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Abstract 
In the last decade, Indonesia has worked towards expanding access to higher education, but the enrolment of 
the poor remains negligible with the majority of students in the country’s leading public universities still 
coming from Indonesia’s wealthiest echelons. Concerned with the issue of equity and access, the govern-ment 
has formulated a new policy calling on all higher education institutions to ensure at least 20% of their newly 
admitted students are of a low socioeconomic status (SES). The principal challenge the government has faced 
is a discrepancy between its ambitious political agenda and the policy’s implementation affected by inadequate 
budgeting, lacking implementation mechanisms, and limited award allocations. This challen-ge raises a ques-
tion of whether the Equity and Access Policy can be effectively implemented and, if so, under what conditions 
can such success be achieved. We thus examine the country’s Equity and Access Policy, education system 
with its leadership structure, broader institutional framework, and how these fac-tors interact to obstruct the 
higher education access for the poor in Indonesia. The inadequate policy imple-mentation can impede Indo-
nesia’s human capital development and the country’s economic growth. 
 
Keywords: access, equity, financial aid, higher education, policy implementation 

Corresponding Author:  
Amra Sabic-El-Rayess, Teachers College, Columbia University, USA 
Email: as2169@tc.columbia.edu 
 
 
1. Introduction 

In the last decade, the Indonesian govern-
ment has pushed to improve access to higher 
education, resulting in the gross enrolment 
rates increasing from 17.23% in 2005 to 
36.31% in 2018 (World Bank, 2019). How-
ever, the enrolment of the poor has remained 
low especially in the country’s top public uni-
versities. In 2010, only 2.5% of those enrolled 
at a higher education institution were from the 
poorest 20% of the households as compared 
with 64.7% of the student body coming from 
the wealthiest 20% of Indonesia’s households 
(MOEC, 2013). Concerned with the issue of 
equity, the government created a new policy - 
Law 12/section 74 (thereafter, the Equity and 

Access Policy) - calling on all higher educa-
tion institutions (HEIs) to enroll at least 20% 
of its students from low socioeconomic back-
grounds and tasking the Directorate General 
for Higher Education with its implementation 
(DGHE). 

The primary challenge to this policy’s 
implementation is that both public and private 
HEIs have the autonomy in budgeting and 
funding allocations. DGHE’s jurisdiction 
over HEIs is limited to a supervisory role via 
each university’s Board of Directors. This has 
created a tension between the government’s 
ambitious political agenda and the lacking 
implementation mechanisms, including but 
not limited to the inadequate budget tracking 
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and award allocations to the poor students. 
This challenge raises a question of whether 
the Equity and Access Policy can be effec-
tively implemented. Thus various structural 
and organizational factors to determine 
whether and how they work to obstruct the 
policy’s implementation are evaluated.  

Conceptually, the study addresses the is-
sues of educational equity, social justice, and 
economic development. We analyze one of 
the most pervasive problems of higher educa-
tion globally: limited access to higher educa-
tion by the poor. If higher education provides 
merited social mobility (Sabic-El-Rayess, 
2012, 2013 & 2016; Turner, 1960) and im-
proves human capital (Schultz, 1961 & 1981; 
Prakhov, 2019) then it is in the interest of each 
nation to promote mobility of the poor 
through education. But, as prior research has 
found (Sabic-El-Rayess, 2012, 2014 & 2020; 
Sabic-El-Rayess & Mansur, 2016; Sabic-El-
Rayess & Seeman, 2017; Sabic-El-Rayess & 
Otgonlkhagva, 2012; Sabic-El-Rayess, Man-
sur, Batkhuyag & Otgonlkhagva, 2019; Mor-
atti and Sabic-El-Rayess, 2009a and 2009b), 
the elite mechanisms and interests often pre-
vail over those of the poor and are at play in 
most social, economic, educational and polit-
ical hierarchies globally. Instead of broaden-
ing access, higher education typically serves 
to reproduce the existing social strata (Sabic-
El-Rayess & Mansur, 2016) unless there is 
political will to interrupt the status quo and 
expand the access to the poor. To examine 
whether the political will to transform and im-
prove equity and access to higher education in 
Indonesia is genuinely there, the design and 
implementation of the Equity and Access Pol-
icy is evaluated. 

This evaluation is situated into a larger 
debate on access and equity in higher educa-
tion, and our findings are contextualized 
within Foucault’s (1997) social justice and 
ethics framework that calls on researchers to 

question all assumptions (Sabic-El-Rayess et 
al., 2019; Foucault, 1997). The assumption 
here is that the narrative around the Equity 
and Access Policy aims at broadening access 
for the poor, but that discourse may conflict 
with the implementation. There are other ex-
amples of education policies where the out-
comes not only diverged from broadening ac-
cess to education but instead adversely im-
pacted the poor. For instance, the school 
uniform policy in Mongolia aimed at easing 
the access to education for the poor, but once 
implemented, it led to higher dropout rates 
amongst the poor (Sabic-El-Rayess et al., 
2019; Sabic-El-Rayess & Otgonlkhagva, 
2012). Thus we question and probe the Equity 
and Access Policy to determine if and what 
factors prevent it from achieving the intended 
outcome for the poor in Indonesia.  

