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aspirations for a better fumre for their yrgﬁession —"

Engineers. Maloysio JEM WE) conducted o sumey of

Wwormen engineers to find out how they =e themssves
in the futume. Motters of mojor concem indude profesioncl
growth  ond  occomplishments.  comer  odvancement
prospects. work on dlife issues important to comercommitted
mothers findng o suitoble bolonce betwesn work and life os
wiell os pofic potionin decision-rnoking.

Thes= issues dre very ol espedaly os the country enters
the findl leg of its joumey towarcs ochiendng Yision 2000 os o
denveloped highly competiive and highincome economy.

At the some fime, liberdlisofion of the sndces ssctorin
the country ond ocross the ASEAN mgion. brings with it fresh
chollenges even dsit mepresents o new end of opportunifies for
enginesing ond rel ated industhies.
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Othmon, I Dr Lecng Wo Yie. Puon Amno=ohirg Amin
Dr Hokiboh @ Morehon Hoj Horen, Ir June Lo Yuk Mo, Puan
Rena's Adz Ahmod Ir Jomoiotul Loil o bint Moh d dois. Ir Woh
Siew Kign. Ir. Kholidoh Horon, Prof. S Horwo Hornzoh and I
Bodrich binfi lshok.

Recenﬂ}n the Women Enginesr Section of Institufion of

How do women ehgineers see themselves five years
and more down the road?

Ir. Dr leong fesls that women fodoy are keen o toke up
chaollenging work thotwill benchmork thermin mole-dominoted
fizlck.

Ther omre dso new enginesing dscplines thot mouins
precise. citical thinking ond ane best suited for women. These
indude softwomre enginesing. mutimedo engneeing ond
no notechnology.

Ir. Hojoh Mor Asoh soid encineenn g-bosed industies hove
esenficlly been defned and dominoted by men. o women
enginesrs or vosly under-represented in ol ospects of the
enginesing industry. She soi dwormen engineers tend to leove
their jobs much eadier thon men ond this is usuclly due to
dfficulty inboloncing pesconal ond professional espond bilities.

With greater knowledge for exploing ond ochiesdng
sustoinobility  oevelopment in Moloysior Ms. Amnozohino
sEes on inferssting futue oheod for women enginesrs whils
Dr Hokiboh expects things to get bether os maone wormen e
curenfly leades in their orgonisofions. The only theof thot Dr
Hokiboh sses wil only "come from the women themsshves due
to competitiveness and perhops the noture of women™.



Ir. Lau is not expecting any drastic change in the
enhormous support being given to women engineers at
the workplace in the next 10 years; she notes however,
that only the strong ones will continue their pursuit but
expects them to show extraordinary achievements.

Ir. Jama'iatul said rapid advances in enginesling
technologies as well as their wide applications and
increasing impact on so many facets of human lives
demonstrate to women engineers that this will be
an exciting field to be in. But she wamns that women
engineers will become irrelevant in their areas of expertise
if they do not keep abreast with the latest knowledge or
acquire new skills fo adapt to the changing technological
environment.

Ir. Khadlidah suggests that professional women
engineers join forces to make things better. She says:
"Be more global in your approach and be versctile.
A strategic blueprint on a more holistic approach will
positively impact women engineers.

“Instead of competing with the men, womenengineers
should learn to balance life and the environment with
engineering know-how in order to complement cne
another.”

Meanwhile, Prof. Siti Howa scid current statistics
from the country’s institutions of higher learning show
that between 35% and 80% of those in engineering
programmes are women. This is significant, as it means
that many of the "best and brightest” young Malaysians
females are considering a career in engineering.

Quoting statistics, and assuming that the national
population is 25 million, she said the country has
approximately 80,000 enginesrs in  employment
currently. This is a poor engineer to populdtion ratfio of
1:312 compared to the benchmark of 1:100 in advance
countries.

“To achieve an index comparable with those of
developed countries, Mdlaysia will need some 275,000
engineers by 2020 and 300,000 engineers by 2025
assuming a population growth of 2% annudally,” she said.

“Considering the optimistic preference of young
women for engineering study, the industry will be likely to
see d significant involvement of women engineers in the
workplace aofter 2020.”

