kholis (2017), academic peer reviewed full conference 

paper 

high high high medium high high 

Toyibah (2018), academic peer reviewed journal paper high high high high medium high 
Indonesia, women, and other relevant research on career opportunity or advancement 

Simorangkir (2009), PhD thesis high high high high medium high 
Shasrini and Wulandari (2017), academic peer 

reviewed full conference paper 
high medium medium medium low medium 

Nurak et al. (2018), academic peer reviewed journal 
paper 

high high high high medium high 
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Two studies indicated women’s participation in discourses that reinforced men’s perceived 
importance over women in both work and family life. For example, the first identified that women 
conformed to gender priorities of family over career (Azmi et al. 2012); the second displayed how 
women agreed with men that women’s reproductive work interfered with senior leadership capacity 
(Kholis 2012a, 2012b, 2014, 2017). Three studies asserted expectations of Indonesian women; that if 
they wanted a career, they should not let their reproductive work suffer (Shasrini and Wulandari 
2017; Nurak et al. 2018; Murniati 2012). While this double burden exists, the women who succeeded 
to senior leadership had to out-perform men in their jobs (Krissetyanti 2018a, 2018b; Krissetyanti et 
al. 2017) and exceed in their education levels and/or skills (Dzuhayatin and Edwards 2010). However, 
women’s lack of access to formal and informal mentoring and support with promotions was noted 
in three studies (Azmi et al. 2012; Krissetyanti 2018a, 2018b; Krissetyanti et al. 2017; Kholis 2012a, 
2012b, 2014, 2017). When women held lower level leadership positions, Kholis (2012a, 2012b, 2014, 
2017) noted how these women competed against each other for career advancement as opposed to 
engaging in a culture of support. 

3.4. Strategies of Women Who Have Succeeded with Career Advancement 

At the interpersonal level, the nine studies reviewed indicated workplace supports and 
strategies of women who had achieved promotion to the upper echelons, senior leadership or 
executive management. Consistently, the studies found that both career advancement and 
maintaining reputation as senior leaders required persistent efforts of the women. Two studies 
proposed that women’s educational achievements needed to surpass the educational levels of male 
counterparts to be competitive for career advancement to senior levels (Azmi et al. 2012; Shasrini and 
Wulandari 2017). Five of the studies identified how having the support of staff, particularly 
competent staff, reflected on leadership capability and opened up opportunities for further career 
advancement to more senior levels (Azmi et al. 2012; Dzuhayatin and Edwards 2010; Murniati 2012; 
Shasrini and Wulandari 2017; Krissetyanti 2018a, 2018b; Krissetyanti et al. 2017). Two of these studies 
found that the women’s interpersonal styles took on board the leadership traits of Indonesian men, 
which was perceived as necessary to gain respect as leaders (Krissetyanti 2018a, 2018b; Krissetyanti 
et al. 2017; Azmi et al. 2012). 

While support from within the workplace was important, all nine studies explained how gender 
performativity in Indonesian culture required women to manage both their productive and 
reproductive work should they want a career. Accordingly, gaining support for career advancement 
from the women’s families was important across several studies (Toyibah 2018; Nurak et al. 2018; 
Azmi et al. 2012). ‘Support from family’ often meant convincing husbands and others that that they 
would not have to alleviate the women of their reproductive burdens (Toyibah 2018). Three studies 
suggested that women from middle- and upper-class families were more likely to advance their 
careers because: (1) they could afford higher education; and (2) could afford domestic help when the 
support of close family members was not available (Dzuhayatin and Edwards 2010; Murniati 2012). 
Murniati (2012) found that women with middle- and upper-class status more easily progressed to 
senior leadership positions, often requiring job rotations to regions away from family, because paid 
domestic workers enabled women to alleviate domestic constraints to pursue their careers. 

In addition to receiving workplace and domestic support, five studies identified that successful 
Indonesian career women had a positive self-perception, aspirations for senior leadership, and a 
commitment to succeed at all odds (Toyibah 2018; Azmi et al. 2012; Krissetyanti 2018a, 2018b; 
Krissetyanti et al. 2017; Dzuhayatin and Edwards 2010; Murniati 2012). Six studies stated that women 
either lacked confidence or did not have sufficient aspiration to vie for advancement to senior 
leadership (Dzuhayatin and Edwards 2010; Azmi et al. 2012; Kholis 2012a, 2012b, 2014, 2017; Murniati 
2012; Shasrini and Wulandari 2017; Simorangkir 2009). However, two of these studies argued that 
women were more likely to deny their ambition when unsuccessful in their career advancement, and 
ultimately become resigned to the gender inequality (Simorangkir 2009; Shasrini and Wulandari 
2017). It appeared from four studies that women’s denial of ambition or resignation was often soured 
by sabotage, such as when women were assigned low prestige projects (Azmi et al. 2012), allocated 
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heavy workloads (Kholis 2012a, 2012b, 2014, 2017), excluded from key networks (Kholis 2012a, 2012b, 
2014, 2017), received few opportunities to showcase their leadership capacity (Simorangkir 2009), or 
by being assigned to a location that offered no career advancement (Nurak et al. 2018). 