We also recognize that providing finan-
cial aid to poor students can burden HEIs. In 
2016, four years after the implementation of 
the Equity and Access Policy, poor students 
made up only 10% of Indonesia’s total higher 
education enrolment (Directorate General for 
Higher Education, 2017). The federal govern-
ment funds allocated differ greatly across 
HEIs in Indonesia, and there is no specifica-
tion on how much of the federal funds the in-
dividual institutions are entitled to, which el-
evates the risk of corruption, misallocation of 
funds, and subjective decision-making that 
can, intentionally or not, affect the poor’s ac-
cess to HEIs (Welch, 2012). Corruption in ed-
ucation has been studied extensively as a bar-
rier to merited social mobility, inclusion, and 
economic development (Sabic-El-Rayess, 
2009, 2011, 2016a & 2019). Systemic corrup-
tion has also been identified to trigger stu-
dents’ disengagement and even radicalization 
(Sabic-El-Rayess, 2016b and 2020; Sabic-El-
Rayess & Mansur, 2020). Thus, sufficient and 
effective allocation of funds is essential to 
success of any policy. We end with a 
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University of Gadjah Mada (UGM) case 
study as UGM is one of the nation’s leading 
public universities. The inadequate policy 
implementation, we ultimately argue, can 
impede Indonesia’s human capital 
development and the country’s economic 
growth. 

Indonesia consists of over 17,000 islands, 
and with its 260 million people ranks as the 
world’s 4th most populous country. It is 
abundantly rich in natural resources but lacks 
in human capital with many Indonesians not 
advancing their knowledge and skills due to 
their poverty or the underdeveloped 
educational infrastructure in the regions of 
Indonesia where they reside. The country’s 
current level of public education spending 
stagnates at 3.6% of GDP and is lower than 
what is advisable for developing economies 
(Dilas, Mackie, Huang & Trines, 2019).  

Access to and availability of HEIs is still 
limited in underdeveloped areas of Indonesia, 
forcing many individuals to move to cities to 
obtain education (OECD, 2013). 
Transportation and relocation costs are 
additional costs and the entry barriers for the 
poor (Logli, 2016). Despite these obstacles, 
the demand for higher education has 
increased over the years and total enrollment 
has grown by 68%, from 3.7 million in 2006 
to over 6.1 million in 2016 (WES, 2019). 
Secondary school graduation rates have also 
improved from 61.7% in 2013 to 65.9% in 
2017 (OECD, 2020), stimulating demand for 
higher education.  

Here, we define the higher education as 
all post-secondary schooling including 
vocational, academic, or professional type of 
schooling. HEIs - from academies, 
polytechnics, colleges, institutes to 
universities - provide various programming 
for their students. The number of these 
institutions has grown rapidly over the last 
couple of decades with most growth occurring 

in the private sector (Moeliodihardjo, 2014). 
Of 3,200 institutions, 92 are public and 
therefore governmentally managed 
(OECD/ADB, 2015). Public institutions are 
differentiated based on their accreditation and 
level of autonomy in governance and 
financing. The Ministry of Education and 
Culture (MOEC) along with DGHE regulates 
most public institutions, but some have their 
by-laws approved by the MOEC and the 
President. The implication of this is that, for 
most public institutions, the budget and 
related indicators are set by the MOEC to 
ensure that the institutions’ individual 
strategies are closely aligned to their national 
agenda (Negara & Benveniste, 2014). State-
owned HEIs are typically more autonomous 
relative to other public universities. They 
have independent sources of revenue and are 
more accountable to the public than the 
MOEC (Yulianto, 2017). Private HEIs have 
expanded access to higher education as well: 
they account for over 60% of enrolment 
nationally (OECD/ADB, 2015).  

The urban-rural gap in provision of 
higher education remains significant. Only 
few provinces are home to 80% of top HEIs 
(Logli, 2015). For instance, the best 10 
universities are located on the island of Java 
(QS, 2019). In 2012, the gross enrollment rate 
for higher education in Indonesia's capital, 
Jakarta, was 122%, as compared to West 
Papua’s meager 22% (OECD, 2013). The 
growth in higher education needs to occur 
across all regions in Indonesia to 
meaningfully diversify access. In an effort to 
broaden that access, the DGHE has set out to 
establish community colleges with vocational 
programs in all districts of Indonesia 
(OECD/ADB, 2015). As of 2013, 35 
community colleges were being developed in 
rural Indonesia (Logli, 2016). The 
government intends to build additional 
technical institutions outside Java along with 
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the institutes of technology in the islands of 
Sumatra and Kalimantan as well as additional 
polytechnics in every province (OECD, 
2013).  

 

Despite challenges, demand for higher 
education remains high from all social 
quintiles, partly due to higher rate of 
graduation from secondary schooling (Figure 
1).  

 

 
Figure 1. Indonesia’s Senior Secondary Education Gross and Net Enrolment Rates 2001-2012 

(Source: MOEC, 2013, p. 41) 
 
Most institutions are currently located in 

Java (43.7%) and Sumatra (29.1%) groups of 
islands while the underdeveloped provinces 
of Maluku and Papua islands host only 3.4% 
of all HEIs (Moeliodihardjo, 2014). 

Consequently, the increase in the higher 
education graduation rates has largely been 
limited to Java and Sumatra island groups 
(Figure 2).  

