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Gender and the environment: a survey in the 
manufacturing of machine-parts sector in 
Indonesia and China 

Executive Summary 

Background 

“Sustaining Competitive and Responsible Enterprises” (SCORE) is the title of a 
project of the International Labour Organization (ILO) dealing with sustainable 
enterprises to pursue decent work in seven developing countries. The project deals 
mainly with the provision of business services and the delivery of training in five areas, 
including occupational safety and health, human resource management, and 
environmental management.  

The approach which has been chosen in this research activity is that of occupational 
safety and health (OSH) and environmental protection. Preventing work-related 
accidents and encouraging safe work practices have the dual positive effect of protecting 
workers’ health as well as the environment. Occupational injuries and deaths have a 
negative impact on productivity as well as on social and economic development. The 
International Labour Organization has adopted several legal instruments for the 
promotion of a safe and healthy work environment.  

The international literature on female workers, occupational safety and health, and 
environmental protection is scarce. Starting from available data on both fatal and non-
fatal injuries by gender in the manufacturing sector, it appears that in both developing 
and developed countries men experience more injuries than women. The occupational 
safety and health risks to male employees are better known because traditionally the 
focus has been on dangerous jobs in sectors where men were a large majority. However, 
the increasing proportion of women in the global workforce over the past few decades 
has raised attention to gender-related questions on the different effects of work-related 
risks on men and women. 

Over the past four decades, researchers have conducted extensive work on the 
conceptualization and measurement of personal environmental concern. Evidence shows 
that women have greater commitment to environmentalism relative to men. Research 
suggests that general gender-based environmental behaviours exist cross-culturally and at 
every age. 

Willingness to contribute to the environment which is stronger in women is 
especially useful in situations where it is very expensive to set up an enforcement system 
for environmental protection. As a consequence, voluntary compliance lowers the cost of 
operations.  

Objective 

The main objective of the research activity described herein is to shed light on the 
conditions of female employees as compared to their male colleagues in terms of 
environmental tasks assigned, injuries suffered and accidents linked to machines which 
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may be hard to use particularly for female workers. The countries which have been 
chosen for this investigation are China and Indonesia, and the sector which the research 
focuses on is manufacturing of machine parts. 

Three research questions have been addressed using data obtained through a survey 
of 100 employees from 10 firms per country which participated in the SCORE project. 
The surveys were carried out in September 2011. The research questions are listed 
below. 

Findings 

Are women exposed to greater occupational safety and health risks than men? 

Occupational safety and health risks for both men and women have been measured 
through injuries suffered over the past 3 years. Following the ILO Convention and 
Recommendation concerning Benefits in the Case of Employment Injury, No. 121, 
adopted in 1964, employment injuries can be defined as all injuries resulting from 
accidents arising out of or in the course of employment (industrial accidents and 
commuting accidents) and all occupational diseases. 

It can be concluded that in the Indonesian surveyed firms women employees are 
more exposed to occupational safety and health risks than men. The situation is worse for 
women who are under 30, who are workers, and employed either in the "automotive 
components (electrical and similar)" sub-sector or in the "press metal for automotive 
components and similar" one. 

Findings on China differ considerably from those on Indonesia. Women working in 
the manufacturing of machine-parts sector in China are not more exposed to occupational 
safety and health risks than men. It can be added that the overall low number of injuries 
leads to the conclusion that for all employees, occupational safety and health risks are not 
high. It is however to be noted that interviewed employees were selected by companies 
and they could be those who have not experienced many injuries. Moreover, one cannot 
exclude that the different cultures may determine a higher degree of openness of 
Indonesian interviewees as compared to Chinese ones in revealing what could cause 
problems with their employers. 

Is machinery/equipment adjusted to women? 

This question has been addressed by considering the number of accidents due to a 
machine/equipment which is hard to use for a worker. Following the ILO Convention 
and Recommendation concerning Benefits in the Case of Employment Injury, No. 121, 
both adopted in 1964, Work accidents can be defined as accidents occurring at or in the 
course of work which may result in death, personal injury or disease. Accidents may 
have a negative impact on the environment and this is why they are being considered in 
this research. If they are caused by machines and/or equipment which are hard to use, in 
particular for a female worker, a direct link between gender and the environment can be 
established. 

