
No (wo)man is an island 

A qualitative research depicting cultural impacts on 

female tourism entrepreneurs in the communal society of 

Samoa. 

Klara Persson and Ida Ljunggren 

Painting by Utulae Paa Rimoni Tuilagi 2019. 

Main field of study: Human Geography  

Credits: 15 p 

Semester/Year: Spring 19 

Supervisor: Kristina Zampoukos 

Examiner: Dimitri Ioannides 

Course code/registration number: KG042G 

Degree programme: Tourism and destination development 



We make a living by what we get. We make a life by what we give. 

Winston Churchill 



   

 

   

 

Thank you 

To write this thesis, we got the amazing opportunity to spend eight weeks in 

Samoa, a journey that has been a rollercoaster of emotions and experiences 

from the beginning to the end. 

Firstly, we would like to thank SIDA and the international office at Mid 

Sweden University. Without your funding and support this journey would not 

have been possible to make. We also want to thank Women in Business 

Development Incorporated in Samoa for the generosity and for letting us take 

part in your work, as well as your assistance with preparations for the trip. 

Thank you to Kiri for sharing your expertise regarding the Samoan culture and 

for your academic advice. 

To our supervisor Kristina, thank you for your belief in our thesis, and for all 

the inputs and positive pep talks when things didn’t go as planned. We 

wouldn’t have managed without you.  

To our Savaiian friends Moana, Ono, Utu and Lusia, you all made our stay in 

Savaii unforgettable and filled with joy!  

Last but not least, thank you so much Salafai for sharing your stories, wisdom 

and experiences of the Samoan way of life with us and for showing us Savaii, it 

was invaluable. This thesis wouldn't have been the same without you. 

 

Fa’a fetai tele lava Savaii! 

Östersund June 9th 2019 

Klara Persson & Ida Ljunggren 

  

 

 

 

 

  



   

 

   

 

Abstract 

The intersection of tourism and rural development is a topic which preoccupies 

many researches. Nevertheless, we do not have a comprehensive picture of the 

importance of female participation in the tourism industry from the more 

isolated parts of the world. The theme of this paper has therefore been to study 

women who run tourism accommodations in such an isolated place. A field 

study took place in the rural island of Savaii in Samoa, a country that follows a 

very traditional way of living called fa’a Samoa. In the Samoan culture, 

everything is communal and will be shared with the family, village and church. 

The fa’a Samoa also affects the tourism development on the island, in both 

good and bad ways. The field study therefore explored and tried to dig deeper 

into what place specific societal challenges women have faced running tourism 

accommodations, and which opportunities these women have experienced 

linked to the complex Samoan culture. The aim of the study was to gain a 

greater understanding for cultural impacts on gender roles and tourism 

development, which plays a crucial role for the future development of Savaii. 

The study’s main conclusions show that key factors identified as both 

challenges and opportunities were financial obligations, the Samoan village 

chief system, family support, land ownership and experience from abroad, all 

of which are connected to the Samoan culture and the fa’samoa. 

 

Key words: Samoa, Savaii, gender contract, communal society, tourism 

development, sustainable development, female entrepreneurship. 

  



   

 

   

 

Sammanfattning 

Länken mellan turism och landsbygdsutveckling är ett ämne som 

uppmärksammas av många forskare. Vi har emellertid inte en omfattande bild 

av vikten av kvinnligt deltagande i turistnäringen, framförallt inte från mer 

isolerade delar av världen. Temat för den här studien har därför varit att studera 

kvinnor som driver turistboenden på en sådan isolerad plats. En fältstudie ägde 

rum på den rurala ön Savaii i Samoa, ett land som följer ett mycket traditionellt 

sätt att leva vid namn fa'a Samoa. I den samoanska kulturen ses allt en äger 

som gemensamt och kommer därför att delas med familjen, byn och kyrkan. 

Fa'a Samoa påverkar också turistutvecklingen på ön, både positivt och negativt. 

Under fältstudien undersöktes vilka platsspecifika samhälleliga utmaningar 

kvinnor ställts inför gällande deras turistboenden, samt vilka möjligheter 

kvinnorna upplevt kopplat till den komplexa samoanska kulturen. Syftet med 

studien var att få en större förståelse för kulturella effekter på könsroller och 

turismutveckling, vilket spelar en avgörande roll för Savaiis framtida 

utveckling. Studiens huvudsakliga resultat visar att nyckelfaktorer som kunde 

vara både utmaningar och möjligheter innefattade finansiella skyldigheter, det 

samoanska bychefssystemet, familjestöd, markägande och erfarenhet från 

utlandet. Den övergripande kopplingen mellan samtliga faktorer var den 

samoanska kulturen och fa’a Samoa.   

 

Nyckelord: Samoa, Savaii, genuskontrakt, kollektivt samhälle, 

turismutveckling, hållbar utveckling, kvinnligt entreprenörskap. 
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1. Introduction 

In the first section we present the background information to our research, 

followed by our own pre-understandings and expectations. This section will also 

present our problem statement along with the aim and research questions.  

 

1.1 Background 

Studies relating to the intersection of tourism and rural development have often 

preoccupied researchers (Cole 2018). Tourism can bring money to places and 

areas where the economic development options have been scarce or non-existent, 

such as in many mountain regions, conservation areas (UNWTO 2011) and small 

islands (Movono & Dahles 2017). Small Island Developing States (SIDS) are 

listed by the United Nations (UN) as countries with similar traits, such as low 

lying coastal zones, limited economic development options and similar types of 

vegetable-based exports. Many of these countries are sensitive to natural hazards 

and therefore create economic strategies to manage loss of export income as 

weather may destroy harvest. A common feature among the SIDS are the three 

S:s, namely Sand, Sea and Sun. As these factors traditionally attract (Western) 

foreigners, tourism is therefore an industry that many SIDS prioritize investment 

in as an alternative source of economic development (Ramjee Singh 2009). 

 

1.1.1 Samoa 

Samoa is a small nation in the South Pacific Ocean consisting of two main islands 

- Upolu and Savaii. The Samoan society is complex, with a strong impact from 

both ancient culture and religion. The people strongly abide to the fa’a Samoa, a 

cultural code of living with emphasis on communal co-existence, expectations and 

duties to others (Fairbairn-Dunlop 1994). The economy mainly revolves around 

fishing and agriculture (Riches & Stalker 2016), and nearly 97 % of the 

households are engaged in some type of agricultural work (PWSPD 2018). 

However, the tourism industry in the country has been steadily growing over the 

years and generates broad employment and entrepreneurial opportunities 

(UNWTO 2011). The island of Savaii is the biggest but also the most remote 

island of Samoa. It has a richness of the “real” Samoan culture and spectacular 

nature that attracts tourists. Nevertheless, in Savaii tourism development is 

struggling. One reason for this is the challenge of combining the deeply rooted 

culture of fa’a Samoa, which affects every part of daily life, with catering for a 

wide target audience of international guests. 

1.1.2 The Sustainable Development Goals 

In 2015 the UN created 17 goals aimed at achieving a better and more sustainable 

future for everyone. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, also known 

as Agenda 2030, addresses challenges including inequality, climate, 
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environmental degradation, poverty, peace and justice. These are challenges that 

the UN wants to rectify by the year 2030 (UN 2018). As shown above tourism has 

an important role to play in developing countries, not least for women. Women 

are considered important in the tourism industry as producers of both services and 

goods (Movono & Dahles 2017), and there is a widespread opinion among 

scholars that tourism development enhances economic possibilities for women 

(Boonabaana 2014; Cole 2018; Movono & Dahles 2017) who comprise more than 

half of the industry’s workforce (Cole 2018; UN 2018). However, not much 

research has been aimed at female participation in tourism businesses; and the 

effects on women’s everyday lives that can be underpinned from working in 

tourism-related businesses (Movono & Dahles 2017). Furthermore, we still do not 

have a full picture of the importance of applying a gender perspective and 

involving women (Moreno Alarcón 2018) in tourism entrepreneurship processes 

and research (Movono & Dahles 2017; Hallak, Assaker & Lee 2015). This is 

especially the case in developing regions (UNWTO 2011). 

 

The undertaken field study to Samoa was made possible with funding from the 

Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA). As they work towards the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) we have chosen to include two of the 

goals in our research. This study will have its focus on women working in the 

tourism industry in Savaii. Therefore, the chosen relevant goals are: 

  

1) Goal 5 – Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls. 

  

2) Goal 8 – Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full 

and productive employment and decent work for all (UN 2018). 

1.2 Pre-understandings 

Gender equality is a frequently discussed and important topic among many 

Swedish millennials1 today, especially among young women (Sinclair 2018), such 

as ourselves. During an internship at the organization Equality in Tourism, an 

interest in how tourism can contribute to gender equality started to grow. We both 

have a great interest in issues relating to tourism development, feminism and 

equal rights for everyone; hence we wanted to study the country of Samoa where 

strong cultural traditions, in a very different way than in a Swedish context, 

underpin and influence the everyday way of life. We wanted to investigate and 

better understand the gender position for female tourism entrepreneurs.  

 

During the study we found it hard to find a common designation for the women 

who run tourism accommodations in Savaii. Even though the word entrepreneur 

can come with certain preconceptions, and is typically associated with ‘manly’ 

                                                 
1 A person born in the 1980s, 1990s, or early 2000s (Cambridge Dictionary 2019a). 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/born
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attributes such as independence, determination and power (Hallak, Assaker & Lee 

2015; Widermark 2007), we have still chosen to describe these women as 

entrepreneurs because of their current work statues as managers or owners of the 

accommodations. 

 

When we arrived to Samoa we had a certain idea about what kind of project we 

would be doing. Specifically, we wanted to study female farmers working in 

agritourism; and acknowledge what kind of empowerment they could obtain 

through their income generating work with assistance from Women in Business 

Development Incorporated (WIBDI), a non-governmental organization 

established in 1991. However, during the first meeting with WIBDI, we identified 

that they did not currently work directly with agritourism projects. Neither did 

they focus solely on women, but rather on whole families and youth in the rural 

sector. Therefore, we had to free ourselves as much as possible from our initial 

research idea, our pre-understandings about Samoa, the culture and the ways in 

which things function. We were forced to accept that when conducting a study in 

an unknown context, there will be unforeseen implications, difficulties and 

cultural nuances to take into account. Nuances that are impossible to grasp before 

actually exposing oneself to the new environment, but also nuances that make the 

study, and hopefully the result, more interesting, valid and enlightening, for the 

research team as well as for those who read the paper.  

1.3 Demarcations 

For the time and purpose of the study, we decided to limit the study to women 

running tourism accommodations on the island of Savaii, ranging from simple 

small scale beach fale 2 resorts, to elegant bungalow resorts. Regarding challenges 

with tourism development in Savaii we included cultural, communicational and 

relational implications. However, for this specific paper challenges concerning 

climate change or other natural impediments visible in Savaii were omitted to 

retain a critical lens around our focal point of women in tourism. 

 

1.4 Problem statement 

Research about women in tourism today is mainly focusing on women in low 

paid, low skilled work (Movono & Dahles 2017). When it comes to 

entrepreneurship however, there is little research concerning gender and women 

in tourism, as mentioned under heading 1.1.2 (Movono & Dahles 2017; Hallak, 

Assaker & Lee 2015). There is an evident difference between employment and 

entrepreneurship e.g. relating to income opportunities, and entrepreneurship can, 

to a larger extent than employment, be seen as a means for social change and 

empowerment for women (Movono & Dahles 2017). 

                                                 
2 A traditional Samoan house without walls.  
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Furthermore, Honggang (2018) argues that when it comes to research in tourism, 

specifically related to gender issues, there are not many papers written from a 

geographical perspective. This geographical concern is backed up by Forsberg 

(1989) who states that research concerning women’s roles in the family and 

society varies greatly depending on the geographic location, as well as historical 

aspects. Therefore, to get a profound and holistic understanding and knowledge 

about women and societal structures, there is a significant need for more empirical 

research. Local analyses in different parts of the world can help to shed light on 

how gender relations and societal challenges appear in space (Forsberg 1989). By 

conducting research on women and their life situations it is possible to create a 

new foundation for the understanding of gender, as well as of society (Widerberg 

2007). 

 

1.5 Aim and research questions 
The aim of this study is to get a profound understanding, as well as contributing to 

research, concerning how geographically specific Samoan culture and society 

impact on tourism development, based on the empirical case of women with 

tourism accommodations in Savaii. To achieve the aim, we will answer the 

following research questions: 

 

1) Which factors in the Samoan society influence the tourism development in 

Savaii? 

