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Abstract. In Indonesia, the formal presence of women in village 

deliberative forums has grown, yet being represented or attending meetings 

does not necessarily give women influence over collective decisions. This 

narrative literature review examines why women’s participation may remain 

symbolic and how community empowerment can support a shift toward 

meaningful influence. Thirty-two sources were drawn from international 

databases (Scopus, Google Scholar, ScienceDirect, Wiley, SpringerLink, 

and Taylor & Francis Online) and Indonesian indexes (SINTA and Garuda) 

and retained after relevance screening and full-text verification. The analysis 

drew on two lenses: Psychological Empowerment Theory and the ladder of 

citizen participation developed by Arnstein. The findings show that 

meaningful participation is limited by personal and structural conditions that 

operate together. For individual women, perceived competence, 

sociopolitical understanding, access to information, and behavioral 

engagement shape women’s capacity to use participatory spaces. Within 

communities, formal access can coexist with elite-controlled agendas, 

unequal deliberative norms, and weak mechanisms for translating women’s 

input into decisions. Capacity-building alone is therefore insufficient. A 

two-pathway community empowerment model is proposed: sustained 

development of psychological empowerment must be accompanied by 

institutional changes that increase women’s influence over agendas, 

deliberation, and decisions. The paper contributes a community-

psychological explanation of why increasing participation does not 

automatically produce empowerment. 
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1 Introduction 

Community empowerment is concerned not simply with involving residents in programmes 

but with expanding their capacity to shape the conditions that affect their lives. Community 

psychologists describe empowerment as operating across multiple levels, enabling 

individuals to gain control, competence, and opportunities for collective action in their social 

and institutional settings (Perkins & Zimmerman, 1995; Rappaport, 1987; Zimmerman, 

1995). This orientation is particularly important for gender-responsive development because 

women may be formally included in community institutions while remaining weakly 

positioned to influence decisions. A numerical increase in participation can therefore coexist 

with limited substantive power. Feminist empowerment scholarship similarly treats 



 

empowerment as a process of challenging unequal power relations rather than merely 

extending access to services or resources (Batliwala, 1994; Rowlands, 1997). 

The distinction between presence and influence is central to this problem. Arnstein (1969) 

argued that citizen participation should be assessed according to the extent of power 

redistributed to citizens rather than the mere existence of participatory procedures. Her ladder 

separates forms of nonparticipation from tokenistic arrangements and from arrangements in 

which citizens hold real power. Although it originated in another policy context, the 

framework remains useful for analysing contemporary participatory arrangements because it 

directs attention to who can shape agendas, deliberation, and outcomes. Later scholarship on 

the ladder likewise argues that its central concern with the distribution of power remains 

useful for analysing public engagement beyond its original setting (Lauria & Slotterback, 

2020). In gender and development scholarship, empowerment similarly concerns women’s 

capacity to exercise meaningful choice and agency rather than simply gaining access to 

resources or programmes (Kabeer, 1999; Mosedale, 2005). 

The issue is highly relevant in Indonesia. Under the Village Law, Musyawarah Desa was 

created as a space in which the village government, the Village Consultative Body, and 

community representatives jointly deliberate on strategic village affairs. The legal framework 

has subsequently evolved. The 2024 amendment to the Village Law requires democratic 

recruitment of Village Consultative Body members while taking into account 30% women’s 

representation, strengthening the formal basis for women’s presence in village decision-

making (Republik Indonesia, 2024). Indonesia has also maintained a national gender-

mainstreaming mandate through Presidential Instruction No. 9 of 2000 (Republik Indonesia, 

2000). These provisions demonstrate that the problem is no longer adequately described as a 

complete absence of formal access. Government programmes have also moved toward 

gender-responsive village models, including the national model of women-friendly and child-

caring villages (DRPPA) promoted by the Ministry of Women’s Empowerment and Child 

Protection (Kementerian Pemberdayaan Perempuan dan Perlindungan Anak Republik 

Indonesia, 2023). 

Inclusion on paper, however, is no assurance of real influence. Recent studies of 

governance in Indonesian villages indicate that participatory village meetings may remain 

elite-dominated and may not consistently strengthen accountability between residents and 

local decision-makers (Haryanto et al., 2025). Syukri (2022, 2023) similarly argues that 

participatory village governance has often been channelled toward economic and 

infrastructural development without sufficiently transforming underlying gender relations. 

