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Abstract

This study examines the critical but often underrecognized roles of women social workers in the context of post-tsunami
disaster recovery and resilience-building in Aceh, Indonesia. Drawing on twenty in-depth interviews and a focus group
discussion with certified social workers, community volunteers, journalists, academics, and activists, the research explores
how women navigate cultural, institutional, and professional barriers during disaster response and recovery. Guided by
feminist disaster theory, intersectionality, and transformative social work frameworks, the analysis reveals that women
not only provide essential care labor and psychosocial support but also act as agents of change—initiating community-
based projects, advocating for gender-sensitive policies, and building informal support networks. Despite persistent
patriarchal norms and limited institutional recognition, women social workers demonstrate remarkable agency,
adaptability, and collective resilience. The findings highlight the urgent need for gender-inclusive policies, improved
professional pathways, and greater institutional support to empower women as leaders in disaster management. This
research contributes to a more nuanced understanding of gender, power, and professional practice in humanitarian
contexts, offering insights for both policy and practice in Indonesia and similar settings.
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Introduction

Indonesia, located on the seismically active Pacific Ring of Fire, is highly prone to a range of natural hazards,
including earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, tsunamis, floods, and landslides (Butt, 2014; Strunz et al., 2011). Its
complex geotectonic setting places its population at continuous risk. Among the most catastrophic disasters in
the nation’s history was the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami (I0T). Triggered by a 9.3-magnitude undersea earthquake,
this disaster devastated coastal communities across South and Southeast Asia. Banda Aceh, situated at the
northwestern tip of Sumatra, was among the most severely affected areas. The tsunami caused massive loss of
life, widespread destruction of homes and infrastructure, and significant disruption of the city’s social fabric
(Rodriguez et al., 2006). Two decades later, the 20-year commemoration of this event marks not only a reflection
on the human toll but also an opportunity to assess the long-term transformations in recovery, resilience, and
gender roles.

In the aftermath of disasters, the psychosocial impact on affected populations—particularly women—is often
profound. Beyond physical destruction, disasters produce invisible scars in the form of trauma, depression,
anxiety, and loss of livelihood (Bohleber, 2018; Hutagalung et al., 2014; Pratama, 2023). Women frequently bear

a double burden: they are caregivers for children, elderly family members, and those with disabilities, while also
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facing increased vulnerability due to socio-cultural and economic inequities (Gaillard et al., 2017; Saroor, 2010).
Research has shown that during disasters, women often act as first responders in the household—rescuing
important documents, tending to family members, and maintaining cohesion amid chaos—all while suppressing
their own trauma (Enarson, 2012). The role of women in disaster response is therefore both critical and

underappreciated.

Despite their active roles, women often face structural and cultural barriers that hinder their full participation in
disaster response and recovery (Alam & Rahman, 2017; Ashraf et al., 2015; Hemachandra et al., 2018). Limited
access to safe spaces, information, resources, and services—including reproductive health care and psychological
support—exacerbates the challenges they face (Anwar et al., 2011; Lomeli-Rodriguez et al., 2024; Stephens &
Lassa, 2020). Shelters may lack gender-sensitive designs, increasing the risk of gender-based violence, while the
absence of women in decision-making processes related to disaster policy and management further marginalizes
their needs and contributions (Hemachandra et al., 2018). Female-headed households, especially in informal
employment sectors, suffer disproportionate economic losses, making long-term recovery even more challenging
(Enarson, 2000).

Amid these gendered vulnerabilities, women social workers emerged as pivotal agents in post-disaster (Jauhola,
2013). Often themselves survivors, these professionals played crucial roles in psychosocial recovery, rebuilding
community networks, and advocating for inclusive disaster recovery policies (Jauhola, 2013). Their presence
provided affected women and children with culturally sensitive counseling, empowerment through group
activities, and access to services. The social work profession in Indonesia, as defined by Law No. 14 of 2019,
encompasses individuals trained in methods to address social problems and improve well-being through
empowerment and social change (Undang-Undang (UU) Nomor 14 Tahun 2019 Tentang Pekerja Sosial, 2019).
Women social workers, therefore, not only offered trauma-informed care but also navigated institutional

landscapes to advocate for equitable and gender-sensitive recovery mechanisms.

