_MEDIA RELEASE_
Shaping Mindsets towards Gender Quality
— PPIS Submits Seven Recommendations for the White Paper on the Review of Women’s Issues
Singapore, Saturday, 31 July 2021. The Singapore Muslim Women’s Association or PPIS has
submitted seven recommendations for Singapore’s review of Women’s Issues.
These include ensuring the implementation of pro-family policies and workplace practices such as
flexible work arrangements and child care/family leave; ensuring media does not perpetuate harmful
stereotypes and attitudes toward women and creating awareness campaigns to reframe mindsets on
gender roles; as well as engaging male allies on shared domestic responsibilities. The
recommendations are a result of structured discussions held during an ‘Online Conversation for
Women Development’ organised by PPIS in December last year.
A total of 42 community leaders and members of the public of varying age, profession, background,
and walks of life had participated in a discourse focused on the Muslim community - the first of its
kind. The conversation welcomed male participants, in hopes of engaging potential allies who will
champion opportunities for women, advocate for women, and prevent any unfair treatment of
women in both public to private spheres.
Through these recommendations, PPIS hopes the mindset of the Muslim community on gender roles
and norms, as well as male allies who support women’s development, will gradually shift - starting
with changes to policies, education, and advocacy.
Policies and legislation have an impactful role in shaping public mindset and influencing behaviours.
This national review of women’s issues is timely as we navigate the next normal in tackling the
challenges brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic. Co-creation is important and everyone has a
part in building an ecosystem of support for women in Singapore.
In tackling gender issues impacting the Muslim community in particular, it is important to note that
the inherent link between the public and private domains should be harmonised to assist women in
their progress and development in both spheres.
As the pioneering Muslim women organisation in Singapore, PPIS looks forward to contributing to
future efforts resultant of this review.
Please refer to the Annex for details of the recommendations.

Page 1 of 9

For media inquiries, please contact:
Nurulhusnina Azhar (Corporate Communication)
O: 6744 0258
M: 8198 0182
E: husnina.azhar@ppis.sg
About PPIS
Founded in 1952, PPIS (Persatuan Pemudi Islam Singapura or Singapore Muslim Women’s Association)
is a social service organisation focused on services for women, family and children. Our focus is on
working with women of all ages in carrying out their multiple roles in society. PPIS runs three core
community services namely; Family Services, Student Care, and Early Childhood Education (ECE).
With 16 centres islandwide, the services work together to provide quality and holistic support as well
as developmental programmes for women and their families across the different phases of their lives.
About PPIS Research and Engagement Department (RED)
As a pioneering Muslim women’s (MW) organisation, PPIS recognises the need to be a source of
support to MW in an ever-changing social landscape. RED aims to represent MW’s voice and advance
aspirations. The focus areas of the department are research and engagement. Our objective is to
undertake research efforts on MW’s matters. The research is to help PPIS understand MW better and
provide evidential data to represent MW to other communities as well as offer recommendations on
topics that affect MW.
RED’s goal is to engage different parties on emerging and challenging subjects confronting MW.
Through evidence-informed education programmes and public awareness, we endeavour to develop
the community’s knowledge base. RED aspires to involve PPIS members in building internal and
external social capital through their wealth of experience, knowledge, and skills.
For more information, please visit: http://www.ppis.sg
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_ANNEX_

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
SHAPING MINDSETS TOWARDS GENDER EQUALITY - THE MUSLIM COMMUNITY’S
PERSPECTIVE
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