Research focused more directly on women shows that gendered divisions of leadership and 

decision-making persist even where women are active in local organisations and economic 

activities (Amandaria et al., 2026). At the same time, women can exercise meaningful 

influence through less visible routes. Indriyany et al. (2025) document female brokers who 

help other villagers navigate public services, while Diprose (2023) demonstrates how 

empowerment-oriented civil society organisations can broker knowledge, organisational 

resources, spaces of influence, and supportive networks for rural women. 

Taken together, this evidence implies that the limited influence of women is neither 

simply a shortfall in individual capacity nor solely an institutional failure. Psychological 

empowerment theory provides one explanation for the individual and behavioural side of 

participation. Zimmerman (1995) distinguishes three components of psychological 

empowerment—intrapersonal, interactional, and behavioural—which together make it 

possible to analyse perceived competence and control, understanding of the sociopolitical 

environment, and actions undertaken to influence that environment. At the same time, 

participation is shaped by whether community institutions provide genuine opportunities to 

exercise such capacity. The interaction between these conditions is consistent with broader 



 

community-psychological work emphasising that empowerment develops through 

relationships and contexts rather than through individual attributes alone (Christens, 2012). 

Studies on this topic in Indonesian villages nevertheless remain scattered, each addressing a 

separate aspect of how women take part and gain power. One line of work focuses on the 

political involvement and representation of women in village regulation and deliberation, 

including the institutional arrangements intended to facilitate women’s involvement in 

village deliberation (Purwanti & Setiawan, 2020). Other research has examined participatory 

village governance primarily from the perspective of gender policy and institutional 

arrangements, showing that participatory governance policies have not necessarily 

transformed underlying gender relations or expanded attention to gender inequality in village 

development (Syukri, 2023). A third strand, centred on empowerment, traces how women 

come to exert leverage over local powerholders, including through access to knowledge, 

organisational resources, networks, and negotiated spaces for participation (Diprose, 2023). 

Taken together, these studies indicate that women’s participation, institutional arrangements, 

and empowerment have been examined through related but not fully integrated analytical 

lenses. 

This review addresses this gap by bringing the psychological and institutional dimensions 

together. It asks: (1) why does women’s formal participation in Indonesian village decision-

making not consistently translate into substantive influence; (2) how do Psychological 

Empowerment Theory and Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation help explain this gap; 

and (3) what community empowerment model can connect women’s psychological capacity 

with institutional conditions for meaningful participation? The paper argues that meaningful 

participation is best understood as an interaction between women’s psychological capacity 

and the quality of participatory structures. 

 

2 Method 

A Narrative Literature Review (NLR) design was adopted to integrate findings concerning 

psychological empowerment, the participation of women, and collective decision-making in 

Indonesian villages. This design suited a body of work that crosses several fields—village 

governance, Indonesian policy, community psychology, and gender and development 

studies—and that therefore calls for interpretive integration across different types of evidence 

rather than statistical aggregation. Narrative reviews are well suited to wide-ranging 

conceptual inquiry and to evidence produced by varied methods; their rigour, however, rests 

on transparent searching, explicit selection principles, and reasoned synthesis (Baumeister & 

Leary, 1997; Ferrari, 2015; Green et al., 2006; Sukhera, 2022). 

Eight databases were searched: Scopus and Google Scholar as general indexes; 

ScienceDirect, SpringerLink, Wiley Online Library, and Taylor & Francis Online as 

publisher platforms; and SINTA and Garuda as Indonesian national indexes. Search strings 

combined terms relating to women, participation, village governance, community 

empowerment, psychological empowerment, Musyawarah Desa, and citizen participation. 

Peer-reviewed studies appearing from 2015 to 2025 received priority, whereas older seminal 

works were kept whenever they were needed to define the theoretical constructs. The final 

analytical corpus comprised 32 sources. The corpus included peer-reviewed empirical 

studies, foundational theoretical publications, Indonesian regulations, and selected 

institutional reports directly relevant to the research questions. 