Two decades after the tsunami, Aceh's recovery offers a unique study on the evolving role of female social workers
in disaster mitigation and community resilience. Their efforts are situated within a broader global discourse on
gender and disasters, intersecting with questions of empowerment, cultural sensitivity, and post-disaster
development. Yet, despite their significant roles, the voices and lived experiences of these women remain
underrepresented in disaster scholarship. This study seeks to address that gap by documenting the narratives,
strategies, and challenges faced by female social workers in Banda Aceh, contributing to a deeper understanding

of gendered dimensions in disaster recovery.

Theoretical Framework
This research uses an integrated framework, combining feminist disaster theory, transformative social work, and
intersectionality. These perspectives together give a holistic, nuanced view of how women social workers’ agency,

professional practice, and vulnerability form in disaster contexts (Alam & Rahman, 2017; Dominelli, 2015)
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Figure 1. Schematic representation of the integrated theoretical framework, showing how feminist disaster
theory, transformative social work, and intersectionality collectively inform the analysis of women social
workers’ roles, agency, and challenges in post-tsunami Aceh.

Figure 1 visually synthesizes the combined strengths of the three perspectives. Each contributes unique analytical
dimension—gendered disaster experiences, the transformative potential of social work practice, and the complex
layering of social identities and inequalities. The intersections among these lenses form the foundation of this
study’s framework and enable a more nuanced and comprehensive understanding of both agency and constraint
among women social workers in post-disaster Aceh. The application of this integrated lens allows the study to
transcend single-axis analyses, yielding deeper and more contextually grounded insights into women'’s leadership,
vulnerability, and empowerment in disaster recovery (Gaillard et al., 2017; True & Tanyag, 2018; Turner & Swaine,
2023).

By using feminist disaster theory, the study shows that disasters are not gender-neutral, as they often worsen
existing inequalities and hit women hardest—especially in patriarchal societies (Alburo-Canete, 2024; Andrabi,
2022; Pascoe & Stripling, 2024). Still, women play active roles in disaster response and recovery as caregivers,
coordinators, advocates, and leaders, which is reflected in the results. Transformative social work theory adds a
gender lens by seeing women social workers as agents of change and empowerment. It stresses social justice,
rights, and participation, illustrating how social workers can confront oppressive structures while helping after
trauma (Dominelli, 2015). The study’s findings echo these principles, as women social workers in Aceh start
community projects, build peer support, and push for policy changes. These collective efforts demonstrate how
reflexivity and collaboration foster resilience and drive transformation (Dominelli, 2015; Juncos & Bourbeau,
2022).

Intersectionality theory deepens the analysis. Gender interacts with factors like class, education, certification, and
local status. This lens moves the study past a focus on gender alone. It reveals how women’s disaster work is
shaped by layered advantages and disadvantages (Rezwana & Pain, 2022).

By weaving these theories together, the research captures the complex interplay among personal agency,
structural constraint, and professional identity for women social workers in disasters. This combined framework
systematically guides the study’s design, shapes its analysis, and informs practical recommendations. Thus, it
demonstrates the need for disaster management policies and social work practices that are gender-responsive,
intersectional, and transformative, ensuring that women social workers’ skills, resilience, and leadership are
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recognized and leveraged for more effective, inclusive disaster recovery (Enarson, 2012; Nikku, 2015; Hay &
Pascoe, 2022).

Methods

This study used a qualitative approach to explore the experiences of women social workers in Banda Aceh after
the 2004 tsunami. Data was collected through in-depth interviews, a single Focus Group Discussion (FGD), and
documentation analysis. These methods aim to provide a comprehensive understanding of the women’s roles,
challenges, and contributions in disaster management and community recovery. The design follows principles
from Alston & Bowles (2020), who recommend qualitative approaches in social work research. According to
AlstonAlston & Bowles (2020), qualitative inquiry is well-suited to trauma and disaster contexts. It allows for the
exploration of both immediate and longer-term effects on individuals and communities. This approach enabled
the study to reveal not only the immediate relief efforts carried out by women social workers but also their

sustained contributions in reinforcing community resilience and supporting long-term recovery processes.

