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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 third day of the forum focused on changes 

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

Context 

Building an enabling environment for women’s economic empowerment requires recognising and 

changing the social, economic and political structures that prevent women from participating equitably 

in existing markets and exercising control over economic decision making.  

Forum presenters and participants discussed how support for changes to discriminatory policies and 

social norms, as well as consideration of women’s health and education priorities, can enhance 

women’s opportunities for economic empowerment. Attendees at the forum also stressed the need to 

 

1 Pacific Women is a long-term, $320 million program to improve opportunities for the political, economic and social 

advancement of women.  

Enabling environments are multi-level and adaptable and should clearly support: 

▪ shifting values and expanding conceptions of gender roles to change perceptions of 

women’s value within their communities – so they are valued not only as mothers, 

caregivers and providers– but also as individuals with ideas and insights that will 

contribute to broader social well being. 

▪ advancement of women as leaders in business, and in their workplaces, who have 

individual agency and control over their income 

▪ development of family dynamics that allow women the opportunity and the safety to 

explore economic opportunities and set their own goals 

▪ change within faith-based organisations, traditional leadership structures and political 

arenas that clarifies the benefits of women and men’s equitable engagement in the 

economy and the home 

▪ holding donors, development agencies and international non-government partners to 

account for their own gender policies and quality-assurance strategies so that gender is an 

integral and accurately measured component of any economic development program in 

any sector 

▪ holding governments to account for the commitments they have made to ensure equity in 

education and employment, advance women in decision making, end violence against 

women and provide social safety nets that address all of women’s paid and unpaid roles 

▪ equitable financing by donors and governments and acknowledgement of the need for 

special investments to create an equal playing field for women and men across all sectors. 
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ensure integration and involvement of women from diverse age groups, locations, sexual orientations, 

gender identities and abilities in policy reform. Presentations highlighted that building enabling 

environments requires governments to address gender inequality and women’s empowerment across 

sectors including health, education, resource management and finance. They also shared examples 

of how donors, businesses and civil society organisations are working to transform unequal gender 

power dynamics and to advance economic benefits to women, families, communities and countries. 

Women in the Pacific participate in both the formal and informal sectors, fulfilling important roles in 

(amongst others) agriculture, fisheries and tourism, as entrepreneurs, suppliers, educators, 

employees and business owners. However, women also face workplace discrimination, much higher 

household work and care burdens, financial control and abuse from male partners, higher rates of 

poverty and a lack of equity at many levels of household decision making. Women’s agency is further 

restricted by harmful social norms that condone or turn a blind eye to early marriage, violence against 

women and girls and gender-based discrimination.  

Understanding barriers and building on promising practice 

Pacific women leaders are aware of these barriers to change; Adimaimalaga Tafuna’i,2 founder of 

Women in Business Development Inc in Samoa, highlighted there are no ‘quick fixes’ to women’s 

economic empowerment and that it requires long-term commitment from all development actors and 

donors. She identified a continuum of empowering activities ranging from intermittent income 

generation, ongoing engagement in family run businesses, participation in collectives and women-run 

private enterprises. She emphasised that different women, depending on their circumstances, may be 

empowered by different activities and levels of advancement along the continuum of empowerment. 

She highlighted the importance of donors and policy makers to analyse local contexts, follow advice 

given by women who are primary stakeholders and understand what is already in place locally before 

starting new projects.  

Presentations and discussions highlighted a wide range of initiatives that contribute to enabling 

environments for women’s economic empowerment, however, there was a clear need for more 

collaboration and information sharing to synergise efforts. Promoting equal economic opportunities 

and participation requires increasing awareness about the benefits of gender equality and lobbying 

decision makers. Law and policies supportive to women’s economic empowerment need to be 

strengthened to meet gender and diversity criteria as well as proactively support their rights to control 

assets and access credit.3 Thus, enabling environments need to be fostered at all levels including 

within households, in communities, in 

businesses and workplaces, and in government. 

Gender inequality cuts across all sectors. 

Responses in sectoral and thematic areas need 

to analyse how priorities intersect. Creating an 

enabling environment for women’s economic 

empowerment requires overt recognition of the 

deep-rooted nature of inequality in culture, 

social norms and institutional systems.  