 

2) What societal challenges and opportunities have women in Savaii faced in their 

pursuit of running tourism accommodations? 

1.6 Disposition 

After describing the background information to our study along with the pre-

understandings, demarcations, problem statement, aim and research questions, the 

second chapter will present the theoretical framework of the research. We start by 

giving a short account of development theory and how it has changed over time, 

in accordance with political and economic trends. New aspects of tourism 

development will also be explained, such as inclusive tourism. Furthermore, the 

concept of female empowerment will be reviewed, and lastly the theory of gender 

contracts. In the third chapter, our choice of research strategy will be motivated 

together with a description of the sample, key informant and the researcher's 

ethical considerations. In the fourth chapter, our study area is presented. Brief 

general information about Samoa and Savaii will be followed by detailed 

information about the Samoan society and culture. In the fifth chapter, data and 

findings are displayed. The results are divided into five main themes that have 

been identified as crucial to the results. This will be followed by chapter six where 

we analyse data in light of the chosen theories. In the last chapter, we discuss the 

undertaken field trip to Samoa and our main takeaways; as well as limitations 

with the study, theoretical implications, and suggestions for further research.  
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2. Theoretical framework  

In the following section we present a literature review on development theory in 

general, tourism development in Pacific Island nations in particular, and 

women’s situations viewed from an empowerment perspective as well as 

embedded local gender contracts. Note that most of the theories follow a Western 

conception of the world, hence not fully adapted to the Samoan values and 

society. 

 

2.1 Development theory 

2.1.1 The history of development 

To be able to analyse Samoa, and its development in regard to women and 

tourism, it is important to contextualize it in relation to the general and historical 

aspects of development theories. This makes it easier to interpret the current 

prevailing situation in Samoa, and become aware of the altering philosophies 

behind ‘development’ as a concept, and the political as well as intellectual 

implications thereof. 

 

The term development, on a national and global level, has historically been a 

much contested concept. It has during the years since the World War II when the 

term underdeveloped areas was first coined by President Truman of the United 

States undergone changes, reviews, and criticism. Definitions as to what the term 

development should include have been rewritten to better cater for accurate 

problems around the world (Potter, Binns, Elliott, Nel & Smith 2018). The first 

development theory, from the 1950s to the 1970s, is called the modernization 

theory. It was entailed with concepts regarding underdeveloped areas, the so 

called Third World, and the duties of the “North” countries to bring development 

to these areas (Ibid.). The focus was mainly on economic growth which was 

perceived as equivalent with becoming more developed. The modernization 

theory advocated that developing countries should be transformed from old 

traditional cultures to more modern and westernized civilizations (Kambhampati 

2004; Potter et al. 2018; Sharpley 2015). 

 

The fact that developing countries were seen as deviant from a normative Western 

way of living (Kambhampati 2004) and that the modernization theory placed an 

unbalanced focus on economic growth (Potter et al. 2018) resulted in the need for 

a wider perspective on development. Thus, during the 1970s and 1980s a social 

focus was taken into the definition. It included the advancements of educational 

systems and health services (Kambhampati 2004; Potter et al. 2018), and 

questions concerning poverty alleviation, unemployment and inequalities (Jolly & 

Santos 2016). 
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All of these issues, if not improving, would hold back any possibilities of 

development even if a country's overall national economy was growing. Hence, 

qualitative development was emphasized to be equally important as quantitative 

fiscal development (Potter et al. 2018). 

 

Reaching the 1990s, the UN saw a need to further broaden the perspectives on the 

rather linear processes of development, thus contributing with a multidimensional 

view on the matter. Therefore, in the year 2000 the UN released the Millennium 

Development Goals (MDG), a global development initiative that included 191 

member states and stretched to the year 2015 (Jolly & Santos 2016). Even though 

the goals were directed towards different issues and achieved considerable 

progress, critics still claimed them to be too focused on poverty alleviation and 

development through economic growth. The poverty indicator “one dollar a day” 

was considered inadequate. Thus, a new set of goals formulated by the UN 

succeeded the MDGs. The SDGs applies to all countries in the world, and the 17 

goals are broad based and include everything from achieving sustainable forest 

management to ending hunger (UN 2018). Each country must include relevant 

goals regarding their own situational context and national priorities (Jolly & 

Santos 2016). 

 

Development is often regarded synonymous with good will and good change for 

countries in need (Potter et al. 2018). But it has been criticized that development 

is a Western construction (Matthews 2017) trying to westernize the cultures, 

economies and politics in so called developing countries. As a reaction to 

different problems associated with development work, a post-development theory 

was created with a focus on finding new ways of meeting the needs of different 

communities based on the capacity and resources they already possess (Potter et 

al. 2018). Matthews (2017) argues that while many people in developing countries 

want development, there are also many who prefer, and find meaning in, 

traditional ways of living in the community. Thus, they do not necessarily want to 

adapt to a Western lifestyle. Furthermore, it is important to acknowledge that 

certain factors of development might be desirable, such as material possessions, 

while others are rejected. 

2.1.2 A non-Western perspective 

If development and success is measured according to a Western way of life, i.e. 

connected to growth and paid labour, many forms of cultural practices in different 

ethnic groups can be seen as impediments for development. This is the case as 

tradition, culture and heritage often play an important role as well as the way of 

life where the collective is more important than the individual (Willis 2011), thus 

resulting in different priorities than pursuit of profit and growth such as cultural 

and environmental preservation (Peredo & Chrisman 2006). Furthermore, religion 

can be an impediment to modernization and development (Willis 2011), as well as 

structural inequalities in the society (Scheyvens & Biddulph 2017). 
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Development does not come in one form, but rather it can be pursued in different 

ways, and with a greater notion of what McKinnon, Carnegie, Gibson and 

Rowland (2016) call “human rights subjectivity” certain place specific norms 

regarding gender can be preserved throughout development. As for the Pacific 

Island nations, development for gender equality cannot only be regarded in the 

context of looking at women as economically profit-making individuals taking 

control over their own lives. But also as individuals within a complex collective 

community system with extended households depending on each other; and where 

people aim to pursue decent ways of living together with spouses, children, 

grandparents and fellow community members. Therefore, “In the Pacific context, 

where kinship systems and a culture of relationality positions the individual very 

differently to ‘Western’ norms, a development ideology based on a system of 

individual rights does not fit well” (McKinnon et al. 2016, 1380). 

 

In this thesis, we adopt a perspective on development which relies on the view 

that development must be understood as a relative and multifaceted concept, the 

meaning of which varies with societal and cultural structures particular for the 

society under study. Meaning essentially, that if our understanding of 

‘development’ is based on, and imbued with Western norms, it may become 

problematic if applied in a non-Western context. 

2.1.3 Inclusive tourism development 

During the last two decades, the tourism industry in the Pacific region has 

increased quickly (Schyvens 2011). Many developing countries (Hashimoto 2015) 

including SIDS (Boonabaana 2014; Ramjee Singh 2009) and Pacific nations are 

working towards a fast-growing tourism industry as it can be significant to boost 

development and economic growth. As the number of tourists has increased, so 

have the job opportunities for the residents (Sharpley 2018). However, an 

increasing number of tourists do not automatically increase a country's level of 

development (Schyvens 2011; Sharpley 2018). In sustainable tourism literature 

focus is often on economic and environmental factors that can serve development. 

Social and political factors on the other hand have not been in focus, even though 

they have a major role for tourism development (Schyvens 2011). 

 

Inclusive tourism thus, concerns development of more sustainable tourism 

strategies to include more people in producing, consuming and benefiting from 

tourism activities. This can be undertaken through grass-roots initiatives or by 

policy-makers. It involves other elements of benefits than only economic growth, 

such as overcoming inequalities, widening the share of welfare among the 

population and inclusion of marginalized groups. This might often involve 

challenging established geographies of tourism (Scheyvens & Biddulph 2017). 

One main concern in many developing tourism destinations is that most of the 

products used within the industry are imported, along with foreign ownership of 

facilities. 
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As a result, only a small proportion of the money goes to local producers and 

workers and thus, they do not gain much benefit from the growing tourism 

(Garrigós-Simón, Galdón-Salvador & Gil-Pechuán 2015). Therefore, inclusive 

tourism initiatives make a significant difference for women, local farmers and 

marginalized groups, by including them in the tourism industry and giving them 

fair working conditions and opportunities (Scheyvens & Biddulph 2017). 

  

After this review on development we take a closer look at female empowerment 

in general in combination with how women particularly working in the tourism 

industry are depicted in academic literature.  

2.2 Female empowerment 

Female empowerment has been a central objective in international development 

work and studies have shown that tourism contributes to improved economic 

empowerment for women (Cole 2018) as it can be linked to women's control over 

their own income, as well as ownership of land and the right to run their own 

businesses (Moswete & Lacey 2015). The progress of empowerment follows a 

similar path to that of development theory when it comes to the initial focus on 

economy and the importance of earning money. However, for women to obtain 

greater empowerment, other aspects than just economic improvement are needed 

(Martinex Caparros 2018), such as social, psychical and political changes in their 

favour (Cole 2018). 

 

Cole (2018) describes empowerment as a slow process that requires changes in 

culture regarding gender norms. She mentions three levels wherein the change of 

empowerment can take place, namely personal, relational and environmental. At 

the personal level the change is regarding how the woman sees herself and her 

personality change. At the relational level the woman’s surrounding network has 

to change, such as the composition of the household and extended family, and the 

power relations within it. The last, environmental is the hardest one to change. In 

this context, environmental does not refer to the physical environment, but to 

social norms, beliefs, attitudes and laws, which may have to alter in order to 

enable change. However, these changes are not easily achieved, and normally 

require a considerable amount of time (Cole 2018). Thus, even if women become 

economically independent, they might find it hard to come to the next steps of 

greater empowerment as social norms might hinder that (Martinex Caparros 

2018). 

  

2.2.1 Women in tourism 

Women comprise 60-70 % of the workforce in tourism (Cole 2018). However, 

even though the tourism industry employs many women and thus give them an 

income, studies have shown that tourism development affect men and women 

differently (Movono & Dahles 2017) and that women to a larger extent than men 
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still combine their work with being the main responsible person for the household 

work (Boonabaana 2014). Furthermore, similar to many other sectors the industry 

still has dominant gender roles when it comes to what kind of work men and 

women are doing. Research often depict women in jobs within service, 

hospitality, and housekeeping (Boonabaana 2014; Movono & Dahles 2017), 

positions that do not require specific qualifications. Often these jobs implicate 

poor working conditions and low salaries. However, the importance of women in 

leading positions and them running their own businesses has been neglected in 

research. In developing countries, women may own and run their own small 

tourism enterprises, but in many cases their husbands will have the final say in the 

decision making (Movono & Dahles 2017). Nonetheless, according to Movano & 

Dahles (2017) women who get access to power positions within the tourism 

industry, for example a manager position, have a greater ability to change cultural 

and social barriers and inspire and empower other women to follow the same path.  

 

Following this introduction on female empowerment we take a closer look at 

geographical aspects on gender relations and how they shape daily lives for men 

and women alike through local gender contracts.  

2.3 Gender contract 

2.3.1 Gender and place 
There are always spatial and place specific concerns when it comes to gender 

relations, regarding e.g. social, cultural, political and economic processes. With a 

geographical approach one works within specific regional contexts. Within these 

contexts there are certain characteristics that shape unequal conditions, such as 

social structure and gender relations (Forsberg 1989). By doing a gender contract 

analysis, within a geographical approach, there is possibility to contribute to 

further insights regarding gender issues in rural geographies, such as negotiations 

and challenges concerning power and space in community level or in work 

situations (Caretta & Börjeson 2014). By studying the landscape in which the 

research takes place one can make out certain traits regarding natural conditions 

and economical systems as well as demographic social structures, all of which 

have an impact on gender relations. But to get a just picture of the landscape, it is 

important not to focus solely on what the eye can see, but also learn about the 

historic aspects that have affected the current power distribution between men and 

women within the physical and social space (Forsberg 1989). 

 

2.3.2 Local gender contracts 

A local gender contract can be described as a means to conceptualize differences 

regarding men and women, e.g. when it comes to professional work opportunities 

and division of labour in the household (Zampoukos 2006). It consists of a set of 

unwritten rules regarding roles, responsibilities and obligations defining social 

relations between men and women, regulating the everyday life in local contexts 
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(Caretta & Börjeson 2014; Forsberg & Stenbacka 2017). Hence, the gender 

contract can be understood as the rules by which both men and women organize 

their lives by informally structured gender relations (Forsberg 2001). 