Data Collection

Interview Data Collection Strategy

The data collection for the in-depth interviews took place over a two-month period between July and August
2024. The interviews were held in various urban and peri-urban locations within Banda Aceh and Aceh Besar, two
regions severely affected by the 2004 |OT. These locations were chosen due to active disaster response networks,

a history of women-led social work, and their accessibility for the research team.

Each potential informant received a formal invitation, a project information sheet, and a consent form. These
documents outlined the purpose, voluntary nature, and data usage protocol of the study. Interviews began only
after informed consent was given, with emphasis on the right to withdraw at any time, without consequence
(Alston & Bowles, 2020).

Semi-structured interview guides were developed to provide flexibility but maintain thematic consistency.
Questions were designed to elicit rich narratives on participants’ experiences, perceived roles, coping
mechanisms, gender-specific challenges, institutional support, and reflections on post-disaster social work (Alston
& Bowles, 2020). The guide was pre-tested with two non-participating social workers and revised for clarity and

cultural appropriateness.

Interviews were conducted face-to-face in participant-chosen locations to ensure comfort and privacy. Most
interviews took place in community centers, social service offices, or homes. Each session lasted between 45 and
90 minutes and was audio-recorded with the participant’s permission. If recording was declined, detailed field
notes were taken instead. Interviews were held in Bahasa Indonesia and Acehnese dialects where appropriate,

then transcribed verbatim for analysis.

Two trained qualitative researchers reviewed transcripts alongside field notes and audio files to ensure accuracy
and preserve context. When necessary, member checking involved sharing response summaries with participants
for validation. This iterative, reflexive approach supports the credibility and trustworthiness of findings and aligns
with qualitative disaster research best practices (Flick, 2014; Maxwell, 2008).

Table 1 presents detailed profiles of the twenty women social workers interviewed for this study. These
informants were categorized by professional roles, certification status, and years of experience in disaster
response and recovery. The study focused on their involvement after the 2004 10T in Banda Aceh and Aceh Besar.
Their roles included psychosocial support, emergency logistics, community preparedness, and policy advocacy.
The group included certified social workers, sub-district social welfare workers (TKSK), community social workers,
members of the Disaster Preparedness Cadre (TAGANA), and uncertified grassroots responders. This diversity
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allowed the study to capture a broad range of experiences and views on women's roles in disaster resilience. The

profiles are referenced throughout the results to contextualize individual quotations and themes.

Table 1. Profiles of Interviewed Women Social Workers Engaged in Post-Tsunami Disaster Management in Aceh

Code Informant Category Certification Years of Relevant Disaster Roles
Status Experience
CWSW-01 Women Social Certified 15+ Led psychosocial support programs for
Worker women and children; coordinated
post-tsunami trauma counseling
sessions.
CWSW-02 Women Social Certified 12 Delivered disaster preparedness
Worker training for rural women’s groups;
assisted in livelihood recovery
initiatives.
CWSW-03 Women Social Certified 10 Managed women’s shelter during
Worker emergency displacement; distributed
targeted relief aid.
CWSW-04 Women Social Certified 8 Organized women’s participation in
Worker contingency planning at the village
level.
CWSW-05 Women Social Certified 20+ Provided policy advocacy for gender
Worker inclusion in local disaster plans.
CWSW-06 Women Social Certified 14 Delivered emergency health and
Worker hygiene kits to displaced women.
CWSW-07 Women Social Certified 11 Facilitated skills training programs for
Worker women affected by disasters.
CWSW-08 Women Social Certified 9 Assisted in mapping vulnerable groups
Worker for disaster mitigation planning.
CWSW-09 Women Social Certified 16 Led women-focused community
Worker recovery workshops.
CWSW-10 Women Social Certified 13 Advocated for women’s safety in
Worker shelter management and relief
distribution.
TKSK-01 TKSK (Sub-district Uncertified 7 Assisted in food distribution and family
Social Welfare tracing post-disaster.
Worker)
TKSK-02 TKSK (Sub-district Uncertified 6 Coordinated sub-district disaster relief
Social Welfare logistics.
Worker)
CSW-01 Community Social Uncertified 8 Supported women’s informal networks
Worker (Banda for disaster readiness.
Aceh)
CSW-02 Community Social Uncertified 9 Conducted household disaster

