
 

Pacific Women Viewpoints 

Changes in social norms to support genuine women’s 

economic empowerment 

Background 

More than 120 researchers, policy makers and development practitioners gathered at the University 

of the South Pacific at Suva in Fiji, from 27–30 May 2019, for the Pacific Women Regional Learning 

Forum on Women’s Economic Empowerment. Participants explored, challenged, learned about and 

pushed forward ideas around women’s economic empowerment in Pacific Island countries. The 

Learning Forum was organised by the Australian Government’s Pacific Women Shaping Pacific 

Development (Pacific Women) program.1 

Each day of the forum focused on a broad theme to both contextualise and analyse women’s 

economic empowerment from different perspectives. The third day of the forum focused on changes 

in enabling environments and institutions to support genuine women’s economic empowerment.  

Day one focused on how social norms negatively influence Pacific women’s empowerment and 

highlighted how decision makers need to take in to account gender dynamics and discriminatory 

social norms. 

Context 

Most communities across the Pacific are governed by patriarchal social norms and structures. These 

social norms have a significant impact upon women’s ability to participate equally in income-earning 

work, economic decision making and control over resources. Keynote speaker Dr Vijaya Nagarajan 

highlighted key constraints to women’s economic empowerment linked to Pacific social norms, 

expectations about caregiving, gender-based violence and access to resources, a mong others.2 

Dr Nagaranjan noted that changing social norms requires diverse strategies. In particular, helping 

economic policy makers and politicians understand how gender-blind economic policies reinforce 

men’s existing economic advantage and disadvantage women. ‘We need to include women’s 

experience in developing policies and creating laws,’ she said, adding: ‘Economics assumes women 

and men make decisions in the same way and that they react to economic stimuli in the same way, 

but they don’t.’ In order to support women’s economic empowerment, decision makers need to take in 

to account gender dynamics and discriminatory social norms. 

Exploring promising practices and approaches  

The forum panel discussions highlighted promising practices that can reduce barriers to women’s 

economic empowerment by addressing existing social norms. Approaches highlighted included: 

working with women and men in family groupings; demonstrating flexibility in how family is defined; 

using training tools accessible to individuals with low literacy levels; working with collectives or 

certification systems that stabilise markets for small scale producers; and increasing women’s 

participation and status in value chains. 

 
1 Pacific Women is a long-term, $320 million program to improve opportunities for the political, economic and social 
advancement of women.  
2 Dr Vijaya Nagarajan’s presentation is available for download: https://pacificwomen.org/resources/pacific-women-regional-
learning-forum-on-womens-economic-empowerment/  

https://pacificwomen.org/resources/pacific-women-regional-learning-forum-on-womens-economic-empowerment/
https://pacificwomen.org/resources/pacific-women-regional-learning-forum-on-womens-economic-empowerment/


 

The forum also recognised different 

ways women are disempowered, 

specifically through violence against 

women. Good practice programs are 

striving to reduce family stressors, 

increase dialogue with male family 

members and demonstrate that women 

are valuable family and community 

members deserving of respect and equal 

treatment. Participants reflected the most 

successful interventions and activities 

involve basic gender awareness raising 

with family members to encourage 

sharing of workloads and establishing 

peer support groups that help women 

overcome social barriers to economic 

participation and decision making. 

Working to ensure women know their 

rights is also critical to economic 

empowerment that goes beyond 

participation. Lilly Be’Soer from the 

women’s human rights organisation 

Voice for Change, observed that women 

benefit from learning about income-

generating projects and human rights at 

the same time.  

Engaging families and communities in gender-responsive approaches 

A number of promising program approaches are family-centred and gender-responsive. Examples 

were shared from both Polynesia and Melanesia. In Vanuatu and Papua New Guinea, CARE works 

with mainly nuclear family units to engage women and men in financial planning and shared decision 

making as a basis for engagement in small business ventures. The underlying objective of the 

programs is to increase women’s decision-making and family wellbeing through more equitable 

partnerships between women and men. These programs indirectly challenge social norms about 

gendered divisions of labour and control of resources. In several cases, there has been successful 

coordination between family engagement programs and others that are more focused on women’s 

agency and/or address family violence. 

Changing social norms is a gradual process and requires long-term commitments from governments 

and development partners. However, early evaluations of the CARE Coffee Industry Support Project 

in Papua New Guinea have shown improved gender relations, especially in decision making and 

redistribution of caregiving workloads in families. Unanticipated benefits from the program have 

included positive role modelling by parents to sons and daughters of shared decision making. CARE 

program staff also noted that children were witnessed to be holding their parents to account for 

gender-responsive aspects of the programs.  