There was wide consensus at the forum that 

women’s economic empowerment cannot be 

considered as a stand-alone issue. Rather, it 

must form part of development planning relating 

to leadership, education, agriculture, sexual and 

reproductive health and rights, livelihoods, 

 
2 Ms Adimaimalaga Tafuna’i’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 enabling environments 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/ 

‘Economic empowerment is about leadership 

and having the right to decide how many 

children you want. It’s about being able to work 

in the place where there is no violence or 

sexual harassment. It’s about economic 

violence – husbands taking the salary of the 

wife – infrastructure, culture and paid care 

work. It’s about having free time. People say 

that we have to free women from house chores 

to do paid work and attend training. Can’t they 

just rest? When you have free time, this is 

when things start to happen differently, you 

meet with friends and strategise about life.’ 

Brigitte Leduc, Pacific Community (SPC) 

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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disaster risk reduction and quality of life. Brigitte Leduc from the Pacific Community (SPC) reminded 

participants about the breadth of change that needs to happen to create environments that genuinely 

enable women’s empowerment. She argued for the importance of rest and leisure, to enable women 

to meet together, support each other and consider how to push for the changes they want to see in 

their lives. 

Addressing gendered power relations and violence 

Approaches that incorporate analysis of gendered power relations, are more likely to be holistic, 

effective and enabling. Considering who controls resources and time, and how relations of power are 

constructed, enables programs to set objectives for transformational change. Bram Peters from the 

Pacific Financial Inclusion Program (PFIP) spoke on the importance of engaging men. ‘If we want to 

change this culture and mentality,’ he explained, ‘men need to change. We need to have more men 

involved, bringing them into the room to be part of the conversations.’ Several panellists highlighted 

the importance of basic gender equality training as a component of all programs. This helps build 

men’s understanding of the purpose and long-term value of women-focused development initiatives, 

including how women’s economic empowerment benefits families and communities. 

Efforts to support women’s economic 

empowerment initiatives need to consider the 

widespread prevalence of violence against 

women in the Pacific. Violence against women 

hampers women’s agency and ability to control 

financial resources as well as pursue economic 

opportunities. Over the past decade, there has 

been a concentrated effort to collect data on the 

prevalence of violence against women in Pacific 

Island countries.  

This data has been used to advocate for the 

successful introduction of family violence 

legislation in many Pacific Island countries. 

Implementation of the laws has been slow but 

monitoring processes are beginning to highlight 

multiple facets of the relationship between economic empowerment and violence.  

A key lesson is the need to incorporate ‘do no harm’ approaches into program designs to ensure 

initiatives do not increase women’s risk of violence in the home or in their various workplaces. 

Findings of family-focused initiatives are demonstrating that when women are engaged in income 

generation in programs that build on positive social norms, women are more valued as contributors to 

family and community stability. Women are in turn more likely to be listened to in decision making 

about the control and use of financial and natural resources.  

Increasing women’s status on the value chain 

Women make major contributions to the formal and informal sectors of Pacific economies. However, 

women generally receive less pay for work of equal value, are more vulnerable to being harassed, 

have less secure work and have less control over income than their male counterparts. Jane Sloane 

from The Asia Foundation presented on emerging lessons in women’s entrepreneurship, noting that 

the Foundation’s research in Asia clearly shows that women work in lower levels of the value chain, 

while men occupy higher levels. It was also highlighted that in the Pacific, in some cases, women 

undertake 100 per cent of the work in agricultural collectives, but governance structures are controlled 

exclusively by men. Further, private sector actors often omit gender analysis of the division of labour 

from their business planning which can undermine efforts to optimise production, quality and supply 

and negatively impact women. 

In order to address major gender inequality, projects and businesses need to recognise gender 

inequality as a problem and increase opportunities for women across all levels of the value chain, 

‘Our households, communities, churches and 

nations are all gendered in different ways. 

Understanding the gendering in social 

relations is understanding the power relations 

between us…Over time, the most 

‘enlightened’ person [has been considered to 

be] the rational economic man. There was not 

much room for women. I want to reclaim this 

notion of enlightenment. Enlightenment is to 

be free to think and engage in other types of 

work. This helps us to understand the 

economic practices we are involved in.’   

Dr Yvonne Underhill-Sem, Keynote Speaker 
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particularly in management and governance positions. The POETCom gender project, Building 

Prosperity for Women Producers, Processors and Women Owned Businesses Through Organic 

Value Chains (BPWP project), includes conditionalities that require quotas of women to be active 

participants in management and governance bodies, increasing women’s influence and participation 

in decision making. The project will balance women and men’s participation in governance structures 

and support women’s active engagement in decision making while also building their skills in relation 

to different levels of local value chains. 

Four women leaders from market vendor 

associations presented the UN Women’s Markets for 

Change program which has introduced systemic 

changes in markets to support women as decision 

makers. Sandra Bernklau from UN Women Fiji Multi-

Country Office stressed that removing barriers to 

leadership and creating space for women to 

articulate issues that are important to them has had 

multiple positive outcomes. 

