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Pacific Women Viewpoints 

Changes in enabling environments and institutions 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 second day of the forum focused on the 

ensuring women’s economic empowerment interventions and research are inclusive of all women.  

Context 

Keynote speaker, Dr Yvonne Underhill-Sem2 highlighted how women’s realities and experiences vary 

and intersect. Discriminatory social and cultural norms, biased systems and institutions interact to 

perpetuate discrimination based not only on gender alone, but also in combination with geographic 

location, age, sexualities and abilities.  

The intersection of social, economic and environmental dynamics with gender can therefore reinforce 

and exacerbate existing cultural prejudice, discriminatory laws and policies, resulting in exclusion from 

education, training and employment opportunities and limit access to financial services and social 

services like housing and health.3 Considering 

intersectional experience and consulting with 

marginalised groups is critical to developing policies 

and programs for women’s economic empowerment 

which are relevant to all women. 

Exploration of barriers and promising practices 

Panellists highlighted systemic discrimination faced 

by rural women, women with disabilities, single 

mothers and LGBTQI groups, among others, 

highlighting that an inclusive approach to women’s 

economic empowerment acknowledges the diversity 

of women’s experiences and addresses the multiple 

dimensions of marginalisation experienced by 

different women.4 Diverse and/or marginalised 

groups may require specific inclusion measures and 

 
1 Pacific Women is a long-term, $320 million program to improve opportunities for the political, economic and social 
advancement of women.  
2 Dr Yvonne Underhill-Sem’s presentation is available for download: https://pacificwomen.org/resources/pacific-women-
regional-learning-forum-on-womens-economic-empowerment/  
3 More background information about women’s economic empowerment and inclusion is included in the Women’s Economic 
Empowerment Synthesis Report Informing the Pacific Women Shaping Pacific Development Roadmap 2017–2022, March 
2017. Available for download: https://pacificwomen.org/key-pacific-women-resources/pacific-women-womens-economic-
empowerment-synthesis-report/  

 

Women’s diversity: 

Women are diverse and cannot be treated 

as a single group. Women who sometimes 

or always experience discrimination 

include those with disabilities, rural 

women, the LGBTIQ+ community, young 

mothers, women with low literacy, women 

in stigmatised occupations, adolescents 

and women with other characteristics. 

Marginalised group are more negatively 

affected by changes in the economy, 

social and cultural expectations, climate 

change and a lack of education and 

employment opportunities. 

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/key-pacific-women-resources/pacific-women-womens-economic-empowerment-synthesis-report/
https://pacificwomen.org/key-pacific-women-resources/pacific-women-womens-economic-empowerment-synthesis-report/
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these will vary significantly for different groups. For example, straight rural women have different 

needs and strengths than young, urban women in the LBTIQ community.  

The forum panels on diversity and inclusion highlighted the need for structural and policy change to 

mainstream inclusion of diverse women in economic empowerment initiatives. There was consensus 

that transformational change requires work at multiple levels and across sectors. Working across 

sectors and levels can influence systems to be more fair and equitable, but only if there is increased 

awareness, empirical evidence, clear accountability mechanisms and adequate financing.  

Addressing systemic barriers 

Building inclusive approaches into economic empowerment initiatives is challenging because 

economic institutions and systems have historically been developed for and by men (typically from the 

global North). Elizabeth Larson from the Pacific Financial Inclusion Program gave an example from 

the field of financial services. ‘There is a lack of incentive to reach women,’ she explained. ‘They are 

not seen as a market. Customer service is not tailored to women and is often staffed by men only. 

Women do not perceive banking to be in their territory.’  

Krishneer Sen from the Fiji Association for the Deaf talked 

about systemic barriers faced by people with disabilities, 

particularly when they try to engage in entrepreneurship or find 

employment. He identified attitudinal, physical and institutional 

barriers as particularly challenging. Communication is a major 

constraint for individuals with hearing and sight impairments. 

To illustrate this point, he noted that ‘Even though I have a 

Masters degree from London, it is still difficult find a job. 