 

 
Figure 2. Labor Force with Higher Education by Island Group, 2001-2010 

(Source: MOEC, 2014, p. 24) 

The urban-rural gap in the number of 
institutions available correlates to the stark 
difference in the university educational 
attainment amongst the individuals living in 
the urban versus rural areas, with higher 

education attainment rates at 10.42% and 
2.97%, respectively (OECD/ADB, 2015). 
The higher education graduates are 
increasingly joining the urban labor force 
while the number of employees with higher 
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education in rural areas has more than 
doubled in percentage terms (MOEC, 2014). 
The returns to education in rural areas have 
declined but can, in part, be explained by the 
lower growth rate in the labor force in rural 
regions overall ((MOEC, 2014). Another 
possible explanation for the urban-rural 
difference in returns is in the type of earnings. 
Urban earnings are typically obtained through 
salary, whereas workers in rural areas earn 
agricultural income (Van Cao and Akita, 
2008). To ensure that earnings in rural areas 
expand to other industrial sources, different 
skills must be learned, which necessitates 
higher education expansion.  

Access to higher education consistently 
benefits the elites. The majority of higher 
education students are from the two richest 
quintiles in Indonesia (MOEC, 2014). At least 
80% of what Indonesia spends on higher 
education enriches the experience of the 
wealthiest 40% while more than 60% of it 
benefits the wealthiest 20%: in other words, 
the current public funding structure in 
Indonesia helps those who are already doing 
well (Gao, 2015). This parallels the obvious 
lack of support for the poor students 
expectedly compelling them to opt out of 
higher education, in favor of either technical 
or vocational training. Those less able to 
afford higher education are more likely to 
enroll in lower quality degree programs, 
consequently obtaining the lesser returns in 
the labor market (Gao, 2015). Yet, their 
broader participation in higher education is 
critical for producing a more qualified labor 
force that would advance Indonesia’s 
economy. 

The human capital theory (Schultz, 1961 
& 1981) points to the formal education’s role 
in increasing the labor productivity and 
producing various benefits, individual and 
societal. Though the higher education return 
for an individual is economically quantifiable 

via wages and lifetime earnings (Schultz, 
1961; Becker, 1964), investing in people via 
education additionally provides measurable 
non-pecuniary benefits to health, fertility, 
consumption, savings, behavior and societal 
participation (Hartog & Oosterbeck, 1998; 
Doyle & Weale, 1994; Solmon, 1975; Becker, 
1993; Tran, 2019). The social benefits and 
spillover effects are regularly reflected in 
improved public health, lesser crime and 
poverty, use of technology, and extended 
benefits to democracy, human rights, political 
stability, and environment (McMahon, 2010).  

Financial aid programs have been 
deployed successfully in the established 
higher education systems to assist financially 
disadvantaged in accessing higher education. 
In the US, the 1965 Higher Education Act 
(HEA) was enacted with the objective to 
strengthen the college and university funding. 
The conventional human capital theory of 
how the student aid works is seeded in the 
belief that individuals behave rationally and 
make decisions “that maximize their expected 
happiness, or ‘utility’ over time” (Goldrick-
Rab et al., 2009). The authors go on to suggest 
that in lieu of the short-term income, college 
graduates improve their longer term 
consumption and leisure given that higher 
education provides not only pecuniary but 
also numerous non-pecuniary benefits. The 
financial aid programs that resulted from the 
HEA have increased enrolment, college 
choice, and completion rates for the financial 
aid students (Dynarski & Scott-Clayton, 
2013; Dynarski, 2003; Klaauw, 2002). This 
expansion of higher education access has 
helped equalize the college costs for all thus 
ultimately benefiting the economic growth in 
the United States. 
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2. Method 
a. Key Stakeholder 

Indonesia is a democratic government in 
a multi-party system. In 2019, there were of-
ficially 27 political parties participating in the 
General Election (Andayani, 2017). The pres-
idential and vice presidential candidates work 
to garner enough support from other political 
parties to win in the election and create a gov-
erning coalition. Once they win, these politi-
cal parties control the key positions in the 
government, making them  influential in the 
policy making process. 

Several ministries help govern HEIs in 
Indonesia, such as the Ministry of Religious 
Affairs (MORA), Ministry of Research, Tech-
nology and Higher Education (MORTHE), 
and Ministry of Finance (MOF). Under 
MORTHE, higher education affairs are man-
aged by the DGHE. This specific ministry 
oversees HEIs except for the religious institu-
tions that are monitored by the MORA while 
other governmental institutions oversee the 82 
tertiary education service institutes in charge 
of training personnel in governmental minis-
tries (OECD/ADB, 2015). The Ministry of Fi-
nance approves the budget for higher educa-
tion mostly through the DGHE, primarily sup-
porting the public higher education with only 
8% to 10% of the overall funding being used 
for the private institutions (OECD/ADB, 
2015). 

The MORTHE through DGHE influ-
ences institutional leaders in higher educa-
tion. Government Regulation 66/2010 speci-
fies the governing structure of public HEIs, 
with four entities playing a key role: the Rec-
tor who manages the individual institution 
and chairs the Senate, the Senate that is re-
sponsible for academic affairs, the Oversight 
Unit that oversees all non-academic and fi-
nancial matters, and  the Advisory Board that 
assists with non-academic issues (World 
Bank, 2014). The Senate decides on the pool 

of candidates for a Rector position though the 
Minister of Education and Culture holds more 
than one third of all voting rights on who ulti-
mately gets that job (DIKTI, 2017).  