1. Introduction
Muslim Women in Singapore have made marked progress in the areas of education, work and
politics but there remain cultural, social, and structural hurdles. Patriarchal values and traditional
gender roles and norms, are still deeply entrenched within our community.
In the current context, the global pandemic has transformed our lives drastically, and this has
exacerbated gender inequality through highlighting the unequal traditional gender roles. Women
are negatively impacted as they contend with difficult issues at the workplace as well as home. Muslim
women face the challenge of pervasive socio-cultural expectations that women must take on the lead
in domestic responsibilities.
The intrinsic connection between public and private domains should be harmonised to assist
women in their development in both domains. Viewing them as mutually-exclusive categories
ignores the fluid nature of the multiple roles played by women at work and at home.
Supporting Muslim women in achieving their family, work, and personal aspirations requires a
multi-pronged approach from all levels. This includes the inculcation of good values and pro-gender
equality mindsets within families from young, to championing the role that education, advocacy,
policies and legislation can play in further supporting the aspirations of women towards building
resilient families.
A strong ecosystem of support is fundamental as catalyst to women’s development, and ultimately,
in our pursuit towards a better and more inclusive society. The government plays a key role in
continually looking ahead to understand the aspirations and needs of Muslim women in Singapore,
and ensuring laws and policies remain relevant.
Public discourses are necessary to gain further insights on the aspirations of Muslim women, to
address their common concerns, and facilitate the gradual mindset change that is key to furthering
Muslim women’s development. Findings from such conversations can be a springboard to
policymaking by the Government in the form of a White Paper as part of the Gender Equality Review.
Facing these challenges at the national level, the Singapore Muslim Women’s Association (PPIS)
spearheaded the Online Conversation on Women Development in December 2020. This
conversation served as a platform for PPIS to curate insights, suggestions, and recommendations,
specifically from the Muslim community, to contribute to the White Paper.
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2. Report Methodology
This report provides the findings from the structured discussions held during the Online
Conversations for Women Development 2020 under the theme of “Shaping Mindsets Towards
Gender Equality”. A total of 42 community leaders and members of the public from various age
groups, professions, backgrounds and walks of life participated. The discourse was also opened to
male participants to encourage greater awareness amongst men on issues affecting women, so they
can be women’s allies in opening doors of opportunities for women, advocating for women and
preventing any unfair treatment of women from the public to private spheres.
Focusing on four key areas of discussion namely 1) women leadership, (2) unpaid work, (3)
workplace discrimination/harassment, and (4) sexual objectification, this report is structured to
highlight the key findings from the discussions and the relevant recommendations addressing the
above issues. The key findings are reflective of the ground sentiments on the various issues and a
brainstorming of the solutions and recommendations were done organically during the session.
Through this discussion, PPIS curated insights into prevalent gendered social norms (specific to the
Muslim community) which created structural hurdles for Muslim women in their pursuit towards
gender equity. The participants had proposed recommendations that could help shape mindsets
towards building a better and more inclusive society. To ensure a more robust and effective discussion,
each breakout discussion group was limited to 10 participants per group, and extended for about an
hour.

3. Key Findings
3.1 Women in Leadership

1
2

•

Based on the Singapore Census of Population 2020 1, women have made more significant
progress than men, in terms of education. Presently, more than half of women in the labour
force have at least tertiary-level education 2. Despite such stark developments, women’s
representation in management or leadership roles has not seen equivalent progress.

•

Muslim women still find themselves subjected to longstanding cultural notions of gender
roles and gender-related expectations that serves to restrict and hold back their potential
and growth. The struggles faced by professional women in balancing their public and private
domains cannot be meaningfully explored without first examining the cultural themes and the
value system that bear on the roles of Muslim women.

•

Balancing work and family has been made tougher due to socio-cultural expectations on
women to shoulder most domestic responsibilities. There is a need for a mindset shift and to
re-educate the community on gender roles and shared responsibilities.

Source: Singapore Census 2020

Source: Comprehensive Labour Force Survey, Manpower Research and Statistics Department, MOM. The proportion of females in
Singapore labour force having at least tertiary-level education rose from 47% in 2010 to 61% in 2020.
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•

Muslim women are judged based on their external appearance, instead of their abilities to
perform a job well. One’s religious symbols or attire do not impede one’s mental aptitude or
work performance. There is a need to focus on actual ability and showcase our women’s
mental prowess, skills and capabilities in leadership.

•

Women with identical attributes with men, in terms of qualifications and experience, are
subjected to discriminatory practices - ‘glass ceiling’. In January 2020, the Ministry of
Manpower (MOM) released a report detailing the gender pay gap in Singapore. The
unadjusted pay gap was found to be at 16.3% in 2018, and the adjusted pay gap at 6% 3.

•

Women are seen as less capable leaders when compared to men due to their intrinsic
qualities of being maternal and empathetic, which are considered to be less suitable for
senior-level positions. Board members are often perceived to be aggressive and assertive,
traits that are commonly associated with men. However, a woman’s emotions and softness of
heart should be seen as a unique strength, and not a weakness.

•

Self-doubt and imposter syndrome is also common among our Muslim women in the
corporate culture. The intersection of race (minority) and gender often places them in a
perilous position at work as long-time internalised messages reminds them that they are not
seen as equals.