Selection proceeded through four practical stages: identifying potentially relevant 

records, screening titles and abstracts for relevance, assessing full texts, and confirming 



 

inclusion against the study criteria. Sources were included when they explicitly addressed 

women’s participation or empowerment, community or village governance, participatory 

decision-making, or the theoretical frameworks used in the analysis. Sources were excluded 

when they focused exclusively on domestic participation, lacked a traceable original source, 

or did not provide a substantive connection to community decision-making. Since the review 

followed a narrative design and was not registered as a systematic review, no PRISMA-style 

retrieval count is reported; the manuscript instead reports the final corpus and the principles 

used to construct it. 

Each empirical claim was checked against the original article or institutional document 

where available. Review quality and reporting were guided by SANRA, the Scale for the 

Assessment of Narrative Review Articles (Baethge et al., 2019), with attention to the clarity 

of the research question, transparency of the search strategy, appropriate referencing, and 

strength of scientific reasoning. SANRA served as a reporting guide rather than as a tool for 

appraising bias in individual studies. Analysis proceeded through thematic coding of three 

linked domains: psychological empowerment, quality of participation, and decision-making 

influence. The synthesis then mapped these domains across three analytical levels—

individual capacity, community interaction, and institutional decision-making—and 

interpreted the resulting patterns through Psychological Empowerment Theory and 

Arnstein’s Ladder. 

The review does not claim statistical generalisability to all Indonesian villages. The 

evidence base contains geographically and institutionally diverse studies, including case-

based research, and the synthesis therefore identifies recurring mechanisms and propositions 

rather than estimating national prevalence. This limitation is particularly important when 

interpreting statements about tokenism: the review treats consultation and placation as 

analytical patterns that recur in the literature, not as a uniform classification of every 

Musyawarah Desa. 

3 Results and discussion 

The synthesis points to a consistent tension between formal inclusion and substantive 

influence. The Indonesian policy environment has progressively expanded the institutional 

basis for participation. Musyawarah Desa is legally recognised as a forum for deliberating 

strategic village matters, while the 2024 amendment reinforces the presence of women in the 

Village Consultative Body by setting a 30% representation provision (Republik Indonesia, 

2024). The national gender-mainstreaming framework further establishes gender equality as 

a cross-cutting responsibility in development planning (Republik Indonesia, 2000). These 

developments matter because they reduce the plausibility of explaining women’s exclusion 

solely as a lack of formal opportunity. 

However, institutional access is only the first condition of participation. Haryanto et al. 

(2025), drawing on village meetings across Indonesia, found that deliberative forums can 

remain irregular and elite-dominated, although more egalitarian and responsive villages can 

produce more active participation. Syukri (2022) similarly shows that participatory village 

governance can reproduce hierarchical forms of authority, while Syukri (2023) finds that 

gender policy within the new participatory village governance framework has been more 

strongly connected to developmental priorities than to transforming traditional gender 

structures. The implication is not that village deliberation is inherently ineffective, but that 

its democratic potential depends on the surrounding distribution of power. 

From Arnstein’s perspective, this distinction is critical. A woman may receive 

information, be invited to a meeting, or be asked for an opinion without gaining meaningful 

control over the decision. The reviewed Indonesian evidence is therefore more consistent 

with the intermediate, tokenistic rungs of Arnstein’s ladder, notably consultation and 

placation, than with the upper rungs at which citizens hold real power. Amandaria et al. 



 

(2026) provide a useful illustration: in Ampekale Village, women were active in local 

economic organisations and community activities, whereas leadership roles and decisions 

about infrastructure stayed largely in men’s hands. This pattern suggests that limits on the 

involvement of women do not stem only from ability or motivation; it is also structured by 

which domains of community decision-making are socially recognised as legitimate arenas 

for women’s influence. 

This finding shifts the problem away from securing the presence of women in deliberative 

forums and toward transforming what occurs once they are present. Meaningful participation 

requires that women can influence the formulation of agendas, the substance of deliberation, 

the prioritisation of alternatives, and the decisions that are eventually adopted. In other words, 

attendance is an access indicator, whereas influence is an empowerment indicator. This 

distinction is in line with Kabeer (1999), who ties empowerment to agency and to women’s 

capacity to exercise strategic choice, and with Cornwall (2016), who criticises development 

interventions for framing empowerment as a uniform programme result instead of a journey 

that women themselves navigate. 