But, she wamed that regardless of gender, dll
engineers will be facing challenges as there are always
new demands in science, engineering and technology.
Knowledge and tfeamwork are key elements in
overcoming them, she said.

“Considering the optimistic preference of young
women for engineering study, the industry will be likely to
see a significant involvement of women engineers in the
workplace after 2020.”

But, she wamed that regardless of gender, dll
engineers will be facing challenges as there are always
new demands in science, engineering and technology.
Knowledge and teamwork are key elements in
overcoming them, she said.
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“Weomen engineers don’t want to bhe promoted
just because they are women. They want fo be
accepted, challenged and rewarded on their
own merits. Women engineers are committed to
growth and self-improvement and are capable of
assuming great leadership roles.”

Datin It. Nor Asiah Othman

Ir. Badriah sees a good future for women engineers.
However, she added thatitisup to women to make what
is best for themselves as "true engineers”.

“This is easier scid than done because it all depends
on the environment. If you work in a hecdlthy office
environment where success and acknowledgement are
based on performance, then it's a bonus. If you have to
rub shoulders to get scmewhers, it can be a big problem,”
she said.

What makes a good woman engineer? What are
the challenges she will face?

For Ir. Dr Leong, good women engineers as those who
have truly excelled, not only professionally but clso as
leaders and role models. Thay are dlso able to strike a
balance between family and career.

But, she added, without family support, women
engineers will not be likely to overcome the many
difficulties they face in their career.

Ir. Lau scid good women engineers are those who
see the big picture, are wiling to do whatever it takes,
can listen well, are flexible and compassionate, can
punch through dll perceived obstacles and take the
oppertunities, who love their team, learn to lead and are
willing to take responsikility and be accountable.

Of the challenges, she scid there are many. Examples
include physical work, night work, site far from home, |
miss my kids, I'm not a full-time mum so | feel guilty, limited
career prospects (such as doing the same work for five
vears), getting bored, unfairness/biased evaluations
(such as "l do dll the work perfectly well but am not up
for promoetion™), a sense of isclation in a male-dominated
field, | can’t speak their linge, lack of women mentors or
role models, efe.

These challenges are real because “you believe they
rule you” but, she noted, “the recl challenges are often
the women themselves”.

"We have fears. At times, we lose our self-confidence
and we dislike conflicts. | tell you o fake charge and be
vourself, Talk it out and walk the talk. Find your sense of
belonging in all assignments given to you or you can
create, because you are the engineer, ” she said.

Ir. Nor Asiah said women engineers should have strong
work ethics and stay focused. They must be independent,
confident and maintain a professional affitude. They must
diso be effective as role models and leaders in their field.
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Challenges are aplenty though as women engineers face
d lot more discouragement at the workplace than men
engineers and there is the added factor of balancing
career and family.

Prof. Siti Haowa said employers look for graduates with
a broader set of skills such as those who have acquired
specified knowledge profies that make them technically
proficient engineering graduates whose education
extends to both technical and non-technical areas.

“To be competent, women engineers have to grab
opportunities and equipped themselves with skills in
commuunication, collaboration, cultural adaption, critical
thinking and problem solving as well as be innovative,”
she saidl.

“When a woman engineer has adeguate knowledge
and skills, challenges turn into pleasures. At the end of
the day, any competent engineer’s mission is fo produce
gudlity work beyond expectations.”

For Ir. Badriah, it is all about knowledge, having good
management skills and teamwork”.

She expldins: "You put a good woman engineer
anywhere and she will perform because she can make
the best out of people and yet shine in her exceptional
capabilities. She can lead when needed or follow when
there is someone better.”

The government is hoping to achieve the objective
of having women hold 30% of decision-making
posts.

Ir. Nor Asiah said: "Women engineers don’t want to be
promoted just because they are women. They want to
be accepted, challenged and rewarded on their own
merits. Women engineers are committed to growth and
self-improvement and dre capable of assuming great
leadership roles.”

The government must highlight to the public that the
enginesling professionis dll about frained problem solvers,
whether male cor female, she added. Ir. Dr Leong said the
30% quota is encouraging and, given the opporunities, it
is achievable in the engineering industry.