3.2 Unpaid Work

3

•

Unpaid work is not only unrecognised, but involves substantial time and cost
commitments which is unaccounted for within the labour market and hence, not
compensated. Thus, participants raised the need to acknowledge the positive contributions of
unpaid work, and bridge the gap in evaluation and compensation for women’s contributions
in unpaid work.

•

Within the Muslim community, there is prevailing unconscious bias on traditional gender
roles i.e. women as caregivers and men as breadwinners. Women are also taught since young
to partake in caring or domestic responsibilities by their mothers, and it is the assumed natural
order for women to learn to do unpaid work.

•

Challenging cultural practices (aggravated by prevailing gender roles) creates societal
pressure on our Muslim women. Some women want to voice out their concerns but they may
feel suppressed as they may be questioned by their own family and community members
based on present social norms and expectations.

•

Lived experiences and examples cited during the discussions indicate how women are always
made to sacrifice for the good of the family. Examples include a brother who looks upon his
sister to care for their aged parents, and a wife whose career moved to the backseat in favour
of her husband and children.

https://stats.mom.gov.sg/iMAS_PdfLibrary/mrsd-Singapores-Adjusted-Gender-Pay-Gap.pdf
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•

Existing gender dynamics in ageing due to the longer lifespan of women and the cultural
expectation of women as primary caregiver. Hence, the need to address the important social
issues that are faced by both working and non-working female caregivers (to better juggle
between their public and private domains), as well as added financial support to ensure the
opportunity cost of caregiving is lowered.

3.3 Workplace Discrimination/Harassment
•

Women continue to experience some form of discriminatory hiring practices across various
industries, especially in male-dominated sectors. Women are deemed as less competent
and are consequently less likely to be hired than their male or childless counterparts, despite
having equal qualifications or working experience/expertise.

•

Despite the fact that religious symbols and attire are generally allowed at the workplace in
Singapore, Muslim women sometimes are confronted with situations where they have to
give up career opportunities that may be at odds with their personal values.
Participants cited instances of Muslim women who gave up career opportunities in healthcare
or uniformed services despite their skills and passion for the work.

•

The Muslim women’s ability is not measured based on merit or ability, but due
to preconceived assumptions or stereotypes resulting from her appearance. Donning the
hijab has its repercussions in terms of recruitment (limited career opportunities and limited
career progression pathways).

•

The motherhood penalty plays a big part in holding women back from leadership positions
and contributing to the gender wage gap. Mothers may also suffer poorer work
performance evaluations indicating they are less committed to their jobs, less dependable,
and less authoritative than non-mothers.

•

The stereotype that the Malay/Muslim community tend to have larger families casts the
Muslim women in a suspicious light in the eyes of employers. Employers see them as being
less committed to work and more saddled with family distractions. The same traditional
notions that drive women to take on the role of primary caregiver seem to also make them
less reliable to employers. They lose job opportunities, denied promotions and reasonable
accommodations, and face mistrust and suspicion because of their caregiving duties or simply
because they got pregnant.

3.4 Sexual Objectification
•

Demeaning attitudes that reduce women to objects or devalue woman based on
appearance are still common across all demographics and age groups in Singapore. When
sexualised representations of girls and women are institutionalised in the cultural fabric of a
society, sexualisation will be seen as an accepted norm.
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•

Toxic masculinity (unhealthy social norms of male attributes) makes women more
vulnerable to domestic violence and abuse, creates hostile working environments, and
promotes the hyper-sexualisation and objectification of women. Hence, toxic masculinity,
which is prevalent in male-dominated environments, undermines efforts to achieve gender
parity, as well as a culture of diversity and inclusivity.

•

The unconscious internalisation of sexual objectification partially explains why some
women do not challenge casual sexism 4. Casual sexism is akin to unconscious sexist beliefs
of which we are not even aware. Sexism is so culturally prevalent that it has become an
imbedded or subconscious norm.

•

In the face of inappropriate sexual remarks, the voices of some Muslim women remain
muted. Participants cited examples of Muslim women who feel there is no need to speak up
against the sexual harassment they are facing or their voice may also be silenced due to a
state of learned helplessness in women. The message ingrained into these women’s minds is
that women cannot implement change, that casual sexism is a norm within our community
and that women need to “chill” and “not take it seriously”.