Because I am deaf? Because of the language barrier? How 

can we help change that?’ 

Rural women also face systemic barriers to economic participation and economic decision making in 

local-level resource planning and development. Elizabeth Tongne of East New Britain in Papua New 

Guinea described how, despite traditional matrilineal patterns of land ownership, male-dominated clan 

decision-making processes and government planning models have marginalised women, people with 

disabilities and young people. Consequently, development priorities that are relevant to women and 

other groups are not addressed. Ms Tongne works with the Wide Bay Conservancy which brings 

communities together to develop a shared understanding of how the wider context influences local-

level power dynamics, gender relations and development initiatives. This knowledge also supports 

families and individuals to acquire business-related skills and use shared decision making to equitably 

allocate resources and work within families. The combination of interventions used by the association 

has fostered structural changes in local-level development and relational changes within families. 

Individual or family-run businesses, where women, young people and men can all participate, are 

replacing clan-run enterprises and women are seeing benefits. Short-term monitoring indicates that 

individually managed enterprises demonstrate higher levels of accountability, greater return for 

investment of effort and increased integrity in operations. 

Rural women using technology  

Different forms of technology have potential to help women access new markets and share 

knowledge. For some groups, access to the internet is breaking down barriers to income generation 

and helping them to start businesses. This appears to be the case for young women in remote but 

digitally connected areas. For example, panellist Miel Sequeira-Holm is a young woman from Palau 

who successfully started a business making reef-safe sunscreen. Ms Sequeira-Holm researched 

chemical-free sunscreens online, developed a product and now markets it through a Facebook page. 

She is also a climate activist who has successfully lobbied the Palauan government to create stronger 

coral reef protection legislation. She noted that social media networking can work well in Pacific 

communities that are small with good connectivity and existing social networks. However, internet 

‘When we begin to reflect on 

those places we know well, or 

have a long relationship, then 

the rich insights that come out 

are powerful. They can be 

disturbing. They make us realise 

who we leave out.’ 

Dr Yvonne Underhill-Sem  
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technologies may have limited applications in remote or poor communities where women cannot 

afford mobile phones or credit, women have greater manual workloads and/or where connectivity is 

poor.  

Radio continues to be a major conduit of information to remote and rural communities. In Solomon 

Islands, Millicent Barty started a talk-back radio program to provide young women, who may not have 

access to internet, with information and services on business, educational opportunities and sexual 

and reproductive health and rights. Radio enabled the program to reach diverse young women in rural 

areas who would otherwise have to rely on family members or teachers for advice. Unfortunately, the 

initiative met with resistance when older women lobbied for an end to the broadcasts, arguing that it 

was inappropriate to publicly discuss such issues. Older women have more influence within traditional 

social structures than young women and, the radio program was forced to end. Ms Barty noted that if 

she were to try the initiative again, she would involve older women in program design to facilitate a 

more sensitive approach. She also noted that while internet and mobile phone technology is 

supporting young women to more discreetly research and address their needs it has lower potential 

than radio to generate community-level discussion on sensitive issues and change social norms.  

Understanding discrimination 

Panellists presented multiple examples of social 

and institutional discrimination, describing how their 

organisations assisted their members to overcome 

stigma and marginalisation. Lily Kumkee explained 

how Nei Mom Uprising in Kiribati was changing 

attitudes towards education and employment for 

teenage mothers, helping them find ways to finish 

school and balance work and motherhood. The 

organisation has found that it is essential to work not only with young women themselves to find 

income generation opportunities but also with their partners, parents and parents-in-law. The visibility 

of women like Ms Kumkee, who was a teenage mother and who went on to complete university and 

start building a career, is having a strong impact. Through Nei Mom Uprising, she and other members 

are demonstrating that together, negative assumptions and social stigma can be overcome. With 

young mothers modelling positive change, families and communities value them more highly and 

become less resistant to change. 