Psychological Empowerment Theory helps explain why formal participation does not 

automatically become influence. The intrapersonal component concerns perceived 

competence, control, and confidence in one’s capacity to affect sociopolitical environments. 

In a village forum where leadership is culturally coded as male, women may enter the forum 

without experiencing themselves as legitimate decision-makers. This does not mean that 

women inherently lack confidence. Rather, confidence and perceived control are shaped by 

prior experiences, social expectations, and opportunities to exercise agency. The literature on 

women’s empowerment likewise warns against treating agency as an individual 

psychological trait detached from power relations (Kabeer, 1999; Mosedale, 2005). 

The interactional component is equally important. Psychological empowerment involves 

understanding the social and political environment: knowing how decisions are made, 

identifying influential actors, accessing relevant information, and recognising opportunities 

for action (Zimmerman, 1995). Indriyany et al. (2025) provide a particularly revealing 

Indonesian example. Female brokers develop practical knowledge of public services and 

networks through helping other women navigate village institutions. Their influence exists, 

but often outside the formal deliberative arena. This suggests that women may possess 

substantial interactional competence while still lacking institutional channels through which 

that competence can shape collective decisions. 

The behavioural component concerns participation in actions that seek to influence the 

community. Here, the evidence suggests a feedback problem. Where women hold little 

information and occupy marginal positions in decision-making networks, they may engage 

less assertively; limited opportunities to exercise influence then provide fewer experiences 

through which perceived control and competence can develop. Conversely, repeated 

opportunities to organise, speak, negotiate, and observe that one’s actions have consequences 

can strengthen empowerment. This interpretation is consistent with community-

psychological scholarship that treats empowerment as a process embedded in social 

relationships rather than an individual possession (Perkins & Zimmerman, 1995; Christens, 

2012). 

The combined evidence therefore points to a two-sided mechanism. Psychological 

empowerment can increase women’s readiness and capacity to use participatory spaces, but 

its effects are constrained when those spaces remain structurally unequal. Conversely, 

institutional reforms can create access without producing influence if women lack 

information, confidence, networks, or opportunities to act. This is why capacity-building 

programmes that rely primarily on short-term training are unlikely to be sufficient. Cornwall 

(2016) emphasises the importance of sustained pathways of empowerment, while Grabe 



 

(2012) shows that women’s empowerment is shaped by both individual agency and structural 

conditions. Diprose (2023) shows that civil society organisations can provide brokerage that 

connects marginalised women to knowledge, collective organisation, influential actors, and 

spaces of decision-making. 

The role of brokerage is particularly relevant for community empowerment practice. This 

interpretation is also consistent with evidence that participation is unlikely to become 

empowering when institutional arrangements do not provide participants with meaningful 

opportunities to challenge unresponsive structures (Wallerstein, 2006). Diprose (2023) shows 

that empowerment-oriented civil society organisations can operate across scales: 

strengthening the organisational base of marginalised groups, creating spaces in which 

women can influence powerholders, and building networks and coalitions. The implication 

for village-level practice is that external facilitators should not merely act as proxies who 

voice concerns on behalf of women. Their role is better understood as temporary institutional 

scaffolding that helps women build their own organisational and relational power. Over time, 

brokerage should increase women’s direct capacity to navigate and reshape decision-making 

institutions rather than create a permanent intermediary dependency. 

The evidence from Indonesia also suggests that informal influence should not be 

dismissed because it occurs outside formal forums. Indriyany et al. (2025) show that female 

brokers can mediate access to public services and connect ordinary women to village 

institutions. Such practices demonstrate agency and social competence, but they do not 

automatically alter formal resource allocation or collective priorities. The community 

empowerment challenge is therefore to create pathways through which existing informal 

capacities can be translated into legitimate formal participation. This is a more realistic 

proposition than assuming that women must first attain empowerment in some abstract sense 

before entering public decision-making. 

Cross-context evidence provides a useful, but bounded, comparison. Francis and Niumai 

(2021) found that participation in Kudumbashree in Kerala could increase women’s 

confidence and social visibility and create pathways into local political institutions, while 

patriarchal norms continued to constrain political equality. The case is not a model to be 

transplanted mechanically to Indonesia. Its analytical value lies in demonstrating that 

collective organisations can simultaneously strengthen psychological capacities and open 

institutional pathways, while also showing that structural gender norms may persist. The 

lesson is therefore about mechanism rather than replication. 