Furthermore, it involves local power structures, and as a geographical concept the 

local gender contract can be used to study in what ways material conditions shape 

everyday practices (Caretta & Börjeson 2014), and how social structures affect 

men and women’s behaviours, whilst at the same time depending on these 

behaviours (Forsberg 1989). 

 

People conform to locally dominant gender contracts, whether it is in the 

household, workplace or in the village setting. Typically, rural areas are regarded 

to host traditional gender contracts regarding masculinity and femininity; 

contracts which are not often debated (Forsberg & Stenbacka 2017). But local 

gender contracts are not static. They are produced, reproduced and negotiated 

over time (Caretta & Börjeson 2014). Changes in gender contracts are especially 

current in places with great economic transformation and changes concerning 

living conditions and society (Forsberg 2001; Forsberg & Stenbacka 2017). While 

Caretta and Börjeson (2014) argue that gender contracts take into account group 

norms at community level, Forsberg (2001) also emphasizes that every man and 

woman have their own personal gender contract based on individual preferences, 

however also based on moral values and negotiations within the specific regional 

place. Gender contracts are embedded in the daily practices of life (Forsberg 

1998) and strong cultural norms that surround gender roles in a society can make 

it hard for the people who live in it to see gender inequalities (Cole 2018). Hence, 

“When people describe the ‘way things are round here’, they often refer to ways 

of daily life which are followed without being formalized or concretized in rules 

and regulations. What they are describing is a local social contract, where the 

gender contract plays an integrated, crucial role. This is what makes up a lot of 

‘local tradition’ and ‘local culture’.” (Forsberg 1998, 201). 

 

When writing about women’s situations it is important to not only portray them as 

victims unable to change social norms or break barriers regarding gender roles 

(Forsberg 1989; Kambhampati 2004). This can give an unfair and much too 

generalized perception about women’s empowerment. However, in many 

processes and geographical settings much work needs to be done to achieve 

gender equality (Forsberg 1989). But with geographical consideration one can 

depict a more complex picture of women, avoiding reduction and generalization 

of their situations in different contexts (Caretta & Börjeson 2014). 
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3. Method 

In the following section we present the methodological approach that was 

adopted for the study. Briefly, the different components of the qualitative research 

are described, as well as the sample and ethical considerations. 

 

3.1 Choice of research strategy 

The research questions revolve around the assumption that societal characteristics 

have an impact on income-generating work for women, and more specifically 

within tourism. Thus, the ontological orientation in this case followed a 

constructionist view of the world. It can be described as the way social 

phenomena and their meanings are shaped by social actors and interactions, and 

which are therefore constantly changing. Within this orientation descriptions of a 

specific social environment, presented by researchers, are constructions and thus 

not to be viewed as permanent results (Bryman 2011). To analyze what kind of 

challenges and opportunities women with tourism accommodations in Savaii 

faced, observations in the specific setting in which they occurred were needed. 

Sohlberg and Sohlberg (2013) denotes this way of exploring and extracting 

knowledge as empiricism within the field of epistemology. As the basic 

knowledge of the researchers is limited, observations are vital to extend that 

knowledge.  

  

When producing a study based on research questions such as ours, a key concept 

is interpretivism. According to Bryman (2011) interpretivism is a scientific 

standpoint based on understanding and interpretation, and it differs significantly 

from the positivist standpoint, commonly used in natural sciences. Those who 

advocate interpretivism argue that the objects of study within social sciences, such 

as humans, are not possible to study in the same manner as the objects of study 

within natural sciences. When it comes to social sciences a few different traditions 

have sprung from interpretivism, such as hermeneutics and phenomenology, 

which can be regarded as dichotomies in relation to positivism. 

  

During the undergone field study, interpretations of what was seen and 

experienced played a significant part for the research. In order to answer the 

research questions, the choice of research strategy for the study followed the 

hermeneutic tradition (with some elements of phenomenology). It was beneficial 

to describe the women's experiences of managing tourism accommodations from 

their points of view (Bryman 2011; Sohlberg & Sohlberg 2013). As each story of 

the women interviewed were unique, even though they had resemblances, a 

research strategy following a positivist approach where measurement and 

generalizability are cornerstones, would not have given a reliable result (Sohlberg 

& Sohlberg 2013). 
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3.2 Qualitative method 

Based on the above described scientific basis and traditions, a qualitative method 

was chosen for this study. This type of method proved appropriate as the aim of 

the study was to get a profound understanding (Killion & Fisher 2018) of the 

unique societal characteristics that both challenged and enabled opportunities for 

women in Savaii in their pursuit of running tourism accommodations. A 

qualitative method, involving e.g. interviews and observations, is also an efficient 

tool to identify intangible factors in the society and geographical area, including 

social norms, gender roles, socioeconomic statuses, and religion (Mack, 

Woodsong, MacQueen, Guest & Namey 2005), aspects that proved important for 

the result of the study. 

 

3.2.1 Ethnography 

Within the field of qualitative method an ethnographic approach was used. It was 

implemented by an eight week long field study to Samoa where the majority of 

the time was spent on the island of Savaii. This enabled the research team to 

conduct fieldwork with observations as well as interviews. More specifically, a 

micro-ethnographic approach was adopted. This is a compressed version of 

ethnography which is commonly used for Bachelor theses were the time frame is 

often rather limited (Bryman 2011). Ethnography is per definition inductive 

(Angrosino 2007) as all conclusions are based on empirical material. Sohlberg and 

Sohlberg (2013) argue that an inductive perspective within the hermeneutic 

tradition enables the researchers to re-interpret the field of study as the material 

evolves. The objective for this type of study is not to be fully generalizable. Thus, 

according to Thurén (2007) within ethnographic studies one can formulate a 

probability, but to its nature it is impossible to get a 100 % reliable result that can 

be applicable on other studies. 

 

3.2.2 Interviews 

According to Phillips and Johns (2012) semi-structured interviews is the 

expedient source of data in this type of research. By conducting semi-structured 

interviews, respondents had the chance to explain their view on various issues and 

how these work in the Samoan society. This was beneficial for the research team 

as the aim was to learn more through their stories and daily lives. This is further 

acknowledged by Mack et al. (2005), who argue that interviews are optimal to get 

valuable and intangible knowledge about individuals’ personal histories, 

perspectives, and experiences. Thus, this approach helped the research team to 

obtain a greater understanding of the women participating in the research and 

should consequently generate a better quality of research (Bryman 2011). 

 

To analyse the data collection, all interviews were recorded and transcribed. 

Descriptive coding was then applied to reduce the data. By using descriptive 

coding, the research team could look for themes and categorize the most 

commonly mentioned key concepts (Cope 2016). In this study, the research team 
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looked for patterns in the interviewees background stories. Some of the themes in 

focus were cultural aspects, the chiefly system of matais3 and land ownership. The 

themes were compared and related to the daily observations as well as relevant 

theories. Thus, descriptive coding of the interview data helped the research team 

to find patterns, which in turn provided information to answer the research 

questions (Ibid). All of the women interviewed spoke English which was 

beneficial for the execution of the interviews. However, as English is the second 

language in Samoa some of the quotes have been slightly edited linguistically, 

with the aim to clarify ambiguities and prevent the informants from being poorly 

portrayed. The information from the statements has not been distorted. 

 

3.2.3 Biographical oral history 

To extract valuable knowledge and information about the interviewees, a 

biographical approach was used. This is an approach in which the research team 

attempts to gain a holistic picture of the life history of the person interviewed. By 

doing so, different pieces from their background provide evidence as to how they 

ended up doing what they do now (Rogaly 2015). Not only was this used for the 

interviews, but the oral history was also visible in informal conversations with 

locals, where the research team constantly aimed to pose questions regarding 

personal opinions or experiences that could be of relevant information for the 

purpose of the study. Within this approach the results are often presented as 

stories or biographies, in which the reader more thoroughly learns about the 

interview person (See, for example, Lawson 2000; Rogaly 2015). However, in the 

empirical results of this study, the emphasis was not placed on the personal stories 

of the women, as this would have been too big in scope to grasp the essence of the 

information.  

 

3.2.4 Observations 

A cornerstone of the ethnographic approach of research is to conduct fieldwork. 

In addition to interviews the research team constantly conducted observations to 

get a holistic understanding of the study area, its culture and people (Angrosino 

2007; Matthews 2018). Notes were taken during fieldwork to pay attention to 

external factors, as well as using it as a means to acknowledge own reflections 

and emotions (Lindstedt 2019). Included in observation activities were also 

several informal and spontaneous conversations with different people, as well as 

impressions from moving around in the field (Mack et al. 2005). Extensive 

individual field notes of relevant observations were taken in a so-called reflective 

diary. By reflecting on observations, it proved as a means to refine research- and 

interview questions, as well as allowing the research team to understand and 

describe places, people, and landscapes in a more analytical and profound way 

(Phillips & Johns 2012). To make it possible to understand what was seen and 

                                                 
3 A title for the head of the family. 
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heard from the participants in the study, the research team bit by bit compared the 

information from the interviews, observations and the theoretical framework; 

thus, laying a puzzle of the understanding of the culture from different 

perspectives, and getting a personal view on what was studied. 

  

Research is never totally neutral or apolitical, as researchers social background 

and understandings of the world will be reflected through every part of the 

research, from preparation and data collection to analysis (Vanner 2015). Pre-

understandings are always present. The problem with this is that the researcher 

might only understand information gained from informants and observations 

based on the knowledge she or he already has in the field (Aspers 2011). Thus, 

when doing a field study, Mack et al. (2005) argue that it is of importance to be 

aware of the differences between observations and interpretations. By 

acknowledging this the research team could avoid incorrect conclusions. 

 

3.3 Sample 
When it comes to qualitative research there are few rules related to the size of 

sample. As studies might often be limited in terms of time and funding, and not 

necessarily intended to be fully generalizable, the validity is largely dependent on 

the researcher’s ability to extract knowledge, understanding and relevant themes 

from the information gained, however large or small the sample (Stratford & 

Bradshaw 2016). During the field study, a total of 9 interviews were conducted. 

However, two of them were not included in the final paper as they deviated from 

the sample criterion; one of them being a male employee at a resort and one being 

a woman with a tourism enterprise on the other island of Upolo. Thus, for the 

study, data from 7 interviews was used. Firstly, five female managers at tourism 

accommodations in Savaii were interviewed. The women were of different ages 

and backgrounds, and with different standards and sizes of their accommodations 

(See table 1, p. 16). The interviews took place in the women's preferred venues to 

make the conditions comfortable for them (Phillips & Johns 2012). In this case, 

all of them were conducted in connection to the workplaces. 

 

To get a comprehensive picture of the current situation in Savaii concerning how 

society and culture affect gender roles and tourism development, and to further 

validate the result of the study, the research team conducted two additional 

interviews with women professionally working for the tourism development of 

Savaii. One was a representative at Savaii Samoa Tourism Association (SSTA), 

and the other was a senior at WIBDI. Since personal information about these 

women was not relevant for the study, they have not been included in the table 

overview of respondent information. This way of testing the results from one 

sample group by adding another set of data, in combination with observations and 

the knowledge gained “by being there” is called triangulation, which adds to the 

validity of the study (Bryman 2011). 
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After discussion with our supervisor at Mid Sweden University, these seven 

interviews as well as further comprehension gained from conversations and 

interactions in field were considered sufficient for the purpose and validity of the 

study. The relatively small number of respondents enabled the research team to 

thoroughly process the information from the interviews and analyse the Samoan 

way of life and the women’s working situations. 

 

3.3.1 Key informant 

The programme manager of WIBDI in Savaii acted as key informant to the study. 

The concept of key informants is that they suggest and enable further contact with 

other informants, i.e. they bridge between researchers and interviewees (Bryman 

2011). The key informant moved to Savaii from Australia in 2016 for work and 

has since then in a dedicated way learnt about, and experienced, the Samoan 

culture. The initial contact with all the tourism managers was made possible 

through her. These human assets are sometimes called gatekeepers, as they can 

either simplify the progress of the research or make it more difficult (Fusch & 

Ness 2015). Since the initial aim of the study was linked to the work of WIBDI, 

the research team had already reached out to the programme manager prior to 

arrival and created a well-established foundation of trust via e-mail, as well as 

being assisted with the preparations for the field trip. Thus, there was great 

confidence that she would simplify and do what she could to help. 