Worker (Aceh
Besar)

preparedness campaigns.
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CSW-03 Community Social Uncertified 5 Acted as liaison between community
Worker (Banda leaders and relief agencies.
Aceh)
TAGANA- TAGANA (Disaster Uncertified 7 Participated in evacuation operations
01 Preparedness and emergency cooking.
Cadet)
TAGANA- TAGANA (Disaster Uncertified 6 Trained in basic search and rescue;
02 Preparedness supported shelter operations.
Cadet)
UDSW-01  Uncertified Disaster Uncertified 5 Provided informal psychosocial support
Social Worker in temporary shelters.
UDSW-02  Uncertified Disaster Uncertified 4 Helped organize relief supply chains in
Social Worker rural areas.
UDSW-03  Uncertified Disaster Uncertified 3 Assisted in documentation of survivor
Social Worker needs during relief distribution.

Focus Group Discussion (FGD)

To complement the in-depth interviews and enrich the qualitative dataset, a Focus Group Discussion (FGD) was
conducted involving diverse stakeholders in women’s social work and disaster management in post-tsunami
Banda Aceh. The FGD facilitated the sharing of experiences, identification of ongoing challenges, and collaborative
problem-solving, providing a holistic perspective on the evolving roles and capacities of women social workers in
disaster response and recovery.

Seven participants were purposively selected to ensure diverse representation across sectors relevant to the
research objectives. Eligibility required professional or volunteer experience in disaster response and active
involvement in community-based or institutional disaster risk reduction initiatives. The FGD included certified
female social workers from governmental and non-governmental institutions, university lecturers specializing in
gender and disaster studies, media professionals covering post-disaster issues, Disaster Risk Reduction Forum
(DRRF) members, women activists, disaster preparedness cadets (TAGANA), and grassroots community social

workers.

The session was held in a neutral, accessible venue to ensure participant comfort and promote open dialogue.
The FGD was conducted on August 12, 2024. A trained moderator with experience in qualitative research and
disaster response facilitated it and used a semi-structured discussion guide. The guide included prompts on
disaster preparedness, capacities of women social workers, cultural and structural constraints (especially those
tied to gender norms), and institutional support for gender-sensitive disaster management. Participants also
discussed lessons learned from the 2004 tsunami and current challenges in post-disaster interventions amid
changing societal contexts.

The discussion lasted about two hours. With informed consent, the conversation was audio-recorded, and
detailed field notes were taken to capture non-verbal expressions and contextual nuances. The FGD transcript

was later analyzed with thematic analysis to identify recurring themes, contrasting views, and consensus points.

Data Analysis

Interview and FGD data were transcribed and analyzed using thematic analysis, aligning the findings with the
study’s objectives. The analysis identified recurring themes related to the roles of women social workers, the
barriers they faced, and the adaptive strategies they employed. These themes informed both the presentation of

results and the discussion of their implications for disaster policy and gender-inclusive practice.
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Results

Roles of Women Social Workers in Post-Tsunami Recovery

Informants consistently emphasized their essential contributions in psychosocial support, aid coordination, and
community disaster preparedness. These roles were often performed under high stress and with limited

resources yet were instrumental in community recovery (Kranke et al., 2022).

“We had to listen to survivors, especially women who lost their children, and help them slowly return to daily life.
Counseling was the only way they could start to cope.” (CWSW-03)

Another informant elaborated on capacity-building:

“We taught mothers how to recognize early signs of trauma in their children and what to do before help arrived.”
(CWSW-07)

Collectively, these insights deepen our understanding of women’s multifaceted roles in fostering post-disaster
resilience (Alam & Rahman, 2017; Fordham, 1998). The findings demonstrate that women social workers were
instrumental not only in providing immediate relief but also in sustaining efforts that enhance both individual and
community coping mechanisms. Through targeted education and tailored psychosocial interventions, they
addressed the spectrum of trauma effects, thus laying the foundation for long-term recovery (Kranke et al., 2022).
Furthermore, these contributions extended into leadership and community preparedness. By fostering
knowledge-sharing and empowerment, women social workers helped ensure that affected communities were
better equipped to face future disasters, reinforcing the broader goal of building resilience through inclusive and

participatory approaches (Ashraf et al., 2015; Jauhola, 2016).