“IEM WE can play a leading role to actively pursue the
government’s objective and to establish a work plan or
work programme together with the various government
sectors,” suggested Ir. Lau. “IEM WE can be the main
agent 1o work together with the government and the
corporate word for the success of the engineering
incustry. Otherwise, I'd say this would be hard to achieve.”

Ir. Jarma'iatul said the crux of the matteris that decision-
making posts set aside for women must be filled by those
who have proven themselves qualified for those positions.
"It will be counter-productive to make exceptions just
to fil the quota. Women shouldn't be perceived s less
capable or weaker than men. We should strive to be just
as capable fo compete for higher posts. Ultimartely, the
best person should fill the vacant post,” she said.
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Ir. Mah thinks that while it is a good plan, it may be
a challenge to achieve the target as the current pool
of upper-middle and middle management women
enginesrs is so small compared to the percentage of men
enginesrs in the same position.

Prof. Siti Hawa dlso agreed that getting women
engineers to fill one third of decision-making positions in
the indlustry is not something that will happen scon.

" estimate this scenario may be visible in another
20 years,” she said, noting when she opted o pursue
technical education during her secondary school years,
there was only a handful of such young women in a
class of 100. She graduated in 1983 and had beenin the
enginesring incdustry for 32 years.

She added: "Theratio of women leaders in enginsering
is sfill small, probably 1:10. Hopefully, with the curent
education and training opportunities open to cll, the 30%
qguota can be achieved by year 2030 at the earliest for
the enginearing industry.”

Ir. Badrch believes that any objective can be
achieved. The question though, is wheather there are 30%
women engineers 1o fill the decision-making posts.

"We shouldnt fill up the quota just for the sake of filing
it up. Get the right people and train them properly first,”
she suggested.

Some employers hesitate to promote women to
higher positions for fear they will resign when
they become mothers.

Ir. Dr Lleong scid promotion should be based on
performance as such unnecessary fears wil only slow
down a company’s development.

She said: "Outstanding women engineers would know
how to adjust for a workdife balance. There are lots of
talented women and if the company cannot provide an
alfernative work schedule, it's going o lose these talents.”

Dr Habibah said that based on observations, working
mothers in high ranking positions have been able to cope
with the demands of home and workplace.

New mothers perhaps may sacrifice promotion
oppertunities in the beginning but later, most are willing
to make the time away from the family in order 1o excel
at the workplace. But, she admitted, some employers still
hesitate to promote women unless they can see the full
potential.

Ms. Rene’e said employers who insist on typecasting
women this way are shortchanging themselves and will
lose out simply because they refuse to give women the
opportunity to shine. “At fimes, women are their ownworst
enermy where progression of women is concerned. This is
why it is important for IEM WE to provide the necessary
support,” noted Ir. Khalidah.

"Some women will back out; itis their choice. But there
are dfill many who manage to balance their work and
family lives well. Some dlso sacrifice their personal fime for
the company, much more than even the men.”
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Ermployers should be smart in profiling their employees
and be smart enough to match job prospects with women
engineers who have great potential, she said.

As for the excuse that employers are disinclined to
promote women over concerns that they may later resign
to be fulHime mothers, Prof. Siti Hawa brushed this off as
“lame”.

*It is understood that any individual, when given the
opportunity to take up higher positions and be entrusted
with responsibilities, will deliver accordingly. If women
engineers decide to accept an offer, deliverables are the
key indicators of their performance,” she said.

“Take my word for it. Promote them and you will see
their dedication and commitment to the company. Most
of all, the company will get a loyal woman engineer.”

Ir. Badriah felt the onus was on the employer. She
cited many ways that o company can retain women
engineers in high positions without fear of them resigning.
One example is providing a créche at the workplace;
government assistance is available in the form of
incentives for companies 1o set up nurseries.

This brings us to another situation where
increased family demands may be the reason why
women slow down their career advancement.
Planning is the key, said Ir. Dr Leong. "We need to plan
for workdife balance because that won't just happen. |
think women engineers have to make fime for the things
that are important. We have fo set aside time from our
professional life as it’s not to say work can't be flexible.”