 

However, Bryman (2011) argues that the research team should take into 

consideration the interests of the key informants and be sure not to adjust the 

study to their agendas. With this in mind, and after getting to know the key 

informant, it was not experienced to be a problem. When doing a study in an 

unknown context, having a key informant proved to be invaluable. Some of the 

advantages included that she spoke English fluently and had an academic 

background. The main advantages however, were her deep knowledge about the 

Samoan society and her vast network around the island of Savaii, ranging from 

established business owners to small scale farmers, thus making it easy for the 

research team to get in touch with relevant informants. 
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Table 1: Summary of information about interviewees 

 

 

 

 

Age 

 

 

Marital status 

 

Societal Status 

 

Business 

type/size  

 

Main motivation for 

running the business  

 

Additional 

information  

 

Sina 

 

 

 

 

30 

 

Married and mother 

of one child. 

 

No title herself, 

father matai and 

uncle high chief.  

 

Medium size beach 

fale resort, running it 

alone and her family 

owns it. No 

employees. 

 

Want to help her family and 

contribute to the village 

economy.  

 

Bachelor degree in Tourism 

and Administration from 

abroad. 

  

 

Alofa 

 

34 

 

Married and mother 

of more than two 

children. 

 

No title. 

 

Small size beach fale 

resort and one kiosk. 

Her father is the 

owner. No employees. 

 

To get an income for 

survival and helping others 

in the village. 

 

Moved to a bigger city for 

work during some years. 

  

 

 

Lagi 

 

37 

 

Married and mother 

of more than two 

children. 

 

Wife of a matai and 

half Samoan half 

Australian. 

 

 

 

Manager of a resort, 

20 employees.  

 

To get an income and be 

able to experience the 

Samoan way of living. 

 

Moved to Savaii from 

Australia ten years ago. 

Studied hospitality, worked at 

a travel agency. 

  

 

Nafanua 

 

42 

 

Not married and 

mother of adult 

children.  

 

No title herself, 

father matai and 

uncle high chief. Half 

Samoan half Scottish.  

 

Owner of a resort, 60 

employees. 

 

To create an economic 

safety net if any of her close 

relatives would get sick. 

  

 

Never left Savaii for studies or 

work. 

 

Fono 

 

82 

 

Not married and 

mother of adult 

children. 

 

Several chiefly titles 

spread out between 

villages in Savaii and 

Upolu. 

 

Owner of a medium 

size beach fale resort. 

15 employees and 

workaway volunteers.  

 

To get an income for her 

pension and for personal 

interests.  

 

Lived abroad for ten years, 

worked with tourism in Apia.  
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3.4 Ethical considerations 

When undertaking qualitative research, certain ethics concerning the human 

conduct has to be taken into consideration (Mauthener 2002). Therefore, during 

interviews, the research team followed four requirements from the publication 

Principles of Research Ethics (Forskningsetiska principer) in order to conduct 

the research in an ethical manner (Vetenskapsrådet 2002). 

 

Before making the official interviews, the research team went to meet the 

prospective informants to present themselves and to inform the interviewees 

about the research project and the aim of the study. This is something that is 

included in the Requirement of Information. Before every interview the 

research team informed the women that they were participating in the interview 

by their own will and that they could withdraw at any time if they for some 

reason did not want to proceed. Given this information the research team 

obtained an oral consent to record the interview. This type of information is 

important to tell the interviewees and is included in the Requirement of 

Consent. During interviews, sensitive issues can be discussed. It is therefore 

important that informants have trust in that the research team will keep the 

information safe. Some parts in the Samoan culture are sensitive subjects to 

talk about, but important information for the research team to be able to 

understand the society. That’s why the Requirement of Confidentiality is 

needed in a research process. The names used have been altered, and other 

information that can reveal a person’s identity have been generalized or taken 

away from the published material to keep the interviewees anonymous. It is 

important to take into consideration that what is seen as ethically sensitive can 

differ between cultures and it is therefore important to be extra careful when a 

study is conducted outside the researcher’s home country. Lastly, information 

that the research team takes part of, can under no circumstances be used for 

commercial use of for non-research purpose. This is something that the 

interviewees were informed about and is a part of the Requirement of Use 

(Vetenskapsrådet 2002). 
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4. The study area 

In this chapter we describe the geography and characteristics of Samoa in 

general and the island of Savaii in particular. Emphasis is then placed on the 

unique culture of Samoa. Even though we have been able to access much 

information via various websites and books, we have also learnt much from 

being there and involving in discussions with knowledgeable people, and so it 

would be a disadvantage not to include that in the description below. 

 

 

Since the reader of this thesis comes across a few Samoan words and 

expressions, we provide a short dictionary, explaining some of the key 

concepts (see table 2). 

Table 2: Samoan dictionary. 

  

Dictionary 
 

Fa’a Samoa 

 

A cultural code of living in the Samoan society. 

 

 

Matai 

 

Title for the head of the family. Expresses family matters at village 

meetings. 

 

 

High Chief 

 

The head of the village council, attending village meetings. Looking 

after the village. 

 

Nofotane 

 

 

A woman who is married outside her village, and considered low in 

rank. 

 

Aiga 

 

Extended family. Including spouses, siblings, in-laws, children and 

other family members. 

 

 

Fa’alavelave 

 

 

Social and cultural obligations, practices of ceremonies. Including 

weddings, funerals, and other events. 

 

 

Fia fia pu’u pu’u 

 

 

The attitude of “happy but short”. 

 

 

Fale 

 

 

A traditional Samoan house without walls.  

 

 

Palagi 

 

A non-Samoan person. 
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4.1 About Samoa 
Samoa, former Western Samoa, is a Polynesian island nation in the South 

Pacific Ocean, as indicated by the map. After 44 years under administrative 

control by New Zealand, and earlier colonization by Germany, Samoa became 

the first Pacific country to get its independence in 1962 (Samoa Tourism 

Authority 2019a). The estimated population is today just above 200 000 people 

(Central intelligence agency 2019). The capital Apia is situated on the island of 

Upolu where the international airport is located (Stewart-Withers 2011). 

 

Figure 1: Location of Samoa (Google Maps 2019a). 

 

In 1830 the first Christian missionaries arrived in Samoa (Funeralwise 2019), a 

significant time when the society started to change and the Samoans adapted to 

a Western religion. Today Samoa is a deeply religious country with the vast 

majority being of Christian belief, with many churches of different 

denominations spread over the country (Samoa Tourism Authority 2019a; Lind 

2015). It is common for villages to have at least two churches, often holding up 

to a few hundred people in each (Lind 2015). 

 

During a long time Samoa had a rather reluctant attitude towards tourism, 

which was a deliberate move to avoid negative impacts from Western cultures 

that would threaten the traditional lifestyle and values in the country (Lind 

2015). The Samoan government has now identified the tourism industry as a 

major economic development opportunity and has started to allow more 

tourists into the country (UNWTO 2011) 
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Figure 2: One of many big churches in Savaii. Photo: I. Ljunggren, 2019. 

 

Figure 3: A typical village fale where matai meetings and other events take place. Photo: I. Ljunggren, 2019. 
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4.2 The island of Savaii 

Savaii is the largest island in Samoa regarding surface. However, only a quarter 

of Samoa's population lives on the island (Lonely Planet 2019). Savaii’s 

landscape is mountainous with the highest peak, Mount Silisili, reaching 1858 

meters over the sea level (Encyclopaedia Britannica 2019). Savaii has one of 

the biggest shield volcanoes in Polynesia, Mount Matavanu. It had its latest 

eruption in 1905 when over five villages at the island’s northern coast were 

buried under lava (Samoa Tourism Authority 2019b). Savaii has a tropical 

humid climate which despite the volcanic soil generates fertile nature and a 

deep rainforest (Nasa 2019). 

  

Figure 4: Map over Savaii (Google Maps 2019b). 

Although Savaii faces problems regarding a limited land area, a small 

workforce and isolation which makes it hard to access products from overseas, 

tourism is a growing industry, attracting visitors to enjoy blue lagoons, well-

kept sand beaches and snorkelling, as well as local culture. It is one of the main 

sources of employment and economic possibilities for the people in Savaii 

(Savaii Samoa Tourism Association 2019). The infrastructure on the island is 

rather poor (Lonely Planet 2019), with only one main road that goes around the 

island, following the coastline, as shown on the map (see figure 4). Savaii is a 

very tranquil and traditional island (Savaii Samoa Tourism Association 2019). 

Together with the Christian faith, the fa’a Samoa4 has a visible impact in the 

Savaiian society as each village is run by their own leaders. 

                                                 
4 The cultural code of living in Samoan society.  
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Figure 5: Beach fales provide shade from the sun for locals and tourists alike. Photo: I. Ljunggren, 2019. 

 

Figure 6: View over Savaii’s fertile southern coastline. Photo: I. Ljunggren, 2019.  
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4.3 The Samoan society and culture 

Fa’a Samoa means the Samoan Way. It is the foundation on which the whole 

society is built (Lilomaiava 2004). It is present in the culture, the society and in 

the everyday life for all Samoans. It is the backbone and serves as guidelines 

and regulations as to how one should live life, and has done so for over 3000 

years (Samoa Tourism Authority 2019c). An important aspect of the fa’a 

Samoa is the respect for and duty to the family, as well as to the village and 

community (Fairbairn-Dunlop 1994; Stewart-Withers 2011). Fa’a Samoa is 

visible in celebrations of traditions and cultural practices as well as in everyday 

customs of the people. Today’s fa’a Samoa revolves around three main 

elements, namely the matais,5 the aiga6, and the Christian church. Every 

village and extended family have their own chiefly rule whose responsibility it 

is to tend to political duties, take care of the family, and decision making 

(Lilomaiava 2004; Samoa Tourism Authority 2019c). 

 

The matais have traditionally been men, but Samoa now sees a shift that more 

and more women, depending on village and family, are allowed to become 

matais. There are several different chiefly titles one can hold, e.g. high chief 

and orator. Who is selected to become matai is dependent on the degree to 

which the person has been serving and contributing to the family, and whether 

the person is appropriate and capable to hold the title (Fieldnotes, 12 April 

2019). Each village has their own more or less autonomous political systems 

with varying legislation, and the high chief is the one who ultimately decides 

on rules (Fairbairn Dunlop 1994; Lind 2015). 

 

Residents in villages are divided in accordance with a hierarchical system, 

depending on title and status. The matai has the highest status in the family 

followed by the matai’s husband or wife, thus making these two the top in the 

hierarchy. Situated at the bottom of the hierarchy are people without titles and 

who have moved to the village as a result of getting married (Stewart-Withers 

2011). When a woman is married outside her village, she will become a 

nofotane. Nofotane women hold the lowest rank in the village and do not have 

the same rights as women born in the village. The nofotane’s main 

responsibility and duty is to clean and cook for her husband's family, regardless 

of the husband's title (Feagaimaali’i-Luamanu 2016; UN Women 2017). 

Nofotanes do not have any say when it comes to decision making within the 

family or in the village setting, and they have for a long time been treated more 

or less as property of the husband and his family (UN Women 2017). The 

hierarchy system is also apparent e.g. during matai meetings. 

                                                 
5 Family and village chiefs.  
6 Extended family. 
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During these meetings, people from the lower ranks will be serving food and 

drinks to those of higher status (Fieldnotes, 27 April 2019). 

 

There is a saying “o Samoa o le atunu’u ua’uma ona tifi” which translates to 

“Samoa is an already defined society”. This means that all people know their 

place, and understand their duties and what is expected from them. From a 

young age children learn to respect the elders and many Samoans dedicate their 

lives to serving and giving to their parents because of loyalty (Stewart-Withers 

2011). Beyond the chiefly matai system, each village has committees, divided 

between men and women. Every committee is responsible for a special area in 

the village. Women have the responsibility to walk around to all houses and 

make sure that the interiors are clean and tidy, while the men’s committee will 

check the tidiness of the gardens. If the committees find that a house or garden 

is not in a presentable condition the responsible family must pay a fine. How 

often the committees do their regular checkups differs from village to village 

(Fieldnotes, 16 April 2019). 

  

The aiga, or the extended family, is a vital part of the Samoan society. It 

consists of several related families living in the same village, taking care and 

looking after each other. It is common that couples, their children, and in-laws 

live together. All Samoans must contribute and be of service to the collective 

welfare of the aiga (Lilomaiava 2009; Samoa Tourism Authority 2019c), and 

for many Samoans, the aiga and the family duties come before any other 

priorities in the daily life (Fieldnotes, 19 April 2019). Regardless of age or 

gender, people who have income-generating jobs often contribute the money 

earned to the aiga (Stewart-Withers 2011).  