On the basis of the synthesis, the paper proposes a two-pathway community 

empowerment model. Pathway A is psychological: sustained processes strengthen 

intrapersonal, interactional, and behavioural empowerment through repeated opportunities 

for learning, deliberation, collective organising, negotiation, and reflection. Pathway B is 

institutional: community governance reforms make participation consequential by widening 

agenda-setting opportunities, improving deliberative procedures, making the response to 

women’s proposals visible, and establishing accountability for how community inputs are 

translated into decisions. The two pathways are mutually reinforcing. Psychological capacity 

without institutional opportunity risks producing confident participants whose proposals 

remain peripheral; institutional access without psychological and relational capacity risks 

producing formally represented but weakly influential participants. 

The model also changes how empowerment outcomes should be evaluated. Counting the 

number of women attending Musyawarah Desa is useful as an access measure but insufficient 

as an empowerment outcome. More meaningful indicators include whether women can 

introduce agenda items, whether their proposals enter deliberation, whether they can question 

or negotiate alternatives, whether decision-makers provide reasons for accepting or rejecting 

proposals, and whether women’s priorities are reflected in final plans and resource 



 

allocations. Such indicators move evaluation from representation to influence and are more 

consistent with both psychological empowerment and Arnstein’s emphasis on the 

distribution of decision-making power. 

At the practice level, four implications follow. First, capacity development should be 

continuous and linked to real decision-making opportunities rather than delivered as isolated 

training. Second, facilitators should strengthen women’s access to information, networks, 

and procedural knowledge so that interactional empowerment becomes usable in actual 

forums. Third, village institutions should make the route from participation to decision 

explicit through agenda-setting mechanisms, deliberative rules, feedback, and accountability. 

Fourth, community organisations and civil society actors can provide brokerage where 

structural barriers are high, but brokerage should be designed to build durable local power 

rather than substitute for it. These measures operationalise the central proposition that 

meaningful participation requires both empowered participants and empowering institutions. 

The synthesis should nevertheless be interpreted cautiously. The literature is uneven 

across regions and uses different definitions of participation, empowerment, and influence. 

The narrative design also allows interpretive judgement in selecting and connecting evidence. 

Accordingly, the model is offered as a proposition derived from theory, not as an empirically 

verified causal account. Subsequent studies could examine it using mixed-method and 

longitudinal designs, for example by measuring psychological empowerment before and after 

sustained community interventions and tracking whether women’s proposals are 

subsequently reflected in village agendas, deliberation, and resource decisions. 

4 Conclusion and implications 

This review argues that the central challenge in women’s participation in Indonesian village 

governance is no longer only whether women are permitted to participate, but whether 

participation gives them meaningful influence. The formal architecture for inclusion has 

expanded, including gender mainstreaming and the strengthened representation requirement 

in the Village Consultative Body. Yet the reviewed evidence indicates that participatory 

spaces can remain shaped by unequal norms, elite control, and weak mechanisms for 

converting women’s input into decisions. 

Psychological Empowerment Theory explains the individual and behavioural conditions 

that enable women to use participatory spaces: perceived competence and control, 

understanding of the sociopolitical environment, and action. Arnstein’s Ladder adds the 

structural question of how much power participants actually receive. Read together, the two 

lenses suggest that meaningful participation emerges when psychological capacity and 

institutional opportunity reinforce each other. This is the principal community-psychological 

contribution of the review. 

The proposed two-pathway model therefore shifts the focus of community empowerment 

from attendance to influence. Strengthening women’s confidence, knowledge, networks, and 

behavioural engagement is necessary but insufficient when decision-making structures 

remain closed or tokenistic. Conversely, opening formal spaces without changing women’s 

capacity to use them can produce representation without substantive power. Community 

empowerment practice should consequently measure not only who participates, but whose 

concerns shape agendas, deliberation, and final decisions. 

The paper does not claim that this model explains every village or that the current 

evidence establishes causal effects. Rather, it offers a theoretically grounded synthesis that 

can guide future empirical testing. Its practical value lies in connecting a psychological 

question—how women develop the capacity to act—with a community question—whether 

the social and institutional environment allows that capacity to matter. 
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