It is not possible to conclude that machines or equipment are not adjusted to women 
workers in Indonesia. Accidents due to a machine/equipment which are hard to use for a 
worker do happen, but they concern more male employees than female ones. This could 
be due to the small size of men which could make machinery difficult for them to use. 
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One issue which clearly emerges from the survey in Indonesia is that out of the 100 
employees who have been interviewed, only a woman working on human resource 
development has received training on use of equipment, safety procedures, and risk 
aspects of her occupation, and none have benefited from any training on handling of 
chemicals and dangerous air and water emissions. The provision of adequate training 
could improve the situation both in terms of injuries which could be due to poor safety 
equipment and procedures, and in terms of preventing accidents caused by 
machines/equipment which are hard to use for workers, both men and women alike. 

Findings on China are similar to those on Indonesia, in that it cannot be concluded 
that machines/equipment are not adjusted to female workers. Accidents due to a 
machine/equipment which is hard to use for a worker do happen, but they concern more 
male employees than female ones. 

Unlike in the case of the surveyed employees in Indonesia, the large majority of 
interviewees in China have received training both on use of equipment, safety 
procedures, and risks aspects of their occupations, and on handling of chemicals and 
dangerous air and water emissions. However, available data does not allow any firm 
conclusion to be drawn about the impact of training. If we compare data on injuries and 
witnessed accidents in China to those on Indonesia, it is likely, but not supported by 
concrete evidence, that training strongly contributed to lower numbers. Stricter rules and 
regulations could be another factor accounting for the better performance of Chinese 
companies compared to Indonesian ones in this regard. 

Are women assigned more housekeeping tasks and environmental protection measures 
than men in firms? 

In order to measure housekeeping tasks and environmental protection measures, 
several options were proposed to interviewees. These include being in charge of 
cleaning, maintenance of machines, waste collection and disposal, security control, noise 
level control, receiving complaints from outside and inside the company on 
environmental or health issues, transport, storing, labelling, and specific production task. 
Interviewees were also given the option of adding any other specific environmental task. 

Neither male nor female Indonesian interviewees have received any training on the 
environmental impacts of their jobs. The lack of general awareness of the fact that every 
job has some environmental impact has resulted in answers which offer scarce 
information to properly address this research question. The information available is very 
scarce and does not allow any firm conclusion to be drawn. 

Chinese interviewees seem to have a better understanding of the type of 
environmental tasks that their jobs entail. There is a striking difference in the range and 
variety of environmental tasks performed by men as opposed to those performed by 
women. Female interviewees are certainly fewer than their male counterparts, but they 
selected only 4 types of environmental tasks as opposed to the 9 (more than double) 
which have been chosen by men. If we then consider the specific content of the tasks 
selected, women tend to be relegated to low-level jobs. For instance, although in the 
chosen sample women number one third of the sample size, they have opted for cleaning 
tasks 30 times, whereas men have chosen that option 37 times. Unlike women, a large 
share of men seem to be in management positions with environmental tasks having a 
direct impact on the environmental behaviour of other colleagues. Clearly, since they 
have more influential jobs, men have a much more important role to play than women in 
environmental protection. 
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What the findings of the present research indicate is that even if women are better 
than men in the implementation of environmental protection measures, they are denied a 
chance to show it, because they are absolutely under-represented in management 
positions, and it is by being in top-management jobs that one can make a difference in 
environmental protection. This result has direct implications in terms of missed 
opportunities in productivity gains. If women were in management positions, the 
international literature suggests that enforcing environmental management systems 
would cost less thanks to the higher degree of women's voluntary compliance. 

Recommendations 

For China, a major issue is the promotion of career progression for women. The 
advancement of women in management positions would certainly improve the 
performance of Chinese companies in the area of environmental protection, and would 
entail productivity gains and lower costs.  

A striking result of the survey in Indonesia is that there is a remarkable difference 
between injuries and accidents reported by firms and those suffered and witnessed by 
employees. Regardless of the explanation, what really matters is that top management 
should be at least aware of the real situation as well as of the remedies which can be 
adopted. 

Training on occupational safety and health (OSH) standards is a key priority to 
improve the working conditions of employees in Indonesian enterprises. Training should 
target specific groups who suffer more injuries and accidents than others, in particular 
women. 

For both countries, it is strongly recommended to undertake another survey based 
on the same questionnaire on an annual basis, especially after training courses have been 
organised in Indonesia.  

 