The Rector along with the Minister of 
MORTHE has the most influence and control 
over the management and operations of public 
HEIs. The Senate is the most powerful entity, 
but limited in its independent decision making 
given that it is overseen by the Rector, who 
works closely with the Minister (Gao, 2015). 
The Oversight Unit and the Advisory lack suf-
ficient power that would secure HEIs ac-
countability to stakeholders and the public 
(Gao, 2015). Therefore, while public institu-
tions have different levels of autonomy in 
governance, operations and finance, their ac-
tions remain influenced by the ministries. 
Without more autonomous and independent 
managers and leaders in the higher education 
structure of Indonesia, it may be challenging 
to formulate and successfully implement ef-
fective policies. 

 
b. Agenda Setting 

Indonesia lacks in the number of 
qualified STEM professionals, triggering a 
dependency for partnerships with foreign 
companies that manage Indonesia’s natural 
resources and technological growth. The 
World Bank (2010) has underscored 
Indonesia’s need for trained labor with the 
country currently in demand of at least 50,000 
engineers annually, but that number is 
expected to double by 2025 (ICEF Monitor, 
2014). When everyone regardless of their 
background or economic circumstances is 
able to access higher education, they will 
contribute productively to the economy, 
which is why a comprehensive system of 
financial aid in the HEIs is integral in 
providing equity and access. This realization 
is one of the main forces behind the Equity 
and Access Policy. 
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The current movement to improve the 
higher education system in Indonesia 
originated as part of the National Medium-
Term Plan (NMTP) for 2010-2014. The plan 
details the Indonesian President’s agenda 
stemming from the National Long-Term 
Development Plan for 2005-2025 (Republic 
of Indonesia, 2010). The long-term plan is 
comprehensive and contains insights on the 
national development strategy, various 
policies and programs (Republic of Indonesia, 
2010). In line with the long term vision for the 
country, the NMTP aimed at broadly 
reforming Indonesia’s economy by improving 
the quality of human resources, particularly in 
sciences and technology (Republic of 
Indonesia, 2010).  

To fulfill this ambitious goal requires the 
development of Indonesia’s higher education 
sector. In 2015, relative to Vietnam (28.54%), 
Lao People’s Democratic Republic (14.97%), 
and the Philippines (35.48%), Indonesia’s 
2015 enrolment in HEIs was higher, but at 
only 36.31% it was also behind that of 
Malaysia (45.13%) and Thailand (49.29%) 
(OECD/ADB, 2015). Indonesians who are 25 
to 64 have low higher education attainment 
relative to Thailand, Singapore, and South 
Korea with only 4.6% of Indonesia’s 2010 
workers holding a university degree (DIKTI, 
2016) Furthermore, the country is behind 
Thailand, Philippines and Malaysia in the 
labor productivity domain (OECD/ADB, 
2015).  

The main development target in higher 
education under this agenda was to increase 
the gross enrolment rate at universities of 
individuals who are 19 to 23 years of age from 
21.26% in 2008 to 30% in 2014 (DIKTI, 
2016). To reach this target, Indonesia hoped 
to provide affordable quality higher education 
throughout the nation. But, meeting this target 
requires not only cooperation from MORTHE 
but also collaboration with other ministries 

that have their own training programs at 
tertiary education service institutes. The 
coalitions of political parties that control the 
ministries also play a critical role in 
implementing this agenda. 

Previous reforms aimed at ensuring the 
quality and access to higher education across 
the country. The first Law regarding higher 
education was enacted in 1961 and is still in 
effect now, requiring that at a minimum one 
public university in each of the provinces 
broadens access to higher education across 
Indonesia (Brewis, 2016). In 1996, as part of 
the Long-Term Education Plan, the MOEC 
worked towards both more autonomous and 
accountable institutions as well as improved 
accreditation and evaluation processes 
(World Bank, 1998). The Government 
Regulation on the Implementation of State 
Universities as Corporate Bodies (1999) led 
to four top state universities becoming more 
autonomous and gaining financial and 
academic autonomy via independent revenue 
generation, research structure, independent 
programming, and overall more autonomous 
management (Brewis, 2016). The author 
further suggests that the Government 
Regulation on Management and Governance 
of Education 2010 spelled out both 
management and policymaking frameworks 
at the national level.  

The Higher Education Law 12/2012 
(Republic of Indonesia, 2012) defined an 
ambitious agenda for higher education to 
serve as a foundation to the nation’s 
intellectual, scientific and technological 
advancement and competitiveness globally 
and, in doing so, advance equity in access to 
higher education (OECD & ADB, 2015). 
More importantly, this law is the first to 
specifically include an equity and inclusion 
centered policy for the admissions process in 
the effort to ensure access for the individuals 
from the lowest SES group. As part of the 
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initiative to ensure broadly accessible higher 
education in all parts of the country, the 
government has included section 74 in the 
Higher Education Law 12 which states that 
higher education institutions must allocate 
20% of the total enrolments across study 
programs for students who have high 
academic potential but come from low 
economic backgrounds and “frontier, outer 
and disadvantaged areas” (Republic of 
Indonesia, 2012). 

 
c. Policy Implementation: Top-Down vs 

Bottom-UP Approach 
Every policy is implemented in stages, 

and various actors often exert their influence 
before policy outputs are decided upon. Saba-
tier & Mazmanian (1989) argue implementa-
tion often involves initiating action via court, 
executive or statutory decision. Further, they 
suggest the process may involve passing the 
basic statute, deciding on policy outputs, and 
aligning the implementation steps to the pol-
icy goals to minimize discrepancies between 
the actual impact and the intended effect, 
which can at times lead to additional revisions 
to the implementation process. As per Hjern 
(1993, p. 250): “[t]he implementation process 
is structured through a policy network, which 
is composed of interconnected clusters of 
firms, governments and associations, termed 
the implementation structure.”  