Together with governments and employers, women’s 

collectives and associations make substantive 

contributions to building the enabling environment for women’s economic empowerment as role 

models, planners, advocates and holding local authorities to account. 

Working for environmental sustainability across sectors 

Analysing the impacts of climate change will be critical to developing sustainable models for women’s 

economic empowerment, particularly in sectors which rely on natural resources such as agriculture 

and fisheries. Multiple panels discussed the need for women’s economic empowerment initiatives to 

incorporate sustainability of the natural environment, exemplifying the cross-sector nature of women’s 

economic empowerment and the need for harmonisation of programming.  

Karen Mapasua from the Pacific Community (SPC) noted the need to integrate climate change and 

careful management of natural resources in to value chain processes. Ms Mapasua outlined how 

POETCom’s Building Prosperity for Women Producers, Processors and Women Owned Businesses 

Through Organic Value Chains project (BPWP project) aims to improve women’s involvement in 

organic agriculture in the North Pacific and lower the risk to the environment from pesticide and 

herbicide use. 

In another panel, presenters discussed how perceptions of women as ‘only subsistence’ fishers has 

excluded women from consideration in disaster risk reduction programs. While women are involved in 

multiple levels of fisheries value chains, there has been little research on how climate change is 

making women’s work in fisheries more difficult. It was noted that government risk mitigation and 

management in Fiji has not historically considered all that women fishers invest, and stand to lose, in 

disaster situations. Climate change and disaster risk reduction were identified as key factors to be 

considered when looking at women’s roles in fisheries and other natural resource industries.  

Financing an enabling environment 

Scoping exercises and investment in women’s economic empowerment have been done around the 

region with support from donors. However, synthesis of findings and lessons learned from multiple 

programs to direct future gender responsive investments is lacking. There are outstanding gaps 

between work on women’s economic empowerment and national economic and development 

systems. Economic and finance policies and budgeting processes do not fully account for women’s 

actual economic inputs. As a result, sectoral budget allocations do not support women’s national 

contributions. This undermines national economic growth and limits the success of development 

initiatives.  

It was noted that the Pacific Women Roadmap identifies specific criteria for investing in gender 

equality in the region and these need to be considered against current proposed activities for 

‘A lot of what Markets for Change does is 

remove barriers. When women form 

associations, they develop collective power. 

A single market vendor has no power, but 

forming an association gives the group 

voice and power to lobby and influence 

government decisions.’ 

Sandra Bernklau, UN Women                  

Fiji Multi-Country Office 
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women’s economic empowerment.4 Participants 

discussed the fact that while there are 

commitments to gender equality on paper, donor-

funded programs in the commerce and trade 

sectors do not collect data on women’s economic 

participation or make targeted investments to 

build gender analysis capacity. This tends to 

result in gender-blind designs and lack of 

ongoing consultation with women clients, 

entrepreneurs and employees. 

Private sector awareness of women’s 

participation, or lack thereof, is gradually 

increasing with some businesses starting to 

recognise that women bring diverse skills and 

knowledge to management and operations and 

that policies to support women result in financial 

gains for companies. Business bodies such as 

the Pacific Islands Private Sector Organisation 

and the Business Coalition for Women in Papua 

New Guinea have been strong advocates for 

increasing women’s leadership in the workplace.   

Panellists presented on initiatives creating 

changes to private sector workplaces. In Papua 

New Guinea, the Business Coalition for Women 

supports companies to introduce gender-

equitable policies and practices in their 

workplaces and have produced a manual for 

addressing violence against women employees. 

In addition, mentoring programs in the private 

sector in Solomon Islands are enabling women to 

learn human resource and business 

management skills from other women and  move 

into higher levels of leadership and income. 

While there is some recognition by businesses of 

the importance of policies to support women, 

national policy and legislation are needed to 

enforce private sector action. If laws and policies 

encourage, reward or require private sector 

companies to promote women’s participation, 

advancement and overall equality, it is far more 

likely that those companies will take action. 

Policy 

Policies that support women’s economic empowerment are needed across sectors – finance and 

planning, agriculture, fisheries, disaster management, health and education. Molly Helkena from the 

Ministry of Internal Affairs in the Republic of the Marshall Islands highlighted that research and data 

collection strengthens policy, making it more relevant and sustainable. She encouraged participants 

to look for entry points to develop evidence-based central and sector policies and promote 

implementation over time. 