Ir. Lau said: "Be honest with yourself. Talk to your

spouse. Alternative arrangements can always be made.
A supportive spouse is the best shoulder to cry on.
She said companies can dlways work out roles to enable
women to function with par-time or flexi-time work
schedules. This will dllow work to continue while creating
a sense of belonging.

Prof. Siti Hawa said those who are able to, will want
to start a family. Eligibility of being high achievers goes
beyond their knowledge and skills. For work-ife balance,
coping with increased family demands requires good fime
management and communication with family members.
Nurturing and caring for the family, she added, should
not be left solely o the women engineers. "An extended
family and professional help will be most helpful during
household crises. The sayving that *behind every successful
main is a suppoerting woman’ appliesin reverse to women
engineers too,” she said.

Ir. Badriah agrees. She said: "You have to have a great
husband and, if you are lucky, be surrounded by pecple
who can help pull you through all circumstances.”

On gender equdlity at the workplace, Ms. Rens’'e
believes this means both women and men need to
be empowered and that both should be given the
opportunity to hold o leadership position if they are
capable of taking on such a responsikility.
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Promoting women to leadership positions purely as a show of
gender equality, whenthere are male candidates who are either
better suited or better qualified to hold the job, could backfire
and erode the credibility of wornen in leadership positions, she
added.

"In the past, women were denied the chance to lead, not
because they lacked the capabiity but because they were
women. Even though they had the qudlifications and necessary
expeliences, they weren't even dllowed 1o try because of their
gender. But foday, this is no longer the case,” she said.

Ir. Jama'iatul thinks everyone should be given access to
knowledge, equal opportunities to gain experience and skills,
upgrade oneself in acquiring higher quadlifications, paricipate
and contribute to teamwork and decision making as well as be
promoted based on merit,

“An organisation benefits if it subscribes to workplace policies
and practices free from gender biasness or discrimination,” she
saiid,

Ir. Khalidah scid: "l have been to many countries and worked
with many engineering corganisations in Malaysic. Women
engineers nesed not work hard for gender equdlity at the
workplace.

"As forleadership positions, women engineers need to earnit.
Does having women inleadership positions help? If those women
leaders are not d "pdininthe neck’, yes, it does help. But through
my own experience, both women and men are equally fair if
they are professional and objective.

"Be excellentin character and performance as anindividual.
The job position is yours. If not, it is not meant to be. "Meanwhile,
Ir. Nor Asich scid women’s confributions and influences are
recognised as a vital force in all corridors of power, be these in
commeilce, industry or the arts. "National women networks such
as IEM WE and WP of Badan Ikhtisas Malaysia must maintain a
forum where women can develop business, professional and
social contacts,” she added.

Prof. Siti Hawa scid men and women have physiclogical
differences that can make a difference at the workplace.
Gender bias does happen but it's according to the sectorsin the
inclustry and due to the physiclogical differences.

She explained that construction sites and offshore platforms
employ more men than women while the reverse applies in
design offices and the research sector. But as a whole, women
engineers have d fair share ot the workplaces, she said.

“Empowering women engineers in leadership positions may
be an appreciation of their functions and contributions to nation
building but it may not necessarily promote gender equality as
humans are created to complement each other gender-wise.
women engineers must be part of the feam,” she added.

What are the challenges that impede the professional
growth of women engineers?
“The greatest challenge is being open to where life takes you
and embracing the oppertunities that come clong as well as
being able to say no to some things, so you don’t burn out, ” said
Ir. Dr Leong.

"Outstanding women engineers can stop that voice in their
head that is nagging, worrying, obsessing and comparing and
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turn it info strength, confidence and purpose so they can live
their lives as they have always wanted.”

"We need to stop perpstuating the traditional notion
that a woman belongs (and wants o belong) exclusively to
the home. Women engineers have to debunk and defy such
stereotyping,” said Ir. Jama'ictul.

*If women engineers want fo change the way the world
perceives us, our strengths and leadership capabilities in dll
fields of work, as well as to bein higher positions in a corporate
environment in order that our voices are heard and not
ignored, we need to improve and equip ourselves and step up
ds women and take the lead.”