  

Even though Samoa has been resilient to Western influence, it is nevertheless 

indented in a global capitalist system. Thus, “the local does not exist in a 

vacuum” (Stewart-Withers 2011, 183). In Samoa, a big part of the income for 

many families comes from remittances sent from relatives and adult children 

working overseas, most of the time in New Zealand or Australia. The 

remittances can come regularly or at special occasions, e.g. for weddings or 

funerals. But it can also come in the shape of a car, electronic devices or airline 

tickets (Stewart-Withers 2011). This has greatly helped raising living standards 

in Samoa. With financial capital it enables people to start small businesses 

(Lilomaiava 2004) as well as affording electricity, bus fares and school fees for 

children (Fieldnotes, 19 April 2019). An important part of the remittances is 

the funding for the social and cultural obligations of the fa’alavelaves 

(Lilomaiava 2004), such as funerals. The practice of funerals in Samoa 

involves the family of the deceased being given gifts such as money and 

practical handicrafts from other families. But they are also expected to return 

gifts to all visitors (Funeralwise 2019), and so fa’alavelaves often comes with a 

heavy financial burden for the family (Fieldnotes, 16 April 2019). 
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Fa’alavelaves need to be understood from the Samoan context of ideals and 

values, thus not from a Western ideology. In Samoa it is important to give, and 

even if it is associated with financial implications the fa’alavelaves enable 

people to show generosity and gain status (Stewart-Withers 2011). 
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5. Empirical results 

In the empirical results we present the five main themes that have been 

identified as recurrent in our interviews and observations. The end of the 

section is dedicated to the differing views on tourism development in Savaii. 

The information between the quotes is a compilation of field observations, 

earlier mentioned references, and knowledge gained from informal 

conversations with a range of experts, Samoans as well as palagis. 

 

 

5.1 Cultural aspects 

To get a holistic picture of factors that both enable and hinder tourism 

development and female involvement in Savaii, it is paramount to take into 

account the deeply rooted cultural and societal obligations and expectations 

that all Samoans live with. These cultural factors can be broken down into two 

categories, namely; financial obligations and the matai system.   

5.1.1 Financial obligations 

It is embedded in the Samoan society to always give what you can to others, 

and Lagi who moved to Samoa from Australia as an adult and did not grow up 

with a lot of influence from her Samoan heritage, admires the way things work 

in Samoa. 

  

“The really nice thing here in Samoa is that we live by a rule that giving is 

much more rewarding. Samoans always live with the thinking that they want to 

earn blessings up in heaven, so a lot of people give a lot all the time”, Lagi. 

  

However, this seemingly altruistic and noble lifestyle of little individual 

possessions and constant contributions to the community is not without 

implications. It prevents many people from being able to build up economic 

buffers, hence making it much harder for local people to start businesses 

without the capital needed. One major issue is the fa’alavelaves. The term 

includes funerals, weddings, and other village events. Usually these events 

require fiscal contributions, or else whatever people have the ability to give. 

All of the interviewees testify about the importance and impact of the 

fa’alavelaves.    

  

“It is a Samoan way [...] and what happens is that we have a lot of 

commitments that’s happening, like a wedding or a funeral and you can’t just 

pass it by. So the Samoan way is to always give money. A lot of families need 

the money, a lot of people borrow money for their survival and that’s the way 

of life for a lot of people”, says Lagi. 
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“If somebody dies in this village all of the family, they help out and they must 

give something. Not always money, if you have a pig or cows or chickens, you 

can kill a cow and give it to the family [...]”, says 82 year old Fono. 

  

“Like us, we are trying to build, the purpose for building this is for our daily 

survival, and we also want to do our business to earn something, just in case 

someone needs help from us [...] fa’alavelaves is a usual problem here”, says 

Alofa, who is managing a small beach fale resort. 

  

To work in the tourism and hospitality industry does not pay well, and what 

people earn most often goes to the different financial obligations. Apart from 

the fa’alavelaves most Samoans also have the church tax to pay, which often 

constitute a fairly big part of the family income. Nafanua, the owner of a 

bungalow resort, approaches the subject: 

  

“We have to give money to a pastor every second week and…like donations 

[...]. Even if you get 100 tala7, that’s still something to help for the family and 

help for the church. Especially the church, because every week we contribute 

to the church”, Nafanua. 

  

5.1.2 The Matai system 

The other cultural aspect that is very present in the Samoan society is the matai 

system. It is an ancient way of distributing the power within villages all around 

Samoa. The matai titles have historically been dominated by men, although it 

has started to change and more women are getting matai titles today. 

  

“The majority is still men. [...] but there’s only a minority of villages here in 

Samoa that do not accept women as matais, because back in the days, in the 

early days we only had men to serve as matais”, says the senior at WIBDI. 

  

In Nafanua’s village it was just until recently that women were not allowed to 

get a title and hence become a part of the decision making: 

  

“Well, like for example in our family, the traditional way in our family, like if 

women want to have a title they are not allowed, only men in our family. But a 

few years ago, my dad and my uncle allowed their sisters and my niece to have 

the title, […] they told them: Come to the meeting tomorrow! And that’s good 

because then we can have a say in different things”, says Nafanua, whose 

father is a matai and uncle is the high chief in her village. 

 

                                                 
7 The Samoan currency. 100 tala is approximately 38 USD or 360 SEK (TransferWise 2019). 
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When a person has been given a title it comes with a lot of pride, since it is a 

privilege and a confidence not appointed to just anybody. Someone who gets a 

matai title will climb in rang in the village hierarchy and also be given a special 

matai name that people out of respect will call them by: 

  

“The family gives a title to you, and they will call you that name, it’s very 

important. Because you know not everyone has a title, so you’re appreciating 

that your family gave it to you”, says Fono. 

  

However, having a matai title also comes with great obligations to the village. 

Fono is currently holding several chiefly titles in different villages, and if 

something happens in either of them, she has to travel to that village as soon as 

she can. 

  

“If you are a good leader and a good chief you look after all of your family. 

You know fa’alavelave, there are too many falevalaves in Samoa [...] maybe if 

it is a funeral you take some fine mats with you or a box of herring or money, 

whatever you can afford, and you can give it to them. That’s how we help each 

other in the world, the family or in the village, [...]. If anything happens in 

Upolu where my other family is, I always go”, says Fono. 

 

5.2 Family support and structure 

To have a supportive family is a great advantage for the women who run the 

tourism accommodations in Savaii. Fathers with construction skills have either 

been the ones who decided to open beach fales, or they have helped out to 

build and maintain the properties. Some of the accommodations are small and 

family owned, two of which do not have any employees other than family 

members or local villagers. Thus, as a woman, expectations to hold the 

household together and being a mother, could be a challenge without the 

support of the family. Since they became mothers, the managers of the two 

different small-scale accommodations are still able to engage in their paid work 

due to the support of their families, and a division of chores. They argue: 

  

“I am lucky that my mom and dad are looking after her because you know, I 

can’t do this without anyone helping me. So I have them looking after her. 

Because no one will be here and do this if I am staying home and looking after 

my baby”, says Sina, who is a 30 year old mother. 

  

“My oldest son is helping me with the shop. Because I have a baby, 10 months 

now, so it’s difficult for me to come to the shop and go back [...]. My little 

brother and sister are helping me with the tourists and the fales. When the 

tourists arrive, they are the ones to help me”, says Alofa, whose oldest child is 

12 years old. 

  



   

 

29 

 

In Samoa the family structure is traditionally divided according to gender roles. 

The men have held the titles, and typical male work has been, and is still 

regarded to be, managing the plantations. For women on the other hand 

housework, childcare, and handicraft have been the most important tasks. 

  

“In Samoa the women are known to be the “straighteners” of any issue. 

Women are the stronghold of the family, any family, in the village, in the 

community. In Samoa that’s a well-known aspect. So, when it comes to 

cleaning, when it comes to holding the village together, it’s always the 

women’s committee that’s present. It’s always them that gets things running 

and holds things together. If a family falls apart it’s because of the woman, it’s 

because they’re not doing their job [...]. But that’s the importance of women in 

the Samoan culture. They are seen as the backbone of our country”, argues the 

representative at SSTA. 

  

When it comes to gender roles between husband and wife there have been 

some different testimonies. As for Lagi, her husband takes care of the children 

and cooks for them so that she can work. Alofa’s husband also cooks but she 

argues that many men in her close vicinity are lazy and commanding the rest of 

the family to do this and do that while doing whatever they want to do. 

 

From the interviews the family structure has shown, not explicitly but 

implicitly, to be of importance when it comes to opening a business. Before 

building, a meeting with the village matais and high chiefs has to be executed, 

and the business idea must be approved. It is intertwined with the family 

support and the ownership of the land, and the status of the women, or in any 

case, their family members can be interpreted as making it easier to pursue the 

business. 

  

“My husband is a matai now, and in the village I don’t have a matai title but I 

am the wife of a matai so I have a higher status”, says Lagi who is managing a 

medium sized resort. 

 

5.3 Land ownership 

In Samoa the vast majority of the land is identified as customary land. That is 

land owned by families from generation to generation. Hence, this is land that 

families never have to pay for, and never buy or sell. The land most often 

comprises a piece of plantation where Samoans cultivate taro, cocoa, breadfruit 

and coconut trees. This so-called subsistence farming to a large extent makes 

families self-supporting. Hence, to Samoans, there is always a natural 

provision of food. The other type of land is called freehold. It is a legacy from 

the colonial time when Germany, the ruling nation in the late 1900s century to 

the end of the World War I, bought land from Samoans. Therefore, nowadays it 

does not belong to anyone but is possible to purchase. 
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The fact that only a small percentage of the land is freehold also means that 

foreign investors cannot easily open up hotels in the country, which is why 

most tourism properties in Samoa are locally owned. The representative at the 

Tourism Association of Savaii explains: 

  

“Most of the land that the tourism properties are on is customary land, so they 

have to approach the relevant family. They have to go through the village and 

the family as well. But land here is a big issue, it’s a very sensitive issue in 

Samoa because people are very possessive with their lands, it’s very sacred in 

Samoa. So if you want to come here and build as a foreign investor you have to 

go through the right channels first.” 

  

In the village where Nafanua has her resort most of the land was made freehold 

by the Germans, and so her parents could buy a piece of land for her. This was 

important for her success as it was paramount that she obtained a beach front 

piece of land for her accommodation. In Alofa’s case, her family already had 

customary land by the beach. However, before they could start building their 

beach fales they still had to be approved by the village council. 

 

We had a gathering [...] with all of the matais and the chief, the one who looks 

after all the others, and then my dad told them what he wanted to build, and if 

there was any matai who didn’t want my dad to build, but no one objected. So 

they agreed. That’s why my dad built the fales and started the business. 

 

Thus, where the family land is situated is a crucial factor for the possibility of 

pursuing a tourism business. To have land by the pretty parts of the coastline is 

an enormous advantage as tourists coming to Savaii wants to enjoy the sun, the 

ocean and the sandy beaches. Therefore, not everyone has the same 

possibilities to successfully operate within the tourism industry like the 

interviewees, all of whom have land by the coast. But having land next to the 

water does not necessarily mean that everyone acts upon the opportunity. Sina, 

who is managing a classically picturesque beach fale resort, always has guests 

and she speculates why not more people with coast land do like her family, and 

she argues: 

  

“A lot of people have land here, but they are too lazy to do things. They got a 

lot of money from the land, not only from the land, but if they would build fales 

like us, maybe two or four fales you know, they never know people might come 

and stop by and want somewhere to sleep [ …]”. 

  

A similar beach fale resort however, managed by Alofa, which is much smaller 

and less renowned, chose to take advantage of the position of the land and 

establish the business to earn an income for the family, and she explains why: 

  



   

 

31 

 

“We didn’t get any jobs because we decided to stay here in our village. And so 

we try to make our own business rather than to go and work for someone, other 

people, because it’s a little, it’s different. When working on your own you can 

work with whatever you want to.” 

  

She continues: 

 

“This business is good especially for us here living along the coastal areas, 

and especially since we are living on the beach. So why go anywhere to find a 

job? We still have the land, everything.” 