Influence of Cultural Norms and Challenges Faced

The findings indicate that cultural norms played a decisive role in shaping the participation of women social
workers in post-tsunami Aceh. Across interviews, informants described strong expectations that women prioritize
domestic responsibilities, which often restricted their ability to engage in disaster response activities. One

participant explained,

“In our community, women are expected to stay at home, even in emergencies. We had to negotiate with family
members to be allowed to help outside” (TKSK-02).

This negotiation was frequently necessary for women seeking to work in the field, highlighting the pervasive

influence of traditional gender roles (Fordham, 1998).

Institutional and practical challenges were also commonly reported. Several informants described being excluded
from formal decision-making processes:

“At coordination meetings, our opinions were often ignored. It was like they assumed we didn’t understand
technical matters” (CSW-01).

Access to resources was another recurrent barrier. Participants noted the lack of supplies specific to women’s
needs, such as sanitary kits and psychosocial supports for women and children (Anwar et al., 2011; Musa et al.,
2014; Viswanath et al., 2013). In some cases, social workers used personal funds or relied on informal networks
to address these gaps. Uncertified or community-based workers reported heightened difficulties, including

limited access to professional development and a lack of institutional recognition.

Despite these barriers, women social workers demonstrated adaptability and persistence. Informants described
forming alliances with community elders, leveraging religious or cultural arguments to legitimize their

involvement, and organizing discreet support groups for women survivors.
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“We had to be creative and find ways to reach women in the shelters, sometimes by starting small discussion
groups or working through local leaders,” (TAGANA-02)

These strategies enabled women to continue delivering essential services and psychosocial support even in the
face of skepticism or resistance. The data show that while cultural norms and institutional challenges constrained
the roles of women social workers, many participants overcame these obstacles through negotiation,
collaboration, and innovation. Their experiences underscore both the barriers present in the post-disaster context

and the agency women exercised in supporting community recovery.

Adaptation and Resilience

Informants demonstrated resilience through peer support networks and community-based livelihood initiatives.

“We started a small sewing group for widows, so they could earn income again.” (CWSW-09)

Such initiatives not only restore income but also enhanced social cohesion, reflecting women’s agency in driving
recovery despite systemic challenges. Informants described forming inter-agency collaborations, creating
informal mentoring systems for younger social workers, and advocating for women’s participation in
reconstruction planning. These adaptive strategies demonstrate how women social workers transformed limited

resources into sustainable community support systems, advancing both recovery and long-term resilience.

FGD Results

The Focus Group Discussion (FGD) yielded a rich set of qualitative data that highlighted key thematic concerns
related to gender dynamics, communication barriers, and institutional challenges faced by women social workers
in disaster contexts. The FGD transcript provided insights into these dynamics, and representative quotations
were selected to reflect the lived experiences and perspectives of participants from various professional

backgrounds.

Table 2 presents a synthesis of these themes alongside selected direct quotations from participants. The
guotations underscore critical issues such as gender-based discrimination, the necessity of communication skills
in patriarchal environments, limited capacity-building opportunities, and the emotional resilience displayed by
women in crisis settings (Alway et al., 1998). These voices offer essential context for interpreting women's roles
and challenges in disaster response, reinforcing the need for inclusive policy frameworks and institutional

recognition of their contribution.