She said dll these entail having the diive to succeed and
be professionally gualified, gaining the relevant experience,
working hard and earming people’s trust and respect. "We
must abandon feelings of self-doulbt; we must not back down
from challenges and, when the situation demands, women
engineers must take on the role to lead,” she stressed.

Ir. Khalidah wonders if it is a cultural issue and social norm.
"By right, men should be the breadwinners, but where are the
responsible men? Not dll women are lucky to be married to
responsible men. Many have no choice but to fend for their
family and themselves,” she said.

With the situation the way it is today, opportunities need to
be provided fairly to dll, she added, stressing that employers
need to keep up with current fimes instead of just blindly
following the old societal structure.

Prof. Siti Howa noted that societal demands and cultural
values of Malaysians are shifting from the traditional family
structure to wider options which include childcare facilities
and household cleaning services.

Studies show that educating girls have resulted in a woman
reinvesting 90% of herincome into her family compared to only
30% to 40% for a man. Even when a woman stays home when
she becomes a mother, she tends to be a better teacherwhen
it comes to helping the children with schoolwork.

Prof. Siti Hawa said that moving forward into year 2030, the
switch in gender roles, where women become breadwinners
and men become stay-at-home-fathers, will be acceptable.

Should mentors come fromthe home or the workplace?
Dr Habibah is of the opinion that mentors should not limit
their mentees’ capabilities as based on their own; instead
they should encourage mentees to advance to their fullest
potential.

Ms. Rene’e sdid mentors can help both women engineers
and their male counterparts to excel by bringing out the bestin
them, adding that it isimporant that women learnto recognise
a good mentorwhom they think would suit them and to not be
shy in seeking guidance if they fesl this will benefit them.

I Joma'iatul believes in mentorship as a crucial
development process for someone entering any field of work,
particularly fresh graduates.

“lwas fortunarte that my professional frajectory was helped,
influenced and shaped by my mentors when | joined the
different sectors related to the wastewater industry. All three

E JURUTERA

“IEM WE can play a leading role to actively pursue
the government’s objective and to establish a work
plan or work programme together with the various
government sectors. IEM WE can be the main agentto
work together with the government and the corporate
world for the success of the engineering industry.
Otherwise, I'd say this would be hard to achieve.”

Ir. June Lau

were vastly capable women engineers who were instrumentail
in nurturing and instilling confidence and professionalism in me
in the realm of engineering.”

Ir. Nor Asiah felt that mentorship provides the most lasting
effects. "A mentor is a role model who can inspire us to
overcome obstacles and achieve greatness. Engineering is a
team effort,” she said.

"As engineers, women work on projects with experts in
many fields and people from different backgrounds. We
cdllaborate in difficult situations and strict fimelines.

"A mentor can help women set goals high and advise
them to stay focused as well as work out a plan for a successful
engineering career.”

Last but not least, I Nor Asiah suggested that the
government provides more resources or privileges for working
women so that they can afford quality childcare. This is
particularly crucial for the few who do make it to higher
positions in the corporate environment but the burden of
domestic responsibilities eventually catches up, making it hard
to stay in any role for an extended period of time.

Employees must improve matemity or paternity leave
policies at the workplace. Allow those who must, to work from
home and communicate electronically, she saidl.

Prof. Siti Howa said: “Ildedlly, when one is positioned as a
leader, it is understoed that she has the winning formula in
terms of arranging the domestic responsibilities. There is only
a small percentage of men or women born to be leaders who
will hold o high position immedliately upon graduation.”

She pointed out the process of climbing the corporate
ladder comes with responsibilities for both the company and
the family. Over time, the workdife balance will stabilise itself.
However, when a choice has to be made between family
and company, she believes men and women dlike will choose
family over company.

“You win some, you lose some. You can’thave it dll,” scid Ir.
Badriah who cites the following scenarios: If you see a woman
who has made it to a higher position, it is most likely that she has
a smalll family and that she started a family early. By the time
her children are grown up, she will have more time for herself.
She lives in an extended family, so her children are taken care
of by her elders or other family members. Her husband is very
supportive and understands her huge responsibilities at the
workplace, so he shares the domestic responsibilities. In the
early days of her career, she was probably so good at her job
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