The existing implementation models are 
still debated with two polarizing schools of 
thought of the top-down versus the bottom-up 
model: Sabatier (1986) categorized these ap-
proaches by differentiating how their imple-
mentation begins and how their effectiveness 
is measured. Top-downers begin their anal-
yses at the top of the implementation process 
and structure, focusing more on the policy-
makers’ (top government officials) perspec-
tives, interests, and goals, then move down to 
analyze the implementation at the operational 

level, particularly the behavior of the imple-
menting officials. Implementation is under-
stood as making lower-level officials take ac-
tions that materialize the intent of a formally 
adopted policy (Smith & Larimer, 2008). It is 
deemed to be effective and successful if the 
policy objectives set by those at the top are at-
tained at a reasonable cost.  

Bottom-uppers begin their analyses from 
the bottom of the implementation process and 
structure, focusing on the perspectives, inter-
ests, demands, conflicts, and strategies of 
stakeholders at the operational level (‘street-
level officials’) (Lipsky, 1980). This format 
allows lower-level officials to negotiate the 
changes by introducing new regulations or 
changes stemming from the experiments 
within the target population (Smith & Lar-
imer, 2008). With both approaches, the suc-
cess is equated to a policy problem being 
solved. 

 
d. Blended Top-Down Approach 

The Equity and Access Policy was de-
signed using a blended top-down approach, 
synthesizing both perspectives. This strategy, 
suggested by Sabatier & Mazmanian (1980), 
uses the strengths of both approaches and ad-
dresses their weaknesses. The authors pro-
pose the following six pre-requisites for effec-
tive policy implementation: 1. well defined 
policy objectives; 2. solid theoretical backing 
of policy in question; 3. legal structure to en-
sure compliance by all stakeholders; 4. skilled 
implementation personnel; 5. broad policy 
support amongst powerful players; and 6. fa-
vorable socioeconomic context that maintains 
feasibility and political support for the policy.  

In building this approach they rightly ac-
counted for the concerns of the bottom-uppers 
(Lipsky, 1980; Elmore, 1979) regarding the 
politicians’ dominion over policy implemen-
tation as well as the necessity of having well 
trained personnel at all levels of policy 
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implementation. Both legal and political 
mechanisms must be in place to direct and re-
strain behaviors of the involved officials and 
other parties (Sabatier & Mazmanian, 1980). 
It is for this reason that the blended top-down 
model cannot be defined as a purely top-down 
approach since it recognizes the relevance of 
the complex political and legal power struc-
tures at local levels as well. We employ this 
approach to assess the Equity and Inclusion 
Policy by considering the government and po-
litical system, relevant legislation and skills of 
the government officials. 

The approach also recognizes that policy 
implementation does not occur in a political 
or power vacuum, at any level of the power 
structure. It is essential to understand the 
power dynamics amongst various stakehold-
ers at all levels to gauge the policy’s potential 
for a successful implementation. As Sabic-El-
Rayess and Mansur (2019, p. 9) note, policy 
goals “can be appropriated by less than altru-
istic actors…for their gain.” In the absence of 
proper implementation mechanisms, devia-
tions from the planned path can occur and risk 
a failed implementation.  

In democratic countries, policymaking 
and implementation activities often consider 
the perspectives of the policy stakeholders 
and assess the conditions for implementation 
at all levels. Bottom-up approaches may be 
more relevant in analyzing the implementa-
tion process in democratic regimes where a 
diverse pool of actors engage in the imple-
mentation process (Brata, 2014). Top-down 
theoretical models elucidate the implementa-
tion process in an authoritarian regime where 
the power and control are centralized (Brata, 
2014). Still, many policies in democratic con-
texts are implemented using the top-down ap-
proach while some aspects inherent to the bot-
tom-up approaches are considered. In the case 
of Indonesia, evaluating the policy implemen-
tation process requires understanding the 

perspectives, interests and goals of the policy-
makers at the top level as well as those of the 
implementers at the bottom of the implemen-
tation structure. Sabic-El-Rayess and Mansur 
(2019, p. 13) agree with Foucauldian perspec-
tive that “power is not always structural, but 
rather present in all around us” further sug-
gesting that poorly implemented policies only 
further “embed the class hierarchies more 
deeply into the mindsets of the poor.”  

Indonesia has transitioned in the last 15 
years, after decades of authoritarian regime, 
into a more decentralized state, where the 
country’s political reforms localized power 
along with financial resources that are now 
more broadly distributed to the regencies, mu-
nicipalities and provinces (Nasution, 2016). 
The author further suggests that local commu-
nities are increasingly responsible for actions 
in the arena of health, education, public 
works, environment, transport, and economy. 
During such transitional process, the state’s 
growing bureaucratic capacity has been es-
sential to achieving greater economic devel-
opment and securing broader autonomy of the 
state (Addison, 2009). Weak bureaucracy is a 
barrier to a policy reform (Huber & McCarty 
2004, 2006). In addition, governance theories 
elaborate on the complex networks of admin-
istrative and governmental actors who shape 
the policy implementation process (Robichau 
& Lynn, 2009). For this reason, the interplay 
between multiple actors across different lev-
els of government should be well understood 
to determine their influence and control over 
the policy outcomes (Robichau & Lynn, 
2009). Thus, the engagement of the lower 
level bureaucrats should not be deemed insig-
nificant in any policy implementation in Indo-
nesia. 