3.5. Strategies and Interventions to Support Women’s Career Advancement 

Three macro interventions aimed to increase women’s career advancement to upper echelons, 
senior leadership or executive management were identified across the studies. These included equal 
opportunity policies (Azmi et al. 2012), workplace policies in support of flexible working 
arrangements for women (Azmi et al. 2012), and merit-based appointments in Indonesia’s public 
service (Krissetyanti 2018a, 2018b; Krissetyanti et al. 2017; Kholis 2012a, 2012b, 2014, 2017). 
Krissetyanti et al. (2017) found, despite the decree of merit-based civil service appointments in 
Indonesia, that dominant patriarchal practices compelled the relatively few women who succeeded 
in career advancement to co-participate with men in discrimination towards women. While 
Indonesia’s civil service system has made progress in gender responsive policy, barriers for women’s 
advancement have remained deeply entrenched and policy implementation is limited. 

There were no micro-interventions or meso-programs identified in the literature specific to 
supporting women’s senior level career advancement in Indonesia. Despite this, the studies reviewed 
proposed several recommendations. Four studies proposed the development of stronger support 
networks among women, such as informal networking groups, identifying successful senior echelon 
public servants to mentor women aspiring to upper level careers, and formal career coaching 
(Dzuhayatin and Edwards 2010; Kholis 2012a, 2012b, 2014, 2017; Azmi et al. 2012; Murniati 2012). At 
the simplest level, Krissetyanti (2018a) suggested that women need support to develop positive self-
image to overcome lack of confidence and resignation to the gender status quo. Secondly, Dzuhayatin 
and Edwards (2010) argued that women need assistance to identify career pathways and locate 
promotional opportunities. 

4. Discussion 

Two studies (Azmi et al. 2012; Krissetyanti 2018a, 2018b; Krissetyanti et al. 2017) were located 
that specifically focused on women’s careers in Indonesia’s public service. Little could be garnered 
from these two studies; hence, the scope of the current review was extended to include relevant 
articles on Indonesia’s academic public service. Private sector research enabled socio-cultural aspects 
impeding women’s career advancement to senior public service positions to be observed. 

The studies reviewed consistently depicted male domination of Indonesia’s upper echelons, 
senior leadership, or executive management. These groups of men are tasked with deciding on 
appointments of others to senior positions; male leaders are known to favor the appointment of other 
men (Krissetyanti 2018a, 2018b; Krissetyanti et al. 2017). Women in senior positions are, likewise, 
reported to favor male leadership (Krissetyanti 2018a, 2018b; Krissetyanti et al. 2017). Paradoxically, 
individuals become subsumed by discourse and they may concomitantly participate in it (McLaren 
2016). In the case of both men and women favoring male leadership, their participation in homo-
sociability reinforces appointment of mostly men to Indonesia’s upper level employment. This is to 
the detriment of merit-based appointments and other strategies aiming to improve women’s 
promotional opportunities and representation in upper echelons. What can be said about women’s 
career advancement to the upper echelon ranks of Indonesia’s public service, therefore, is that 
entrenched structures continue to disadvantage women irrespective of policies attempting to address 
them. Merit-based selections in Indonesia remain hampered by favoritism towards men as leaders 
and discrimination towards women with reproductive responsibilities. The barriers for women 
seeking advancement to senior roles is consistent with studies internationally, where combinations 
of both visible and invisible barriers persist (Xiang and Ingram 2017; Wesarat and Mathew 2017; 
Ndebele 2018; Amponsaa-Asenso 2018; Chitsamatanga et al. 2018). 

In terms of strategies used by Indonesian women to advance their careers to senior levels, it 
appeared that ‘work’ to marshal career support was deemed an individual responsibility. The 
inequity, here, is that women are expected to make choices between career and family, whereas men 
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are not (Krissetyanti 2018a, 2018b; Krissetyanti et al. 2017). Gender discourses compel women to 
sustain their reproductive work while engaging in productive work and in seeking career 
advancement (Nawaz and McLaren 2016). Negotiating this double burden is evident across the 
studies. It includes women’s negotiations with family, selection panels, and others, involving 
promises that career advancement would not domestically burden others (specifically men) (Azmi et 
al. 2012; Kholis 2012a, 2012b, 2014, 2017; Nurak et al. 2018; Toyibah 2018; Murniati 2012). For modern 
Indonesian Muslim women, this means embracing traditions of domesticity irrespective of the 
women’s future career directions. While work-life balance may be easier for women in the upper 
echelons as they can afford paid domestic help (Murniati 2012), getting to the top is more difficult for 
women who are not from traditional middle- or upper-class families. It appears that many Indonesian 
women give up the fight and resign themselves to their lower level work. 

5. Conclusions 

The World Bank (2018, iii) report on women’s representation in Indonesia’s public service made 
a series of recommendations for increasing women’s representation, especially in the senior echelon 
ranks. This included: encouraging more women graduates to apply for the public service; engaging 
high-level dialogues aimed at implementing solutions to a ‘gender-based promotion penalty’ 
affecting women’s career advancement; and a leadership career mentoring program focused on 
pairing lower level women public servants with successful women leaders. However, the World Bank 
(2018) report cites no evidence that these actions will actually lead to increases women’s promotional 
opportunities and representation in the Indonesian public service upper echelons. The studies in this 
review (Dzuhayatin and Edwards 2010; Kholis 2012a, 2012b, 2014, 2017; Azmi et al. 2012; Murniati 
2012) suggest a promise in support schemes aimed at women’s advancement, such as peer mentoring 
and career coaching, but provide no evidence of potential effectiveness for the Indonesian context is 
not available as such schemes do not appear to exist. Further research and project work on the best 
designs for mobilizing Indonesian women’s advancement to the upper echelons is required. 
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