Table 2. Emergent Themes and lllustrative Quotations from Focus Group Discussion on Gender, Communication,

and Social Work in Disaster Contexts

Theme Representative Quotation
Gender-based “The role of female social workers becomes a benchmark, yet their roles are
discrimination and role discriminated against so they cannot be involved.” — Participant 1, Community Social
Worker

differentiation
“Women'’s needs are very comprehensive, including personal hygiene products,
sanitary pads, baby diapers, and so on. These are things men might not consider.” —
Participant 1, Community Social Worker

Communication skills and “As female volunteers, we must also have communication approach skills, because we
patriarchal culture have a strong patriarchal culture.” — Participant 2, Media Representative

“Almost all women, when in a difficult situation, sometimes cannot manage
themselves, making it difficult to communicate their needs to others.” — Participant 2,
Media Representative
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Barriers to speaking out “Sometimes women know there is a problem but are hesitant to speak up. The sense

and the importance of of fear is still strong.” — Participant 3, Media Representative

communication “Communication skills really must be utilized.” — Participant 3, Media Representative

Capacity building and “There needs to be disaster mitigation measures such as sirens as disaster alarms

disaster preparedness (early warning).” — Participant 4, Academic/Lecturer

“It is necessary to develop the soft and hard skills of female social workers in facing
situations, increasing solidarity such as mutual cooperation, or organizing trainings.” —
Participant 4, Academic/Lecturer

Strategic roles in disaster “The function of Tagana here is to gather data and facilitate, so we know the number
response of victims and what assistance is needed, also by providing public kitchens for the
victims.” — Participant 5, Social Volunteer

Regulatory and “The focus of this research is on social workers, who cannot be separated from Law

professional recognition No. 14 of 2019... A social worker is defined as someone who has the knowledge, skills,
and values of social work practice after obtaining a competency certificate.” —
Participant 6, Provincial Social Worker

Mutual support and “Women must be a support system for other women, especially survivors, even if it is

emotional resilience just words or a hug. Even small things can change the situation for disaster victims.” —
Participant 7, Municipal Social Worker

Discussion

This study highlights the critical yet often underrecognized roles of women social workers in disaster recovery and
resilience-building in post-tsunami Aceh. Drawing from twenty in-depth interviews and a focus group discussion,
the analysis reveals nuanced dynamics of gender, power, and professional practice that shaped women’s
experiences across the disaster response cycle. These dynamics are discussed through four intersecting themes,
each informed by the study’s integrated theoretical framework.

Gendered Roles and Care Labor in Post-Disaster Recovery

The dominant discourse around disaster response often portrays women as passive victims, overlooking their
extensive caregiving, coordination, and recovery roles. Findings from both the interviews and FGD challenge this
narrative. Several interviewees, such as CWSW-03 and CWSW-07, described leading psychosocial support
sessions and training communities to recognize trauma among children. Similarly, FGD participants emphasized
the emotional labor required to support grieving mothers and the practical steps they took to ensure aid
distribution addressed women’s needs. Rather than merely extending domestic duties into the public sphere,
these actions reflect strategic interventions that underpin community resilience and demonstrate women's
leadership in disaster recovery.

Feminist Disaster Theory Carastathis (2014) and Pascoe & Stripling (2024) provides a critical lens to interpret these
roles. In Aceh’s patriarchal context, such contributions are doubly significant: they not only facilitate recovery but
also subtly challenge restrictive gender norms. By stepping into public leadership and advocacy, women social

workers redefined notions of care labor from a position of agency and expertise, rather than subordination.

Moreover, both the interviews and FGD highlighted that this care work was foundational to restoring trust and
social cohesion in the aftermath of disaster. Interviewees frequently described how their interventions—such as
facilitating group counselling for mothers or organizing child-friendly spaces—were pivotal for rebuilding long-
term community well-being. Still, much of this labor remains invisible in formal disaster management frameworks,
underscoring the need for more inclusive policies that recognize and support women'’s contributions.

Cultural and Institutional Constraints on Participation
Despite their central role, women social workers faced persistent cultural and institutional barriers to
participation. Many interviewees, including TKSK-02 and CSW-01, recounted needing permission from male family

members to engage in relief work, while others described exclusion from decision-making spaces where their
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views were undervalued (Sohrabizadeh, 2016). The FGD further revealed that such patriarchal gatekeeping

persisted even in crisis, limiting women’s mobility and professional recognition.