The Solomon Islands National Strategy for the Economic Empowerment of Women and Girls provides 

a good practice guide for analysing economic empowerment issues. The strategy includes a number 

 
4 https://pacificwomen.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Pacific-Women-Roadmap_FINAL.pdf 

Pacific Women Roadmap investment criteria: 

▪ Clearly articulate human rights-based and 
‘do no harm’ approaches 

▪ Align their primary objectives to Pacific 
commitments to gender equality norms 
and standards 

▪ Contribute to women’s capacity, ability and 
confidence to make change on their own 
behalf,  

▪ Integrate inclusion of women regardless of 
income, location, disability, age, sexual 
orientation or ethnic group  

▪ Contribute to change in social norms as a 
component of holistic, coordinated 
approaches that alter attitudes, beliefs, 
laws and policies in a consistent and 
harmonised manner.  

▪ Contribute to long-term generational 
change by targeting adolescents to 
promote gender equality.  

▪ Recognise that gender equality requires 
buy-in from women and men, particularly 
those who influence and control decision-
making, economic resources and 
information / knowledge.  

▪ Define clear strategies for building regional 
and/or national ownership  

▪ Support the objectives and implementation 
of the PLGED.  

▪ Build on good practice and have potential 
to generate credible evidence.  

▪ Demonstrate adaptable and scalable 
approaches.  

▪ Involve participants and beneficiaries of 
initiatives in design, monitoring and 
evaluation.  

▪ Incorporate aspects of gender 
mainstreaming to ensure men and boys 
gain an understanding and become 
supportive of women’s empowerment 
objectives.  

▪ Identify and publicise anticipated benefits 
of projects to families, communities, 
countries and the region. 
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of policies that include: working across all-natural resource sectors; increased financial inclusion and 

literacy; building business and entrepreneurial skills; making government policies, regulations and 

services more responsive to women’s needs; and investing in research and knowledge sharing.  

The impacts of policy and legislation may not be overtly gendered but they can have a 

disproportionate impact on women’s ability to generate income. For example, Eseta Nadakuitavuki of 

Fiji’s Women Entrepreneurs Business Council highlighted that regulatory constraints, such as 

cumbersome and/or inconsistent business licensing processes, impact most heavily on medium, 

small and micro enterprises; areas in which women are more likely to be creating businesses. A 

further example are the policies and regulations around organic farms and produce. In Fiji, the 

majority of organic farmers are women and the revision of organic policies and standards directly 

affects women farmers. This has been recognised in the Building Prosperity for Women Producers, 

Processors and Women Owned Businesses Through Organic Value Chains project that is seeking to 

ensure that women are involved as key leaders and voices in the consultation around revising organic 

policies and standards.  

Unequal and unpaid caring responsibilities, including childcare, are significant barriers to women’s 

participation in the labour market. The International Finance Corporation has conducted research on 

employer-supported childcare services in Fiji and found that Fijian employers are losing 12.7 days per 

employee every year due to childcare responsibilities. The creation of this evidence base has 

contributed to the Fiji Government’s decision to set up a taskforce to advance childcare to the policy 

level and will be an important tool in lobbying private sector companies to support the childcare needs 

of their employees.  

Raising awareness among male policy makers and creating accountability mechanisms that hold 

governments to their commitments is a key step in building sustainable enabling environments. 

Prioritising gender analysis and planning across sectors is critical, as is the specific engagement of 

collectives and civil society organisations that can model change and shift discriminatory social and 

economic norms. There is a concurrent need to bring evidence and women’s voices into policy arenas 

so changes that happen are well-informed and relevant to women from all geographic areas, 

diversities and walks of life. 

Research and further action 

The forum itself is an example of creating an enabling environment for change. By bringing diverse 

women and men together to discuss issues around women’s economic empowerment, the forum 

enables a broad range of stakeholders to learn about ongoing and proposed research, policies and 

practices that can be used to advance their own work.  

The forum highlighted the complexity and multi-sectoral nature of women’s economic empowerment. 

Topics for research and further action included:  

▪ collecting data on the benefits of women’s economic empowerment in different settings 

▪ establishing a framework and clear criteria for enabling environments that work in the Pacific 

by researching ‘what works’ and ‘what doesn’t work’ for different groups of women 

▪ monitoring how donors, governments and the private sector integrate gender into their 

business and economic ventures to promote genuine empowerment for women. 

The forum’s closing session emphasised the need to find Pacific responses that will strengthen the 

enabling environment for women’s economic empowerment. Participants and speakers reinforced the 

need to move learning into action through research, evidence creation, inclusive design processes, 

strategic investment and implementation.  

 

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