   

5.4 Experience and knowledge brought from abroad 

To have a connection, or experience from outside Savaii and Samoa is of 

importance when it comes to having the opportunity to run and start up a 

tourism accommodation on the island. The women who now run 

accommodations in Savaii have all some experience either from overseas8, or 

the capital Apia. They have either moved there for work, studies or have a 

family member who comes from another country and culture, as in the case of 

Nafanua’s mother. 

 

“She was from Scotland, and I think she came to New Zealand when she was 

25 and she met my dad [...]. And my dad, he came from here to work there. So 

they met in New Zealand and then when they had me and my brother they 

moved back here [...]”, Nafanua. 

  

Two of the women interviewed have been working within the tourism industry 

elsewhere before they started their current work in Savaii. These experiences 

made them interested and knowledgeable enough to either start their own 

tourism accommodation or become the manager of an already existing resort 

like Lagi. 

  

“I got a job in a travel agency and I stayed in that job for ten years, selling the 

whole world and learning about what people want and what they are 

expecting”, says Lagi from Australia. 

 

Moving to Savaii as an adult from a Western country has also entailed that 

Lagi not fully conforms to all expectations and chores that traditionally are 

placed upon women in Samoa. She explains: 

 

“On Tuesdays it is the day that all the matai women and wives of matais get 

together for their weaving [...]. I don’t weave, but I pop in sometimes”. 

                                                 
8 Normally the reference for New Zealand or Australia. 
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To have the option to move abroad for studies is something that has been an 

advantage for some of the women interviewed. Sina moved abroad where she 

got a university degree in Tourism and Administration, something that has 

proved helpful as she now possesses a holistic mindset on inclusive tourism 

development for her village. 

  

“If there are any tourists who want to go snorkelling, I get one of the local 

fishermen to take them out and they get some money from the tourists [...]. We 

are doing activities as well. There is a cave not long from here, we can take 

them there and they can stop by at a local family and experience the Samoan 

lifestyle so the families also earn money from the tourists.”, she says. 

  

Another aspect of the importance of a connection to overseas also shows when 

it comes to getting the tourists to the accommodations in Savaii. The big resorts 

are working with online agencies to connect with travellers, but the smaller 

beach fales still have problems with that sort of marketing. The internet 

connection in Samoa is expensive and around the island it can be somewhat 

limited. Furthermore, a computer is a luxury not found in every household. 

Therefore, the possibilities of getting online bookings are scarce and in many 

cases they must rely on walk-in customers and on their Facebook pages, 

managed from their phones. 

 

5.5 Work ethics 

The work ethics in Samoa differs significantly from the Western norm and 

culture. The Western view and understanding of work is based on a capitalist 

system, not necessarily applicable in all non-Western societies.  In Samoa 

people have another frame of interpretation and understanding, and there are 

different objectives and duties in life than to become economically successful. 

The priorities in the society mainly revolve around commitments to the family 

and the village, something that in many cases makes it hard for Samoans to 

keep a job for a longer period. A telling expression of this is the Samoan 

attitude of “fia fia pu’u pu’u”, which means “happy but short”. The 

representative at SSTA explains: 

 

“Samoans just have a very difficult mindset, some not all of them. If they don’t 

want to go to work, they just don’t show up. If they got some family thing at 

home, they consider that a priority and work comes second when it’s work 

providing for their family. So, I see a challenge there. I think it really depends 

on their preference, depending on the priorities and values as well and their 

respect of work ethics”. 

  

For the women who run tourism accommodations in Savaii, the work ethics 

among their employees is a major problem. The women simply cannot trust 

that their employees are going to show up for work the next day, and this is 
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something that worries them. The wages in Samoa are very low compared to 

the relatively expensive prices in the country. Thus, many families live on 

remittances. This, combined with the fact that the whole income in most cases 

will be divided between the family, village and church, with no money left for 

the individual, contribute to a resigned attitude towards work among Samoans. 

  

“I don’t think they have the drive to work, to get somewhere, and I think it’s 

because of the money as well. Things here are expensive, but they are not paid 

well. I think the lowest rate is 2,509 tala per hour. Some of them will work to 

help their families. But some, if they get another opportunity somewhere else, 

they just leave “, says Nafanua who has sixty employees. 

  

Furthermore, the fact that Samoans have their own land where they grow 

subsistence crops enables most families to have a decent life, with or without 

money. Lagi, who moved to Samoa as an adult explains:  

 

“Well you will be surprised! The Samoan people don’t need a lot of money at 

the best of times. Some people don’t have any money in their pocket for a 

whole week and they are okay, they are obviously still eating. We are not 

starving”. 

 

This is, according to Nafanua, also an underlying factor to the somewhat 

relaxed view on income generating work. 

 

“Sometimes I think it’s because even though they say we’re poor, to me we are 

not poor. The land’s there, we work the land and the food. Like if a neighbour 

asks for food, we’ll give them food [...]. So they’re never hungry, they’re never 

really really poor. So sometimes I ask them [the staff], what were you doing 

today? Ahh, I was sleeping, sleeping, and not working and not doing 

anything”, says Nafanua. 

  

When it comes to the interviewees’ own work ethics and why they have been 

able to come as far as they have, there has in most cases been a hard-working 

role model in the family. Thus, they have from an early age learned about the 

importance of working. For Fono, the father was that role model. Fono who is 

now 82 years old, explains where she thinks she got her work ethics from: 

  

“Well, I think it depends on your foundation from your family because my 

father he didn’t work in the office, he was a farmer and he was a very hard-

working man. Because all the time when I was young, [..] after we had been to 

school we came back and had something to eat. Then my father said: Come on! 

                                                 
9 Approximately 1 USD or 9 SEK (TransferWise 2019). 
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Pick up your stick and two baskets, put on your neck and go to the plantation”, 

says Fono. 

 

5.6 Differing views on tourism development 

The subject of tourism development in Savaii was approached during the 

interviews with the women managing the tourism accommodations to get their 

view on the matter on a general level. It was more thoroughly discussed at the 

Tourism Association in Savaii as well as with the senior at WIBDI. It turned 

out that the opinions about the future tourism development in Savaii differ 

significantly. 

 

Savaii is sometimes referred to as the real Samoa. It has the physical attributes 

to attract tourists, such as high mountain tops, petrified lava fields and crystal 

blue water, as well as picturesque scenes of free running pigs and chickens and 

a strong connection to the traditional Samoan culture. The senior at WIBDI 

explains: 

 

“You know it's so surreal, the environment and everything is so untouched 

there. Where you come from you have seen so much development, big 

buildings. But in Savaii you will be exposed to beautiful lands, it's just 

amazing, […] you get that real Samoan experience when you come to Savaii”. 

 

The balance between keeping the culture and the Samoan traditions intact 

while at the same time catering for tourists is not an easy task. But the 

representative at SSTA has a clear picture of what kind of tourists that would 

be best for the island. 

 

“We do not want the cheapskates10, I’m sorry to say that but no [...]. We want 

the top end ones, who can spend and who can spend on quality. Not quantity, 

we want quality”. 

 

Nafanua who runs an elegant bungalow resort is of a similar opinion: 

 

“I didn’t really like the open fales, and I didn’t really want that market, I 

wanted the expensive one. I look at the beach fales and they are okay, but they 

don’t seem to do much”, says Nafanua. 

  

However, the senior at the WIBDI office expresses a concern that Samoa does 

not have the means to compete with destinations such as Fiji and the Cook 

Islands when it comes to attracting the higher end market. She has an opposite 

view on which market segment that can and should be attracted to Savaii. 

                                                 
10 A person who is unwilling to spend money (Cambridge Dictionary 2019b).  
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“A lot of people coming in are more on the backpacker level.  They are not 

looking for fancy hotels or things like that […]. I think the agritourism can be 

good if it’s a lot of backpackers as well, they want to go out and see the rural 

areas”. 

 

The fear of getting too many tourists to Savaii is apparent at SSTA. Even if 

they are aware of the benefits of an increasing number of tourists such as 

economic development and better infrastructure, the fear of what negative 

impacts tourism will have on the locals, and that tourism will do more harm 

than good, is a returning subject. 

 

“It’s through tourism that we see culture being preserved in a way. But at the 

same time, we don’t want tourism to impact our social environment so much 

that it takes away our ethics and our values. […] honestly, we do not want an 

overcrowd of tourism. [...] we do not want our cultural and social aspects to be 

influenced negatively”, says the representative at SSTA. 

 

However, all of the women interviewed see positive aspects with the tourism 

and consider it an important industry for Savaii. Some similar points regard job 

opportunities, improved English, community involvement with e.g. stalls along 

the roads or produce sold to the tourism businesses, and thus incomes. 
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6. Analysis 

The following analysis aims to further shed light on the intricate Samoan 

culture and its vastly collective society, and review in which ways the 

theoretical framework is applicable in Samoa regarding gender contracts and 

the experienced challenges and opportunities for (tourism) development. 

 

 

6.1 Traditions or modernity? 

Sharpley (2018) emphasizes that many Pacific island nations have chosen 

tourism as a key to boost economic development. However, Samoa has had a 

reluctant attitude towards tourism development and a fear of what an excessive 

number of tourists would mean to the society. Due to the resilience of Samoa, 

the modernization theory of development never became prevailing, even 

though the country has been under influence of Western countries such as New 

Zealand and Germany. A reason for this is, like Willis (2011) points out, the 

cultural practices. According to her, these are impediments to development. 

However, cultural practices being impediments implies that the pursuit of 

development is desired, which looking at a non-Western society might not be 

the case. This is problematized by Matthews (2017) who points focus on the 

fact that people in developing countries not necessarily want development as 

defined by a Western construct, and that they in fact can be content with the 

traditional way of communal life. 

  

The representative at SSTA, argues that it is important not to get an overcrowd 

of tourists in order to preserve the values and traditions of the Samoan life, thus 

expressing worries about tourist impact on the social environment and the 

negative influences that may follow. By contrast, the interviewees show a 

positive view on bringing more tourists to the island. Moreover, the WIBDI 

senior sees the culture in Savaii as something that tourists want to experience. 

Thus, she argues for the potential of an increasing number of backpackers 

travelling around the island, e.g. contributing to the development of low 

impact, culture sensitive agritourism which will not harm Savaii. 

 

Willis (2011) argues that religion can be an impediment for development. 

Regarding economic development in Savaii this is apparent as the majority of 

the people, like Nafanua points out, pay heavy church taxes to local pastors, 

thus leaving them with less money for themselves. It is a societal factor, which 

among other factors, disables people to build economic buffers and so achieve 

greater economic development. According to the initial purpose of 

development, imbedded in the modernization theory, economic growth was 

equivalent with development which could be achieved through Westernization 

(Potter et al 2018). Therefore, it is paradoxical that the established “Western 
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brought” belief of Christianity now impediment the people of Samoa economic 

development. 

 

From the complexity of the clash between tradition and modernity, we now 

proceed to analyse the unique characteristics in the Samoan society, and how 

this affects gender roles and tourism development. 

   

6.2 The unique traits in the Samoan social environment 

To be able to understand in what ways gender structures impact the tourism 

industry in Savaii and to be able to find out what challenges and opportunities 

the women interviewed have experienced, it has been important not only to 

observe but also to interact with local people and professionals in the industry 

to get a deeper knowledge about the very complex society of Samoa. As 

Forsberg (1989) mentions, it is not enough to only focus on what the eye can 

see. When it comes to the Samoan society, at first look it might seem as if 

gender equality is already in place. Men and women have equal rights and 

women are allowed to own their own businesses. But even though Samoan 

women might be empowered in that sense, there are still other factors 

concerning empowerment that are overlooked. 

  

According to Scheyvens & Biddulph (2017), not involving local people in 

tourism development is a widespread problem, which is supported by Garrigós-

Simón et al. (2015) who connects little benefit for the local people as a result of 

foreign owned tourism properties. However, in Samoa this is not the case. 

Regarding land ownership, most tourism properties are owned by families from 

generation to generation. Hence, the difficulty for foreign investors to buy land, 

also prevent local people from being excluded from the benefits of tourism. 

E.g. as a village member with a tourism business, Sina does what she can to 

include the people from her village as much as possible by arranging tourist 

activities hosted by different people, ranging from fishermen to local families 

inviting tourists to their homes. Thus, in Savaii the small-scale tourism industry 

creates inclusive job opportunities and incomes for both men and women. 

 

Remittances sent from family members overseas have increased and changed 

the living standards for many people. However, social and financial obligations 

and the very present culture slows up these changes. Furthermore, as Lagi and 

Nafanua point out, the country is not poor in the sense that people ever starve 

or lack shelter, and there is always a safety net of family support. Thus, the 

priorities in life are much different to the Western view on earning money. 