A strong legal and political mechanism 
must be in place and established by top-level 
policymakers. Well thought-through plans, 
goals and theoretical frameworks under-
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girding the policy should be clearly explained 
and shared with the relevant stakeholders. A 
policy tool that is often used in top-down ap-
proaches are mandates, and this tool is appro-
priate. Mandates are intended to guarantee 
compliance of all parties involved, but their 
significant downside is that their enforcement 
and supervision may be expensive (McDon-
nell & Elmore, 1987). In most implementa-
tion cases, a task force or committee involv-
ing actors and stakeholders from both the top 
and operational levels is formed to implement 
policies (Brata, 2014). For the Equity and Ac-
cess Policy, however, no new task force or 
committee was formed to oversee the imple-
mentation of the policy; instead, the responsi-
bility of carrying out this policy was given to 
the DGHE in the MORTHE (Rahmawati, 
2016). The use of mandates and having an en-
forcing agency responsible for carrying out 
the policy signals the extent of policy’s im-
portance to the top-level policymakers. 

 
3. Result and Discussions 

The Equity and Access Policy requires 
that one fifth of all students in Indonesia’s 
HEIs are from the two bottom income quin-
tiles, but that goal has not been achieved as of 
yet. Several initiatives have been pursued to 
ensure that this occurs. One of them includes 
adjusting the fee levels for undergraduate pro-
grams at public institutions outside of the top-
tier autonomous public universities. Four 
types of scholarship programs financially as-
sist students with both fees and living costs. 
However, in 2014, only 10% of students re-
ceived scholarships or financial assistance, 
well below the 20% set by the government for 
that year. This section will discuss the politi-
cal and institutional factors that might have 
impeded the implemention success through-
out Indonesia. The implementation process 
will be evaluated against the blended top-
down framework discussed earlier. A case 

study of one of the top-tier autonomous public 
institutions will be introduced to contextual-
ize and exemplify the implementation of the 
policy. 

The stakeholders, agencies and target 
groups of the Equity and Access Policy affect 
the policymaking and implementation process 
at different stages. Higher Education Law 12 
from 2012 originated by order of the coun-
try’s President, in line with the National Me-
dium-Term Plan (RPJMN) of 2010-2014. 
This step was followed by a legislative order 
where the proposed law was signed by at least 
10 members of the House of Representatives 
(DPR) (Republic of Indonesia, 2016). Once 
executed, it was then brought to the House of 
Representatives for discussion with special 
committees, legislation bodies and budgeting 
teams. These teams were responsible for fi-
nalizing all parts of the law, the implementa-
tion process and determining which depart-
ments and agencies will be responsible in car-
rying out the law. Special interest groups, 
business conglomerates and various private 
institutions often (indirectly) influence sec-
tions of the law at this stage (Retnoningsih & 
Marom, 2014). This is usually done by lobby-
ing the representative members involved in 
the process. Once the law is formally final-
ized, it is brought to the floor at the House of 
Representatives and put to the vote. If passed, 
it is signed by the President. The President re-
serves the right to make any final changes or 
veto any of the sections of the law. If changes 
occur, then the law is returned to the House of 
Representative for another vote. 

The Law 12 of 2012 was successfully 
passed and signed by then President, Susilo 
Bambang Yudhoyono on August 10th, 2012. 
Both the MRTHE and the MRA are responsi-
ble for carrying out the law, with the DGHE 
overseeing and implementing the law within 
HEIs across Indonesia. The law itself was 
passed with relative ease as it was strongly 
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supported by the President and the coalition 
of political parties in the House of Represent-
atives (Rahmawati, 2016). The law under-
scores “a well-planned, guided and sustaina-
ble approach to HE governance” is a founda-
tion to the “realization of social justice in 
access to HE that is of high quality”, but also 
in the interest of “development, independence 
and prosperity” (Republic of Indonesia, 2012, 
p. 31). The top-tier autonomous public insti-
tutions also supported policy as it gave them 
more autonomy in the governance and opera-
tions of their universities (Brewis, 2016). 
Since the policy was not employed within pri-
vate institutions, they did not voice their con-
cerns about its potential implications. By 
evaluating the implementation process using 
the blended top-down approach, it is evident 
that the policy has a solid objective with an 
adequate theory of change underlying the pol-
icy, formulated by both the relevant bureau-
crats and officials. The legal and procedural 
structure of the implementation process fur-
ther ensured that all parties followed through 
because there is a clear policy mandate along 
with the DGHE overseeing compliance. The 
socioeconomic context and any related 
changes did not weaken political rationale and 
support for the policy particularly given that 
it was designed to help and meet the demands 
of those with lower SES status. 

 
a. Implementation Breakdown 

The implementation of the Equity and 
Access Policy seems to breakdown when the 
institutions attempt to set and enforce the reg-
ulations mandated to them. There were obsta-
cles and tensions regarding coordination be-
tween the DGHE and the universities, both 
technically and management-wise because 
there was no direct regulation that pressured 
the university to implement this policy. When 
this occurs, any new policy finds itself in 
competition with other initiatives for the 

universities' limited resources. Individual 
players’ interests and goals may further com-
plicate the existing policy dynamics particu-
larly if the policy is not aligned with the uni-
versities' strategic vision and agenda. 