Intersectionality Theory (Crenshaw, 1989) adds further nuance, revealing how gender intersects with other
identity markers—such as certification status or organizational rank—to shape experiences of exclusion. For
instance, interview and FGD data show that uncertified community workers reported greater difficulty accessing
resources or being recognized by formal institutions, despite their frontline roles. This layered marginalization left

some women more vulnerable and less able to influence recovery strategies (Jauhola, 2013).

To address these challenges, policy interventions must move beyond tokenistic inclusion. Institutional reforms
should target the intersecting axes of inequality that affect women’s participation, such as by providing
mentorship, pathways to certification, and gender-sensitive leadership training. Only by tackling both cultural and

structural barriers can women’s full potential as disaster responders be realized.

Social Work as Transformative Practice

The work of women social workers in Aceh extended far beyond caregiving, encompassing transformative
community action. Evidence from both FGD and interview data revealed that women-initiated income-generating
projects for widows (such as sewing groups described by CWSW-09), advocated for gender-sensitive shelter
design (as noted by CWSW-10), and led disaster preparedness training.

Participants demonstrated professional reflexivity and agency in adapting to logistical constraints and advocating
for the needs of marginalized groups. For instance, interviewees such as TAGANA-01 recounted lobbying for the
inclusion of menstrual hygiene products in aid packages and mentoring junior colleagues, often in the absence of
formal institutional support. This “praxis”—turning critical awareness into collective action—was crucial for

community resilience and was affirmed by FGD discussions of similar grassroots initiatives.

However, these transformative roles remain under-documented in mainstream disaster management discourse.
The lack of recognition for women’s leadership in policy and operational frameworks highlights a need for reform.
Integrating gender-aware evaluation tools and documenting women’s innovations can help institutionalize these
contributions, ensuring that disaster recovery is both equitable and effective (Alway et al., 1998; Sohrabizadeh,
2016).

Intersectional Resilience and Informal Networks

Despite systemic barriers, women social workers-built resilience through informal networks, solidarity, and local
knowledge-sharing. Both interview and FGD participants described supporting each other emotionally—
sometimes with simple gestures such as words of encouragement or a comforting presence. These grassroots
strategies were crucial for maintaining morale and effectiveness in high-stress, resource-limited environments.

Resilience in this context was collective and relational, anchored in the strength of social ties and shared
experiences. Several interviewees highlighted how, for uncertified volunteers and community liaisons, informal
networks became essential for mobilizing aid, exchanging information, and ensuring the continuity of support.
These findings, corroborated by FGD accounts, echo into both intersectionality and transformative practice

theories, which stress the importance of mutual support and collaborative agencies in overcoming adversity.

Recognizing and supporting these informal networks is vital for building inclusive and sustainable disaster
recovery systems. Policy makers and institutions should not only formalize women’s contributions but also foster
environments that enable grassroots innovation and solidarity (Jauhola, 2013). This approach will ensure that

disaster recovery efforts are responsive to the needs and strengths of all community members.
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Conclusion

This study shows that women social workers in post-tsunami Aceh are vital drivers of disaster recovery and
community resilience, yet their impact is often overlooked. Using in-depth interviews and group discussions, the
research makes clear that women lead psychosocial support, community mobilization, and advocate for gender-
sensitive disaster policies. Even within patriarchal and institutionally constrained contexts, these women not only
meet urgent care needs but also catalyze transformative change by building informal networks, strengthening

capacity, and providing grassroots leadership.

The data highlight that structural and cultural barriers—such as limited decision-making power and lack of formal
recognition for community-based workers—persist. Yet, the resilience, innovation, and collective agency of these
women challenge these constraints. Their stories underscore the need for feminist and intersectional approaches
to disaster management, as their informal support systems and community interventions are central to effective
recovery.

Effective disaster response and recovery require policymakers and humanitarian actors to recognize women social
workers not as victims, but as transformative leaders and innovators. Addressing gender barriers through
institutional reforms, expanding professional development, and ensuring women’s inclusion in disaster
management must become priorities. Ongoing research should examine the long-term impact of women’s
leadership in disaster-prone areas and how multiple identities shape their experiences. Ultimately, empowering
women social workers is not just equitable—it is fundamental to building resilient and inclusive disaster recovery
systems in Aceh and similar contexts.
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