These statements align with the fact that the MDGs, as Jolly and Santos (2016) 

suggest, grew out of adequacy. In the Samoan context the poverty index of 

“one dollar a day” was not applicable. However, regardless of these statements, 

Samoans do in fact need money. Apart from fa’alavelaves, Lagi notes that 

many people borrow money and need money for practical daily expenses. 
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Thus, as Stewart-Withers (2011) underpins, the Samoan locality does not exist 

in a vacuum. It is indented in a global capitalist system, involving international 

export markets, family overseas sending remittances and tourists spending and 

contributing to the economy. 

   

Regarding development McKinnon et al. (2016) shed light on what they call 

“human rights subjectivity”. The concept concerns the way in which place 

specific norms regarding gender can be preserved throughout development. 

They argue that in the Pacific context one cannot study gender equality by 

looking at women as income generating individuals. As shown in the section 

about the study area as well as the empirical results, in the Samoan society very 

little importance is placed on the individual and all people are intertwined in a 

community based and collective societal system. As Lagi notes, the Samoan 

way is to give as much as you can to others. Furthermore, Nafanua points out 

that the church tax is paid every second week, and Fono, who holds several 

chiefly titles, explains that one of the reasons for being appointed them is 

because she has financial means to contribute to fa’alavelaves, which 

according to Alofa are common and financially difficult problems in Samoa. 

Thus, just like McKinnon et al. (2016) suggest, the Pacific women are so 

deeply intertwined in the community that it would never work to try to achieve 

anything connected to women without involving the whole family or 

community. 

  

Thus, with the presumption that women in Samoa are thoroughly embedded in 

the collective society, we now proceed to look at the gender contracts and the 

duties of the Samoan people. 

 

6.3 The individual within the community  

Gender contracts can, according to Forsberg (2001), be understood as the rules 

by which both men and women organize their lives by informally structured 

gender relations. Rather than being questioned, these embedded gender roles 

are regarded to be tradition. The interviewees, as well as other people included 

in the study, mention the differences but refer to it as simply the way they do it 

and what they are used to. Hence, Caretta & Börjeson’s (2014) and Forsberg & 

Stenbacka’s (2017) note on gender contracts as being subtle unspoken 

regulations is confirmed. So is Forsberg’s (1989) suggestion that social 

structures affect men and women’s behaviors at the same time as they are 

maintained by these very behaviors. 

  

According to Forsberg and Stenbacka (2017), people in rural areas tend to 

abide to traditional gender contracts, processes that rarely get debated. 

Zampoukos (2006) further acknowledges the gender contract as a means to 

understand the division of paid and unpaid labour, that differ between men and 

women. 
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This is something that shows in the village settings in Savaii where the 

traditional Samoan culture is present, the gender roles are strong and some 

types of work are considered to only suit women and some only men. This 

presumption is supported by the representative at SSTA, who stresses the 

importance of the village and the duties among all people, e.g. within different 

gender divided committees. Thus, this aligns with Stewart-Withers (2011) 

description of the saying “Samoa is an already defined society”, in which the 

gender contracts are embedded, also in regards to the hierarchical system 

where matais possess high ranks and nofotanes have a low and disempowered 

rank. But even though the gender division is important and present in the 

Samoan context, it is not key. The key is rather that everyone, men and women 

alike, contribute to the communal welfare and obligations.  

 

Influenced strongly by traditions and the fa’a Samoa, the local gender contract 

is hard to change even though Caretta & Börjeson (2014) describe it as 

dynamic. However, to some extent Samoa differs from Forsberg & Stenbacka’s 

(2017) statement regarding gender contracts not being debated. Women can in 

the majority of the villages in Samoa now formally become matais and take 

part in decision making due to rearrangements in the local gender contracts. 

There are both women and men in income-generating jobs, and men and 

women help out with house chores, depending on their specific living situation. 

  

From gender contracts within the Samoan society, we now move on to 

specifically looking at how the interpreted empowerment among the women 

interviewed correlate with literature on the matter. 

  

6.4 The empowered Savaiian women 

Speaking of empowerment, the term can only be applied in Samoa to a certain 

extent, due to factors described above. Empowerment is intertwined with the 

local gender contracts, which as Forsberg and Stenbacka (2017) argue are 

neither easily changed nor questioned. According to the representative at 

SSTA, the woman’s role is just part of the tradition and the way things are. 

Cole (2018) describes three levels wherein the change of empowerment for 

women take place, namely on a personal, relational and environmental level. 

The women interviewed in this study have all passed the first level of personal 

empowerment and to some extent also the second. The findings of the study 

show that family support is both of importance as well as common. This is 

apparent for Sina and Alofa, both of which are mothers to young children. 

Therefore, what Boonabaana (2014) says about women combining their work 

in the tourism industry with great household responsibility is not always the 

case among the women in the study. Lagi describes that her husband is taking a 

greater responsibility when it comes to the domestic work so that she can have 

her focus on managing the resort. Nafanua and Fono have also passed the 

second level. 
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They are both free to manage their accommodations however they want to. 

Their surrounding networks and power relations have changed over time and 

neither of them have husbands or young children to take into consideration. 

But this is not the reality in every family. For instance, Alofa is of the opinion 

that many men in her close vicinity are lazy and controlling of the family. 

 

According to Cole (2018) the last level of empowerment, environmental, is the 

hardest to obtain. Social norms, beliefs, and attitudes must change, something 

that is complicated, and not fully desirable in the Samoan context. People do 

not necessarily want the society, and hence the embedded gender contracts, to 

change, such as the representative at SSTA who fears that Samoan values and 

customs will vanish if Western tourists get too much access, an argument that 

aligns with what Potter et al. (2018) call post-development theory. Thus, even 

if the interviewees all manage businesses, most of them are still underpinned 

by the fa’a Samoa and the associated obligations. Furthermore, Forsberg 

(2001) mentions that every person has their own gender contract based on 

individual preferences. This is demonstrated by Lagi’s case, the only 

interviewee who to some extent has been able to obtain the third level of 

empowerment. Due to her privilege as a half palagi not growing up in the 

Samoan culture, she has had the opportunity to choose which parts of the 

cultural and social obligations she wants to be a part of. 

  

Moswete & Lacy (2015) describe work in tourism as a way for women to take 

control over their own income, and have the ability to own land and run their 

own businesses. In the Samoan context, tourism opportunities can partly be 

linked to women’s ownership of land and the ability to run an own business, 

like in the case of Fono who is the sole owner of her land and accommodation. 

However, more often, such as with Alofa, the businesses are owned by the 

whole family and so is the land. When it comes to the control over the income, 

the Samoan culture is hard to overcome. Several of the interviewees underline 

the importance of giving. Hence, women might earn an income for the family 

which can be regarded as progressive, but the money earned is never for the 

woman to spend. Thus, it is difficult to say that the women interviewed are 

economically empowered, and in some ways it is not a relevant issue looking 

specifically at the women’s economic empowerment as this is a Western 

construct relying on a capitalist and individualistic societal system. 

 

Forsberg (1989) and Caretta & Börjeson (2014) puts attention to the 

importance of portraying women in different geographical contexts and 

processes in a nuanced way, to avoid victimization and generalizations 

regarding their opportunities to overcome inequalities and obtaining 

empowerment. As presented in the empirical results there are certain obstacles 

regarding tourism development and women’s possibilities in Savaii. However, 

a more apparent result is that the women interviewed have accomplished some 
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success, either it be being able to open up a small business to get a survival 

income like Alofa, getting a stable income to support the aiga and fa’alavelaves 

like Fono, or to be able to live an easy island life like Lagi. These women are 

not victims, and Samoa has proven to be a country where people are regarded 

as equals even though the gender roles are very apparent. 

 

Lastly, we reconnect the SDGs, relevant for this thesis, with the female 

empowerment in Savaii and the future prospects of tourism development on the 

island. 

 

6.5 Sustainable goals missing the target 
According to Jolly and Santos (2016) the SDGs succeeded the MDGs in order 

to more adequately and broad based provide the world’s nations with 

sustainable development goals that could be applied or strived for in all 

countries based on degree of development and national priorities. In this paper 

the focus has been on goal five – achieving gender equality and empower all 

women and girls; and goal eight - promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable 

economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all. 

The theoretical framework as well as the empirical results show that, even 

though they constitute a progressive view on development, these SDGs are not 

fully applicable in Samoa. Sure enough gender equality and female 

empowerment are important subjects, and the women interviewed have all 

reached some empowerment. But in the Samoan context it is not possible to 

separate female empowerment from development and welfare for all as there is 

no emphasis on the individual. This is visible in the motives for working 

among the women interviewed. They all work partially to be able to contribute 

and help. All of them stress the importance of family support and constant 

contributing, either it is to be able to lend out money like the case of Alofa’s 

family, or to contribute to fa’alavelaves like Fono. The fact that, as Stewart-

Withers (2011) points out, everyone has to contribute their salary to the 

household, regardless of age and gender, further confirms that the collective is 

more important than the individual. This can also be linked to the work ethics 

of the Samoan people, which most of the interviewees mention as a concern 

when it comes to their businesses and tourism development in general. 

 

The other goal regarding decent work and sustainable economic growth can, 

within our frame of study, be connected to the presented empirical themes of 

work ethics and land ownership. The goal is grounded in the hopes of 

achieving poverty alleviation and economic growth (Jolly & Santos 2016). 

Like other aspects of development, it is not easy to target how this goal can be 

applied in the Samoan context. Poverty does not mean the same thing as in 

many other countries due to the land ownership where, like the interviewees 

explain, people grow subsistence crops and families never have to pay for 

rents. Furthermore, achieving decent work for all in Samoa is mainly up to 



   

 

42 

 

each individual and the foundation and values they have grown up with. 

Tourism is an industry that generates job opportunities (Movono & Dahles 

2017; Ramjee Singh 2009), but the representative at SSTA and Nafanua 

mention the working mentality as rather problematic. Without an urgent need 

for money, combined with the fact that the income is divided among different 

parts of the society except the individual, and that Samoans have other 

priorities and duties in life compared to Western values, all add up to the goal 

being rather inadequate in the Samoan setting. 
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7. Conclusions and discussion 

In this final chapter we give an overview of the main takeaways from the 

results of the study, as well as our own reflections of the Samoan culture from 

the time spent in Savaii. We finish with a review of the limitations with the 

research and acknowledge theoretical implications and suggestions on future 

research topics. 

 

 

7.1 Summary of results 
The aim of this study was to get a profound understanding, as well as 

contributing to research, concerning how geographically specific Samoan 

culture and society impact on tourism development and gender relations, based 

on the empirical case of women with tourism accommodations in Savaii. To 

achieve the aim, we explored which factors in the Samoan society that 

influence the tourism development, and what societal challenges and 

opportunities women in Savaii have faced in their pursuit of running tourism 

accommodations. 

 

The result of the study show that many perceived challenges are not just 

challenges but can also constitute opportunities, and vice versa. This is not 

typical for Samoa, but is a part of the complexity that can be found in any 

society. The reality should not be divided in different determined categories, 

because the fact is that the reality consists of ambiguities and layers of 

understandings, and processes within societies are dynamic and multifaceted.   

 

Thus, the key factors in the Samoan society that the study identified as both 

challenges and opportunities were: 

 

• The altruistic and communal lifestyle - with family and village support, 

and duties. 

• The financial obligations - to the family, village, church, and 

fa’alavelaves. 

• The work ethics - connected to remittances and having a decent living 

without money. 

• Land ownership – with the advantages of coastal land and the inclusion 

of the community. 

• Westernization - with experience from abroad or a parent from another 

country. 

• Fa’a Samoa- the Samoan way including matai hierarchies and 

embedded gender roles. 
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7.2 Reflections 
In Samoa, women are out in the society, and they are not held back when it 

comes to working. But, being interested in issues relating to gender equality 

and tourism development we wanted to dig deeper into the Samoan society and 

culture with the aim to give a contribution as to how place specific 

characteristics affect these issues. We have seen clear patterns of certain gender 

contracts in Samoa. Women and men are divided when it comes to what type 

of work they are supposed to do, both in terms of paid and unpaid work, and 

according to family hierarchies. The gender roles seem hard to change and 

many people are so used to them that they do not see a problem, and perhaps 

do not see the point of anything being changed or developed. 