In Samoa, Women in Business Development Inc (WIBDI) has been supporting women’s 

entrepreneurship for 24 years. WIBDI is a non-government organisation that works with rural families 

to provide start-up guidance, financial and business management skills training and assist producers 

to market their products globally within organic and fairtrade standards. WIBDI Executive Director 

Adimaimalaga Tafuna’i echoed the importance of involving family members in women’s economic 

empowerment initiatives. Ms Tafuna’i explained ‘support at all levels is key. One learning from 

What are social norms?  

Social norms are entrenched behaviours and 

beliefs that can be positive or harmful. Harmful 

social norms can perpetuate unequal power 

relations and divisions of labour between women 

and men. They can also legitimise harmful or 

dangerous behaviour. Across the Pacific socio-

cultural systems normalise – and make it seem 

natural – that men control power, decision-making 

and economic resources.  

The same systems and structures also normalise 

and shape expectations that women should be 

responsible for unpaid work such as cooking, 

domestic chores and caring giving. Women and 

men who deviate from social norms about gender 

roles are often stigmatised and pressured to 

conform, which further strengthens the norms. 

Harmful social norms contribute to heavy burdens 

of work that can compromise women’s health and 

restrict their equitable involvement in paid work and 

decision-making about family resources and 

assets. These same norms can also have 

detrimental impacts on entire families and 

communities. 

 



 

working primarily with women is that they play so many roles with family, community and church that it 

is not possible to involve them in economic activities, without involving the family.’ Programs which 

engage husbands and families to support and understand women’s economic empowerment 

initiatives can be effective in indirectly challenging social norms over control of resources and division 

of labour. 

Commitment to feminist, holistic and context specific approaches 

While family-based models are one promising practice, panellist Noelene Nabulivou from Diverse 

Voices and Action for Equality (DIVA) in Fiji reinforced that a feminist approach to women’s economic 

empowerment requires holistic and transformational change. Women’s economic empowerment and 

changing social norms must be analysed as part of a wider system to understand and overcome 

systemic bias and discrimination and 

cannot be viewed in isolation.  

These views resonated with the 

experience of women managing rural 

economic empowerment programs in 

Papua New Guinea who noted that 

awareness of social norms cannot be 

addressed without understanding wider 

historical, political and economic 

structures of inequality.  

Elizabeth Tongne, from the Wide Bay Conservancy in Papua New Guinea, highlighted the challenges 

to healthy sustainable communities in the face of large-scale resource exploitation (mining, oil palm 

plantations and forestry). The Wide Bay Conservancy in Papua New Guinea was established by two 

women to oppose large-scale natural resource development. The organisation has mapped out 

extractive industry development since the mid-1800s to demonstrate how history, tradition, colonial 

interests and global economies shape the lives of their community. Further, they have examined how 

this wider political and economic context influences local-level power dynamics, gender relations and 

development initiatives. This knowledge informs community advocacy and empowers communities 

and families to make more informed choices about how resources are used, while focusing on 

including women and youth in community decision making. The work of Wide Bay Conservancy 

highlights the importance of taking a wider approach to social norm change, which considers how 

global and national political, economic and historic factors reinforce, shape and influence local social 

norms which disempower women.  

Using cultural norms as strategic entry points for change 

Forum participants explored in detail how social and cultural norms can be used as strategic entry 

points for change. Both women-centred and family-centred programming demonstrate how cultural 

norms and structures can contribute to sustainable change. The West ’Are ’Are Rokotanikeni 

Association in a remote area of Solomon Islands works with two of the strongest leadership 

structures, the cultural leadership system and the church. The association works with these 

institutions to ensure male leaders are aware of why the association is working with women and what 

the wider benefits will be to the community. As a result, support from those who could potentially 

obstruct women’s engagement has helped the association to expand its activities from savings clubs 

into other areas, including fisheries and the use of solar power technologies. Women within the 

association have become role models in their families and communities and social acceptance of 

women’s expanded roles has increased. 

The founder of West ’Are ’Are Rokotanikeni Association, Dr Alice Pollard, said a key lesson learned 

was about how to be strategic when changing social norms and influencing male leaders in powerful 

institutions. She noted that finding people within institutions who are open to change and identifying 

‘Progressing and sustaining women’s economic 

empowerment requires looking at the relationship 

between economic security, families, gender-based 

violence, political participation and choices. A roadmap 

[for women’s economic empowerment] needs to 

understand, recognise, enhance and honour women’s 

contribution to the family production unit – through both 

the informal and formal economies.’ 

 Dr Peggy Fairbairn-Dunlop 



 

where institutional changes are most likely to be feasible are critical. Being inclusive of gatekeepers 

and decision makers and encouraging them to see the value of social change will accelerate 

acceptance of new ways of working to the benefit of both institutions and women. 

Forum participants debated the complex relationships between social norms and women’s economic 

empowerment, noting that traditional obligations and structures provide both benefits and supports to 

Pacific women. While obligations can be a financial drain for women, they are central to social 

organisation and community cohesion including social safety nets in times of disaster or financial 

crisis. Traditional obligation networks were also cited as a source of financing that has enabled young 

women to pursue educational opportunities, which would not otherwise have been possible.  