Any policy is dependent on political will-
ingness to implement it as well as the capacity 
to do so, but the process also requires that par-
ties involved be both pressured and supported 
during implementation (McLaughlin, 2009). 
Further, and in line with Foucauldian perspec-
tive (Sabic-El-Rayess & Mansur, 2019; Fou-
cault, 1997) on power being present in every 
context and action: “vague mandates and 
weak guidelines provide the opportunity for 
dominant coalitions or competing issues to 
shape program choices” (McLaughlin, 2009, 
p. 173). Most public institutions in Indonesia 
have limited resources; therefore, if DGHE’s 
support was technically or financially limited, 
the local stakeholders would focus on other 
programs or policies in their institutions.  

More importantly, there were no addi-
tional incentives or sanctions attached to the 
implementation of the policy. Tuitions in pub-
lic institutions are determined based on in-
come with the poor students being subsidized 
by the wealthy students’ tuition (Retnoningsih 
& Marom, 2014). The government, via the 
MOF, does not allocate additional subsidies to 
support more students from low SES back-
grounds. The government only continues to 
provide the already existing merit-based fi-
nancial aid programs. Additionally, no sanc-
tions were imposed on the institutions if they 
did not achieve the policy’s objectives, since 
institutions were only told to ‘seek & screen’ 
potential students. In contrast to the affirma-
tive action policies of higher education in In-
dia, for instance, there is no legal structure 
that secures representation of the poor in the 
HEIs (Boston & Nair-Reichert, 2003). In 
other words, for a successful policy imple-
mentation, the implementation body should 
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both pressure and offer support by using a 
combination of incentives and sanctions. 

As of 2016, the enrolment rate for those 
in the two lowest quantiles of SES is still well 
below 20% and reported to be around 10% 
(DGHE, 2017). The policy has been in place 
for a few years, and serious concerns should 
be raised in regards to the efforts made by the 
institutions as well as DIKTI to achieve the 
20% enrolment goal. The current implemen-
tation framework clearly lacks political and 
institutional commitment and skilled person-
nel coupled with limited ‘push’ from the 
power holders (Retnoningsih & Marom, 
2014). While Indonesia is officially a demo-
cratic country and has adapted a decentralized 
approach to governing, it is still very much 
centralized in practice. Local governments 
and its bureaucrats still lack capacity to inde-
pendently govern and plan economic initia-
tives that would promote local economic 
growth, as evidenced in the local govern-
ment’s dependence on the support from the 
central government (Nasution, 2016). Stu-
dents did not voice their concern or discontent 
about this policy, likely because they were not 
fully informed (Retnoningsih & Marom, 
2014). Also, when there are systematic fail-
ures that students observe in higher education 
institutions, their “voice mechanism [is] se-
verely diminished in its power” so “students 
often remain passive, and if they voice their 
dissatisfaction, they do so less aggressively 
(Sabic-El-Rayess, 2014, p. 74).” The absence 
of interest groups is also noticeable, which 
means that they could not assist in the lobby-
ing and accountability of the policy imple-
mentation at the institutional level. The lack 

of ‘push’ from the ‘street-level’ stakeholders 
along with the low capacity of those bureau-
crats contributed to the Equity and Access 
Policy’s implementation breakdown. 

 
b. Financial Aid Programs 

In this section, the study analyzes differ-
ent types of programs implemented by public 
institutions in an attempt to provide financial 
aid to those who need it, and  pinpoint to 
where efforts can be improved to guarantee 
that the goals and objectives of the policy are 
achieved. Over the past decade, the govern-
ment has introduced several financial aid pro-
grams to address the inequity in access to 
higher education. A full scholarship program 
called BidikMisi started in 2010. This pro-
gram has supported the academically strong 
but poor high school graduates during the en-
tire 4-year-long bachelor degree or a 3 year 
diploma program. The demand for the Bidi-
kMisi program has constantly risen from 2010 
to 2015, however, the quota for students re-
ceiving these scholarships has not risen ac-
cordingly. Figure 3 shows the number of ap-
plicants (light green) compared to the number 
of scholarships available in the program (or-
ange). The number of applicants increased by 
600% from 2010 to 2014 while the number of 
scholarships has only risen by 300%. Another 
financial aid program provided by DIKTI is 
BBM and PPA, and this program works to 
lessen the college dropout rate. The program 
works with poor students who have stellar ac-
ademic and non-academic backgrounds - 
measured by their high GPA or success in 
sports or arts and who attend either public or 
private universities (DGHE, 2017). 
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Figure 3. BIDIKMISI Scholarship Applicants 

(Source: RISTEKBRIN, 2016, np) 
 
Despite these efforts of providing finan-

cial aid programs that target the poor, institu-
tions are still unable to meet the requirement 
of the policy. All of these financial aid pro-
grams are also designed to be merit-based 
while continued access to the scholarship re-
quires students to have and maintain above 
average academic grades. Students who re-
ceive BidikMisi scholarships have demon-
strated outstanding academic performance, 
around 75% have maintained a GPA of 3.0 
and above (Figure 4). However, this require-
ment does not fully address the issue of equity 
in access for students, especially those from 
low SES backgrounds since most of them do 
not have access to the quality K-12 education, 

therefore they are not academically ready to 
perform or meet the requirements set by the 
institutions. Given this context, there may not 
be a sufficient number of qualified low SES 
students to meet the requirements of having 
20% enrolment in the institutions. It is possi-
ble that the institutions themselves are down-
sizing the applicant pool of students from 
poorer backgrounds due to the fact that these 
students would require more subsidies. This 
paper thus includes a case study of University 
of Gadjah Mada and examines their financial 
reports in order to understand their financing 
structure and their policy implementation ef-
forts. 