In another example, Tonga’s only LGBTQI network, the Tonga Leitis Association, has run the Miss 

Galaxy Pageant since the mid-1990s and has the patronage of a princess within the royal family. It 

celebrates the creativity, diversity and talent of LGBTQI Fakaleti communities in Tonga. Profits have 

funded 62 scholarships for school dropouts, with a focus on supporting young people in the LGBTIQ 

community. Joleen Mataele explained that ‘After the schooling, kids are able to start small 

businesses. We have some head chefs in hotels in Tonga, hairdressers, lecturers in the technology 

school and designers.’ The association has raised its profile and influenced employers to be more 

accepting of LGBTQI workers. The Tonga Leitis Association experience demonstrates the 

effectiveness of strategic human rights awareness and advocacy approaches to influence social 

norms and economically empower individuals who are often marginalised and stigmatised.  

Building Evidence 

Policy that is supportive of diversity and inclusion needs to be strategic and evidence-based to be 

effective. Different groups of women experience marginalisation and discrimination very differently 

and have diverse priorities and needs. Addressing these needs in a targeted and effective way 

requires data and research as well as ongoing participation and consultation. 

Building an evidence base of credible and widely accepted data along with robust research can 

accelerate inclusion of women from marginalised groups. Kim Robertson, Gender Statistics Adviser 

‘I have felt the disgrace of starting a family 

before marriage and been excluded from 

school. My dad did not talk to me for a 

whole year. We formed a group to 

empower mums, especially those left out 

of school.’  

Lily Kumkee, Nei Mom Uprising 
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with the Pacific Community (SPC), noted the availability and quality of data is improving. The 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) include more than 100 gender-related goals, targets and 

indicators that governments and development agencies can use to monitor progress in women’s 

economic empowerment and related sectors. There are also aspirations to increase disaggregation of 

data by rural and urban locations and by age groups. This will supplement the growing base of sex-

disaggregated data available at national level and clarify how different groups are marginalised in 

relation to sex, age and where they live. Disability-relevant indicators are included in six of the SDGs 

and can be used to clearly demonstrate the intersections of disability with gender, poverty, rural-urban 

splits, economic opportunity and decision making. This is an area for further work in Pacific countries 

that has the potential to contribute to more informed policy and program decision making. 

Panellist Elyse McInerney from International Women’s Development Agency highlighted a new and 

promising methodology that can track intersections of poverty, gender and marginalisation. The 

Individual Deprivation Measure evaluates poverty at the individual, rather than household, level and 

can show correlations between poverty and a range of other factors including gender. The tool has 

the potential to significantly improve policy development. It is currently in a pilot phase and is being 

showcased to governments globally. Fiji is one of the pilot countries and preliminary findings are 

expected in late 2019. 

Areas for further research and action 

At the end of day two of the forum, participants agreed that working to build evidence and create 

inclusive change through local and national entry points is critical. t. In developing policies and/or 

programming, it is critical to question who is benefiting, who is excluded and what steps are being 

taken to reach women from marginalised groups and communities.  

Participants proposed a number of preliminary research questions that can inform future actions. 

These included:  

▪ How are new and old technologies being used to include women in economic activities?  

▪ What does ‘women’s economic empowerment’ mean from the perspectives of diverse groups 

of Pacific Island women?  

▪ How can collaboration between issue-focused organisations shape and influence women’s 

economic empowerment policy and practice within development agencies and governments?  

▪ What special measures are needed to support specific marginalised groups and who should 

fund them?  

▪ How can improved data collection and analysis on disability, sexualities, age and remoteness 

inform more effective women’s economic empowerment interventions? 

A key takeaway for researchers, policy makers and practitioners is the importance of including women 

from diverse groups when developing the policies and programs intended to support them. The 

practice of ‘nothing about us without us’ promotes inclusive development that will respond to the 

actual needs of communities and individuals. ‘Go to community and ask them what they can do,’ 

encouraged Litia Naitanui, President of People with Disabilities, Fiji. ‘Use the capacity and potential 

that we have.’ 

 

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