4. Recommendations
The objective to gradually change the mindsets of the Muslim community on gender equality should
begin with Policies, Education and Advocacy, and Male Allies in support of women’s development.
Recognising the great impact that policies and legislations have in shaping mindsets and influencing
behaviours, PPIS hopes to have the government on board in bringing about positive changes in tackling
the issues together, as part of the ecosystem of support.
The report provides the following set of recommendations:

4.1 Policies

4

•

Various policies are already in place to address the need for women to participate equally in
society, though the enforcement of such policies may not be reflected in practices within the
private sector as much as the public sector. Various pro-family policies such as flexible work
arrangements, childcare/family care leave and other incentives are in place to support the
household. However, some organisations may be reluctant to fully support this for fear of
compromising work performance or commitments.
More encouragement (or even incentives by the government) is needed for employers to walk
the talk on pro-family practices to support women in their roles in the public and private
domains.

•

Fair employment practices are already addressed by Tripartite Alliances however, there is a
need to deal with the deep-seated workplace culture and environment that may
inadvertently contribute to workplace discrimination. This includes having improved hiring
and promotion practices with real measurable performance standards, beyond subjective
judgement by Management.

Casual or everyday sexism refers to sexism that is experienced so frequently it has become normalised.
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Strengthen merit-based practices in hiring, promotion as well as leadership renewal, and
encourage diversity and inclusivity in workplaces to promote gender equality and a renegotiation of gender roles.
•

Guidelines to sexual misconduct at the workplace should be established, to protect the
welfare of employees at large. Such frameworks could be established at the national level and
adapted to suit the workplace setting and implemented accordingly. A proper channel for
complaints can be set up at the workplace where victims can be empowered to speak up
against any acts of abuse, while not feeling like their employment prospects are in jeopardy.
There needs to be more women representation in leadership positions to bring about gendertransformative policy change at all levels.

4.2 Education and Advocacy
•

Reframe public mindset on gender roles, work discrimination and sexual objectification issues
through media guidelines and campaigns. Media, from traditional legacy media to online
media, greatly influences societal perceptions on the role of girls and women. As such,
participants recommended leveraging on media, especially social and digital media, to debunk
prevalent gender bias and stereotypes, and feature role models of women leaders. Showcasing
positive role models will reinforce the correct messages on gender roles and help women to
uplift one another. PPIS will work hand-in hand with the government in providing the right
messaging for such targeted campaigns.

•

Mentoring by women for women should be encouraged to build the confidence of women
and enable the sharing of best practices on how to navigate the workplace. The mentoring
scheme can be organised through the community self-help groups where several initiatives are
already in place to create safe spaces for women. PPIS is also embarking on its journey to create
a Women Space to enable women to assess a one-stop resource to increase their knowledge in
various domains; legal, religious, workforce skills etc.

•

As part of strengthening the ecosystem of support for Muslim women’s development,
conversations between women and their various stakeholders (including men) are
fundamental to addressing key challenges/issues impacting the community, and help uphold
the rights of Muslim women. Based on participants’ sharing of their lived experiences and
observations, patriarchal values, and the traditional gender roles are still entrenched within the
Muslim community. As a result, there is a need to promote awareness on how Islam, in reality,
calls for mutual respect at all times. Our faith also emphasises the need to safeguard the honour
and modesty of all members of society including women. Continued and sustained advocacy by
whole-of-society, men and women, is needed to negate the casual sexism and normalisation of
gender bias.

4.3 Allies
•

Engage Male Allies to advocate for the concerns faced by women and share how males can
ease the burden by sharing domestic responsibilities. To dismantle patriarchal values and
traditional mindsets on gender roles, men must step up as equal partners, vocal
allies/advocates and normalise the sharing of domestic responsibilities.
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Knowing that males are standing up for females are very fundamental to the shift in mindsets
regarding traditional gender roles. More must be done to change the attitudes that make it
difficult for men to play an equal role in parenting and homemaking. Harmonious discourse
between the two genders will allow for the understanding of the plight of the other and a
compromise that leads to shared benefits within the household.
Subsequent to this, PPIS will endeavour to collect more insights and evidence-based data into the
needs and aspirations of the contemporary Muslim women, and the challenges they face in both
public and private domains. This can be done either via focus group discussions or similar community
discussions, and conducted on a regular basis.

___________________________________________________________________________
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