Maureen Penjueli, from the Pacific 

Network on Globalisation, highlighted 

that public services do not fully meet 

the needs of most women and that 

traditional economic systems or iknomi, 

which are based on principles of care, 

sharing and reciprocity, can provide 

important social and financial support. 

She highlighted customary land 

ownership as critical to the political, 

economic and environmental security and resilience of Pacific Island communities. She warned that 

calls to dismantle systems of land ownership in the Pacific in pursuit of women’s access to and 

equitable control of resources, must consider community security, wellbeing and safety.  

Ms Penjueli highlighted Vanuatu’s Well Being Report, launched in 2012 which influenced Vanuatu’s 

National Development Plan, prioritising culture and the environment, including its customary land 

system. 

Working with communities and traditional leadership structures is important to the success of many 

programs attempting to increase women’s economic empowerment. However, programs which aim to 

change social norms risk triggering violent responses against women from some community groups 

or male family members. Panellists highlighted the critical importance of incorporating a ‘do no harm’ 

principle.  Men’s violence against women is a result of gender inequality and dominant ideals around 

masculinity influenced by cultural norms. Eastern Highlands Family Voice has found that engaging 

men and boys in gender equality programs can build networks of support for more equitable social 

relations. Jean Jano of Eastern Highlands Family Voice highlighted the need to work together with 

traditional, educational and religious institutions to change social norms in support of women’s equal 

participation in economic decision making and existing markets. 

You can’t be what you can’t see: role modelling and mentoring  

Role modelling and mentoring are critical to supporting social norms change, particularly for 

supporting generational change. Alexia Hilbertidou, a forum panellist, established Girl Boss NZ to 

promote and support adolescent girls to be involved in science, technology, engineering and maths 

(STEM). She endorsed harnessing the power of positive social norms and building on community 

interests to make leadership opportunities more inclusive. She noted the willingness of young women 

to model change through STEM leadership, simultaneously challenging gendered stereotypes. 

Hilbertidou raised the point that girls and young women need to see what is possible if they are to 

actively create change. ‘What does a female boss look like?’ she asked, ‘What does a female leader 

look like? You can’t be what you can’t see.’ 

The ability to model change requires women to have access to and control over their own time. 

Brigitte Leduc from the Pacific Community (SPC) noted that women entrepreneurs need to have time 

available to explore opportunities, assess risks and negotiate decisions within their families and 

communities. This is often not possible due to social expectations and attitudes expect women to 

‘For us in the Pacific where the majority of our people 

remain outside the formal system (35% – 85%) and our 

people still maintain control over customary land, we 

need to ensure its protection which remains our key 

resilience to the economic volatility of the global system, 

natural (climate emergency) and man-made disaster.’ 

Maureen Penjueli, Pacific Network on Globalisation 



 

prioritise caregiving, stigmatise them if they do not and dictate how women ‘should’ use their time, 

available skills, resources and/or money. Policy approaches 

Policies can support social norms change and women’s economic empowerment. Participants 

identified current positive policy approaches that aim to support women’s increased access to 

markets, improve social protection, enhance infrastructure and services and to reduce the gender gap 

in accessing financial services. Policy commitments to collect sex-disaggregated data and undertake 

gender analysis were highlighted as critical to building a base of local evidence to be used in 

negotiations with power holders.  

Participants cited numerous social norms related policy weaknesses that reinforce women’s exclusion 

from economic development. They included: the ways in which education policy fails to support girls 

in non-traditional fields; conservative sexual and reproductive health policies that do not acknowledge 

women’s right to control their fertility; agricultural policies which do not recognise the major 

contribution of women to these industries due to narrow definitions of farmers and fishers; inadequate 

funding; and weak infrastructure policies to promote women’s inclusion in rural programs. 

Research  

Forum participants identified that the application of research and evaluations is key to effective 

practice and policy to change harmful social norms and enhance women’s economic empowerment.  

A number of research questions were suggested to inform women’s economic empowerment 

interventions These included:  

▪ How do Pacific women define their own economic empowerment?  

▪ What does economic empowerment versus participation look like? 

▪ How do the same social norms impact different groups of women?  

▪ What approaches to social norms change will work in Pacific island countries and how can 

global experience be adapted? 

▪ Is transformational change for women’s economic empowerment the same thing in rural and 

urban contexts? 

The participants acknowledged the critical importance of Pacific women being able to define research 

questions for themselves to clarify what economic empowerment means to them. Answers to these 

questions will differ depending on where and with whom women live, their social and cultural contexts 

and their access to services. For some women, economic activity may be a matter of survival, while 

for others it is about increasing their access to resources that improve wellbeing, freedom, status or 

security for themselves, their loved ones and their communities. 

 

For more details about the forum, email Pacific Women: information@pacificwomen.org.fj  

 


