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and Creating Change: 
Isna’s Story 
Isna Rosa wasn’t sure how she felt about a 
women-focused leadership training program. 
As one of only a few women working in Internal 
Control Systems (ICS) for coffee cooperatives 
in Gayo, Aceh, Isna was used to doing work 
that many see as better-suited to men. But the 
training changed her perspective completely. 
Not only has she become a more confident 
speaker and facilitator; she has also begun 
advocating for gender equality and women’s 
leadership within the co-op.

At Ara Cahayani Gayo (ACG) cooperative, Isna 
helps farmers apply good coffee cultivation 
techniques and assists with organic 
certification audits. It’s highly technical, front-
line work that keeps her out on the road 
travelling to meet members where they live. 
The ability to communicate effectively with 
both men and women farmers is essential.

In most cooperatives, ICS positions are held by men. But Isna’s degree from 
the Faculty of Agriculture at Syiah Kuala University in Banda Aceh and previous 
work as a farm facilitator for a government program qualified and prepared 
her for the job. So when she was invited to represent ACG at a TPSA-Fairtrade 
training-of-trainers (ToT) workshop on women’s leadership, she didn’t see 
how such non-technical training would help her.

BUILDING CONFIDENCE
But after the five-day workshop, Isna was amazed by what she had learned, 
especially in the areas of effective communication and self-confidence. During 
the training, she asked other ToT participants to record her while speaking, 
and realized that she often spoke too fast. This helped her learn to slow down 
and speak more clearly. The training also helped her learn to choose the right 

Isna on her way to meet 
farmers and provide training.
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words for the audience she is speaking to, which will support her outreach work with farmers. Her 
increased skills led to a boost in self-confidence as well.

Isna put that newfound confidence to use right away when she helped facilitate a pilot training session 
for other women members of ACG and another co-op, Kokowagayo, passing on the knowledge 
acquired during their own training. She felt nervous about taking on the role of facilitator, but it was 
required as part of her ToT participation. At the end of her first session, the participants were silent, and 
Isna worried they had not understood the material she had delivered. Then, to her relief and joy, they 
began asking questions that demonstrated their understanding. It was a happy moment for her.

As a result of the ToT and pilot training, Isna’s facilitation and communication skills increased significantly. 
When asked to speak to participants at the Annual General Meeting, she was more relaxed and able 
to communicate effectively. It has also helped in her day-to-day work interacting with and supporting 
farmers. “Now I can do it better. I also often throw questions at farmers so they are stimulated to be 
active,” she says.

SUPPORTING GENDER EQUALITY
Isna and her fellow trainees also learned about gender equality principles and practices, and how 
they can improve and support co-ops such as ACG. She now actively campaigns for gender equality 
in cooperatives, and results are gradually beginning to appear. She sees the cooperative opening up 
to the principles of gender equality, although there is no specific policy yet in place. However, some 
good practices have been implemented within ACG, including an increase from one to five women 
staff members and the nomination of 10 women (among 36 candidates) to the co-op’s premium 
committee. In June 2019, ACG will host a meeting of the Forum Perempuan Kopi Gayo (Gayo Coffee 
Women's Forum).

Change can also be seen in the cooperative’s current view that women’s involvement is very important 
to both its business and to building cooperation with outside parties. Management recognize that 
women’s job performance is equal to that of men, and have hired an additional woman ICS staff 
member, bringing the ratio closer to parity, with three men and two women now filling this role. This 
change is encouraging to other women who wish to do field work.

Isna speaking at the Annual General Meeting.

“I want to apply the new 

knowledge that I gained on 

how to better communicate 

and how to lead a cooperative. 

With this training, I realize how 

large the role of women is in 

coffee production.” —Isna



• 3 •

At the start of 2019, ACG’s management instituted a requirement that one in three delegates to its 
general meeting must be women. However, women still face many challenges to occupying positions 
as delegates. Communication with men remains difficult for many of the women, something that 
further leadership training may rectify. Women’s home and childcare responsibilities also make it hard 
for them to attend meetings that take place in the evening. This, too, can be addressed with gender 
equality training that encourages sharing housework and childcare between women and men.

Although Isna did not expect to see rapid change in the co-op, she recognizes that efforts to 
encourage change must be carried out continuously, by promoting dialogue. She is happy with the 
increasing recognition she receives from colleagues, both within the cooperative and at the ICS forum 
for Fairtrade cooperative staff. Her confidence has earned her the nickname “Mamak ICS” (“mother 
of ICS staff”) because other ICS staffers often seek her advice on how to deal with problems in the 
field. She was also encouraged to become treasurer of the ICS forum because, according to her male 
colleagues, it was time for gender equality to be achieved.

Isna leading a discussion at a village meeting.

“During our Annual General 

Meeting this year, I was asked 

to explain the agenda of the 

meeting. I was relaxed and able to 

communicate clearly, while before 

the ToT, I would be trembling when 

speaking in public.” —Isna