 

 
Figure 4. BIDIKMISI Scholarship Recipients GPA 

(Source: RISTEKBRIN, 2016, np) 
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c. Case Study: University of Gadjah 

Mada 
Over the years, the University of Gadjah 

Mada (UGM) has worked to admit students 
based on merit while accounting for their di-
verse backgrounds. The institution first 
opened its doors in 1949, and since then has 
used its limited resources to lead the “affirm-
ative action” effort and accept students na-
tionally (Logli, 2015). About 50% of the stu-
dent pool is accepted based on standardized 
testing and another half is invited (University 
of Gadjah Mada, 2010). High schools suggest 
between 5 to 50 percent of their top graduates 

be admitted to UGM (University of Gadjah 
Mada, 2010). In spite of these efforts to diver-
sify its student population, 83 percent of 
UGM’s students still come from Java (Logli, 
2015). 

In Figure 5, the study includes the 
sources and uses of income for UGM from 
2013-2016. Considering that the policy was 
implemented in 2012, it is evident that the 
funds used for financial aid programs have in-
creased since then, indicating the institutional 
efforts to recruit more students who would re-
ceive scholarships.  

 

 
Figure 5. UGM Scholarship Income 2013-2016 

(Source: UGM, 2016, p. 35) 
 
The size of scholarship funds has steadily 

increased from 2013-2016 (Sumbangan Pem-
binaan Pendidikan) since the policy has been 
implemented and well above the years prior to 
the policy. However, the enrolment rate for 
students from low SES background has not 

risen accordingly. The number of low SES 
students has remained at around 10% even af-
ter the policy’s implementation (University of 
Gadjah Mada, 2016). Therefore, it is possible 
that it does not matter how much the Univer-
sity intends to allocate to financial aid 
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programs, but that there are not enough stu-
dents from low SES to choose from as they 
are not meeting the admissions standards set 
by the universities. This may be occurring due 
to a limited number of students who qualify 
for scholarship funding in its current form, 
further pointing to the importance of the qual-
ity K-12 education. The existing discrepancy 
between the funds available and scholarship 
students is rather discouraging since the intent 
of the policy is to secure equitable access for 
those who need it most. In India, students 
from lower castes fill in all reserved seats for 
those castes and are provided remedial 
courses to support their success at the higher 
education institutions they attend (Boston & 
Nair-Reichert, 2003). Currently, Indonesia 
lacks a systematic change to ensure that stu-
dents from low SES backgrounds are academ-
ically ready and are able to meet the require-
ments of the institutions. 

 
4. Conclusion 

Indonesia’s efforts to address the inequity 
of access of higher education, specifically to 
those from low SES backgrounds have been 
admirable. The policy of Law 12 Section 74 
or the Equity and Access Policy was imple-
mented to ensure that 20% of enrolment in all 
higher education institutions across Indonesia 
is made up of students from the two lowest 
SES quintiles. After careful examination of 
the implementation process, there seem to be 
two major faults in how the policy is designed 
and adapted at the institutional level. The first 
failure occurs at the institutional level where 
there are no direct regulations and mecha-
nisms recommended by the DGHE that either 
give support or exercise pressure on the insti-
tutions to adopt the policy. The second failure 
is due to the design of the policy itself as the 
issue of higher education’s inequitable access 
correlates to a similar problem of the lacking 
access to the quality K-12 schooling. The 

financial aid programs available at institutions 
to address the needs of low SES students are 
imperfect since the financial aid is often con-
tingent on the academic achievement of the 
students when applying to the institutions and 
while they are enrolled in the institutions. In-
adequate preparations and inequitable access 
to quality K-12 education greatly diminishes 
the pool of the low SES applicants from 
which institutions can choose. 

Understanding the student background 
fully and holistically is critical in envisioning 
the adequate assistance for Indonesia’s poor. 
To ensure equity and improve access for the 
poor, a systematic change is needed to assist 
those who are disadvantaged financially and 
academically in pursuing the post-secondary 
education. Affirmative action policies are cru-
cial in bringing equity to those groups who 
have been continuously at a disadvantage. 
Specific provisions and policies must be im-
plemented to assist institutions in seeking and 
supporting those students so that they are pro-
vided with the necessary support to enroll and 
study in the institutions. Additionally, institu-
tions such as community colleges should be 
continually expanded throughout the prov-
inces of Indonesia. Community colleges can 
be the social mobility vehicle that provides 
equitable access to the post-secondary educa-
tion to those from low SES backgrounds as 
they provide 2-year post-secondary education 
at a lower cost and are not as academically 
rigorous in their requirements. Securing 
broader access and growth in higher educa-
tion and overall the education system is criti-
cal to developing Indonesia’s human capital, 
but that will not occur without strong political 
will to decisively enforce policies on equity, 
inclusion, and access to higher education. 
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