 

Therefore, during the study, we had to start thinking about the meaning of 

development and what we, from our Western perspective, see as development 

compared to the view in Samoa. We realised the importance of understanding 

development as a relative concept of which the meaning varies within different 

societal structures. Regarding tourism development in specific, we heard 

different views on what the best future for Savaii would be, from keeping it on 

a grass-root level with focus on backpackers, to only focusing on the tourists 

that are willing to pay high prices. With the experience we have now we can 

see that one view of tourism development is not sufficient. Even if tourism can 

bring work opportunities and economic growth into a small country such as 

Samoa, the tourism development have to be implicated in a way that aligns 

with the traditional way of living, and without harming the people and the 

place. 

  

Trying to understand the underlying factors to the resigned attitude towards 

income-generating work11 among Samoans, and what have led to the “success” 

of the women in the study, has been a challenge. The answers to our questions 

have not only been answered in the interviews. Rather they have unfolded 

piece by piece as a constant learning process during the time in Samoa, and we 

have learned to process knowledge through the unseen, the felt, and the 

intuitive. Working and achieving something, may it be a higher income, status, 

or self-fulfilment, is so natural in the Swedish society that it has been hard 

sometimes to understand why many people in Samoa do not care about their 

work as much as we do. As mentioned in the study, the giving and selflessness 

in individual possession of food, money, and personal items is an important 

part of the Samoan culture. Many Samoans struggle indefinitely to overcome 

economic limitations as there is very little importance placed on creating a 

“nest egg” or saving for one’s self. The obligation, instead, is to the whole of 

the community. This is a very important factor when talking about the will to 

                                                 
11 Income generating work specifically referring to the tourism and service sector. 
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put an effort into the work among Samoans. When you never have the chance 

to save any money for yourself or buy something that is only for you, the work 

might in some ways feel meaningless. This is an issue that many people we 

talked to during our time in Savaii raised. 

  

In the Samoan society, the social safety net does not rely on social functions 

such as governmental funded financial aid regarding unemployment and 

insurances; with bureaucracy and regulations on who gets access to the funds, 

but rather on family ties and a general approach of taking individual 

responsibility for the common good. Thus, Samoa is not only on the opposite 

side of the world in relation to Sweden, it is also on the opposite side of the 

spectrum when it comes to individualism contra collectivism. With our 

Swedish viewpoint, there have been moments when we have been frustrated 

about the way things work there, e.g. incomes going to the community. But we 

have also come to admire other parts, such as the selflessness and the priorities 

other than economic growth, and maybe a compromise between the Swedish 

and the Samoan way would be ideal. 

  

Regarding the critical concept of empowerment, we ascribed Lagi as being the 

most empowered of the women in terms of Cole’s (2018) three levels. At the 

same time, she is the only one who is married into the village, and thus, would 

fit into the nofotane role. Therefore, we interpret the fact that she is from 

overseas to have an impact on her status and possibility not to conform to all 

aspects of the Samoan culture. With this in mind, when we ask ourselves about 

the different work ethics among the women, compared to e.g. their staff, it 

comes back to the Western way of working and thinking. If these women have 

a more Westernized view on how work should be done, lazy might mean 

something different for them compared to the workers at the hotel who might 

never have left Savaii. If an employee has an obligation back in the village it 

might be more important to quit the job and stay home, something that of 

course is a challenge as hoteliers rely on the staff to come to work every day. 

  

However, it is not up to us as researchers to put value into the place specific 

Samoan cultural aspects as better or worse. We have our embedded Western 

ideas that we cannot free ourselves from. But rather than judging the way 

things function in Samoa our aim has been to get a profound understanding, 

and so in an objective way try to explain, how cultural processes both enable 

and hinder development, in regard to women and tourism. To do a study in a 

country with a culture that differs much to your own is not easy, and for us as 

inexperienced researchers, we had to try to abandon all thoughts that we had 

before the trip and start from scratch. Constantly interacting with people we 

met during the way and trying to be open-minded have been the most 

important tools to accomplish what we have.  
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When we look at Savaii, we see an island that is slowly changing from a 

traditional way of living to a more Westernized way, more or less voluntarily.  

We have met young people with dreams of living a different life from what 

their parents are doing, but who feel stuck in the expectations of the culture and 

do not find any meaning of making an effort to work or build a career. That 

people not necessarily want the society to change might perhaps be 

ambivalence to the fact that while desiring development, they are actually still 

content with the easy idyllic life in Savaii. Thus, there is a difference between 

wanting the society to change in terms of greater economic development for 

the people and wanting it to stay the same in order to not lose the fa’a Samoa, 

but one should not have to exclude the other. 

 

7.3 Limitations 
There are a number of limitations to this study. Due to some initial 

miscommunication with WIBDI we had to re-work our aim and objectives 

upon arrival to Samoa, which resulted in some loss of time for the actual study. 

This might have had some consequences for the result in terms of the rather 

small sample size. However, the decision to focus the study to only one of the 

islands gave us the possibility to more thoroughly get involved with locals and 

understand that specific context rather than trying to cover the whole of Samoa.  

 

We had the idea that we were going to study gender roles in the Samoan 

society. With all facts on hand, we realize that much of the information 

presented in the study apply for both men and women. Thus, more apparent 

than the distinction between the genders is the distinction between the 

individual and the communal society, which we have tried to emphasize in the 

study. Therefore, according to us the results are not misleading, and even 

though some aspects regard both men and women, the gender contracts have 

still shown to be visible and the society very traditional when it comes to 

power structures and division of work.   

 

Another limitation concerns the anonymity of the interviewees. Considering 

that Savaii is a very small island, anyone familiar with the place would be able 

to guess to whom we are referring in our interviews, although altering the 

names of the interviewees. This is a distinct shortcoming, and retrospectively 

maybe we should not have promised full anonymity. 

  

Even though we spent eight weeks in Samoa, we could only just scrape the 

surface regarding the empirical themes, and concerning the complex nature of 

the fa’a Samoa it is very likely that there have been misinterpretations from our 

part. This is further amplified by our lack of experience in research work and 

perhaps our preconceived ideas about what we were going to find. However, 

being two authors was an advantage as we constantly reflected on our 

experiences together. We have tried to present the empirical material as clear 
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as possible to make it easy for the reader to grasp, and to our understanding as 

true to reality as possible. 

 

7.4 Theoretical implications and future research 
Regarding the theory of gender contracts, it has been of interest and value as a 

point of reference for the study. However, it is constructed in a Western 

context, and so must be supplemented and further developed to be applicable in 

non-Western societies. The result of the study points to a different type of 

social contract than what current literature intend to capture, and hierarchical 

systems, including the role of the nofotane, is something that theories of gender 

contracts need to consider in order to be valid in contexts such as the Samoan. 

According to the authors of the study, perhaps the most visible gender contract 

in Samoa is simply the fa’a Samoa. 

 

Moreover, it would be rewarding to study tourism not only from a gender 

perspective, but rather on the communal level, and thus get another perspective 

and perhaps differing results from the ones presented in this thesis. We have 

seen that tourism development and development work in general, is implicated 

in very different ways in Samoa compared to the much Western-based research 

that has been done on the subjects. Therefore, much like the case with gender 

contracts, it is important to do further studies on places like Savaii to broaden 

the concept of development theory and get a better knowledge about different 

societal contexts, deviating from Western norms. 

 

Furthermore, concerning tourism development in Savaii research needs to 

place focus on the tourist’s perspective on Savaii as a destination. We heard 

different opinions from the women providing for the tourists, but questions 

regarding what tourists actually are looking for when they come to the island 

remain unclear. As there are several ideas on what would be the best way 

forward for Savaii, a study to examine the interest for non-coastal vacation, in 

combination with agritourism and low impact ways of discovering would be 

beneficial for Savaii, as well as for other small, climate-sensitive, and culture 

intense islands. 

  

7.5 Our last words 
We hope that we have achieved to open some doors when it comes to the 

discussion of the complexity of tourism development and gender roles, and the 

fact that there is no global solution or objective due to different characteristics 

of places regarding culture; characteristics which impact all people and all 

processes in the society. Our study has shown two sides of Savaii. Whilst being 

a thriving tropical destination with great potential for whatever tourism strategy 

they choose, it is just as clear that it may always stay an everlasting ancient 

society, in the South Pacific Ocean. 
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Appendix 1 

  
Interview guide for the representative at SSTA and the senior at WIBDI. 

 

The two interviews were based on the following questions. Other questions were added 

during the interviews depending on the participants’ answers. The dots under some of the 

questions were reminders on what kind of follow-up questions that could be used to each 

question.  

 

 

We are Ida and Klara. We are university students from Sweden currently doing data 

collection for our bachelor thesis here in Samoa. We study tourism development and are 

majoring in human geography. We are studying women in Samoa who run small tourism 

enterprises. What we want to see is in what ways the society regarding e.g. culture and family 

structure has influence on tourism development.  

 

When the study is finished it will be published digitally. The information gained from this 

interview will only be used for the results of the study, and we will not mention your name in 

the thesis. The participation of the interview is voluntary and you can withdraw at any time. 

We estimate that the interview will take 30 minutes. With your consent, the interview will be 

recorded. Is this okay with you?  

 

• Can you tell us about who you are and what you are working with here in Samoa? 

 

• Can you explain to us the family structures in the Samoan culture, is there something 

that a girl/woman "can't" do according to the culture?  

o Family structure  

o rural vs urban  

o decision-making 

 

• Could you explain the matai system in Samoa, have women always been able to get 

these titles?  

 

• Can you explain the two types of land ownership in Samoa, and the difference 

between them? 

o Is it possible for non-Samoans to buy land and build tourism enterprises?  

 

• As we are especially interested in women who run small tourism business. What 

factors do you see exist in the Samoan society that might challenge or make it 

possible for these women? 

o background, mixed heritage  

o education level 

o language 
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o religion 

o living abroad 

o role models 

 

• Do you know if there are many women who turn to tourism for work? 

o Who are these women? 

o What do you think are the main reasons for doing this work? 

 

• We have learned that the working mentality is quite different here compared to 

Western countries. Do you experience that this a challenge for the tourism 

development in Savaii? 

 

• What role do you see that tourism has for the development of Savaii? 

 

• Does Savaii have different challenges concerning tourism development than Upolu?  

 

• Do people in Savaii show interest in increased tourism to the country? 

o If so, how does the Samoan mentality conjoint with catering for the needs of 

international/Western tourists? 

 

• Do you experience that there is a difference in opportunities when it comes to starting 

your own business? Does everyone have similar possibilities? 

o Men and women 

o Rural, urban 

 

• In what ways does the Samoan culture affect tourism development? 

o Pros and cons  
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Appendix 2 

 

Interview guide for the women who run tourism accommodations in Savaii. 

  

The five interviews were based on the following questions. Other questions were added 

during the interviews depending on the participants’ answers. The dots under some of the 

questions were reminders on what kind of follow-up questions that could be used to each 

question.  

 

 

We are Ida and Klara. We are university students from Sweden currently doing data 

collection for our bachelor thesis here in Samoa. We study tourism development and are 

majoring in human geography. We are studying women in Samoa who run small tourism 

enterprises. What we want to see is in what ways the society regarding e.g. culture and family 

structure has influence on tourism development.  

 

When the study is finished it will be published digitally. The information gained from this 

interview will only be used for the results of the study, and we will not mention your name in 

the thesis. The participation of the interview is voluntary and you can withdraw at any time. 

We estimate that the interview will take 30 minutes. With your consent, the interview will be 

recorded. Is this okay with you? 

 

• Can you tell us about this place and what type of business you are running here? 

 

• How does a normal workday look for you? 

 

• How long have you had this place? 

 

• Can you take us to the beginning, how did it all start? 

o What made it possible for you to do this? 

o Did you start it alone? 

o Support from husband/family? 

 

• Have there been any challenges for you running this business? 

o Start-up, matai decisions? 

o Any specific challenges because of your gender?  

o Cultural challenges? 

 

• Can you tell us a little bit about your background? 

o Did you grow up in Savaii? 

o Tradition and culture, your title? 

 

• What does your family situation look like? 

o Family members abroad or in Upolu 

o Remittances 
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• Have you had any income generating work before this? 

o If yes, what kind of work was that, and why did you change to this? 

o If no, what has it meant for you and your family to have an income generating 

work? 

 

• Have you seen any changes in Savaii? Does it come more tourists now than before? 

o If yes, do you think it’s a good thing for the island? 

 

• Do you have any future plans for this place? 

 

 

 

 

  

 


