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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

Womenôs economic empowerment is a human rights and social justice issue for addressing significant 

disparities between womenôs and menôs power, status and opportunities. It is also promoted as an 

instrument for economic growth, poverty reduction and societal and family prosperity.  

 

As a key pillar of the Solomon Islands National Gender Equality and Womenôs Development Policy, 

the Womenôs Economic Empowerment Strategy (WEES) outlines the Governmentôs commitments to 

improve womenôs income generation, employment and business opportunities in formal and informal 

sectors. However, while these actions will support womenôs economic participation, the Strategy 

recognises that restrictive gender norms are fundamental barriers to womenôs economic 

empowerment that need to be addressed.  

 

This report compiles participatory qualitative research and community-led analysis in three rural 

communities in three provinces in Solomon Islands (Guadalcanal, Malaita and Western Province). It 

explores the key social norms affecting womenôs economic empowerment in the Solomon Islands with 

relevance to the cocoa, coconut and tourism value chains; the primary focus sectors for the Australian 

Government funded program, Strongim Bisnis. The report also explores key issues relevant for value 

chains in which women already dominate, such as vegetable production and weaving. 

 

The study found a number of critical norms affecting womenôs economic empowerment including 

expectations that men should not be involved in unpaid care work1; that women are expected to be 

responsible for care work, which should always be prioritised over economic activity. Women also 

have primary financial responsibility for meeting household care/basic expenses for the family but 

must have permission from their husband to engage in economic activity. Women control some 

economic activities such as vegetable production, weaving and sewing and while they provide 

significant labour to the production of high value cash crops such as coconut and cacao and in 

matrilineal societies own the land on which these are cultivated, women have very little control over or 

benefit from the income from these crops. Bride price, kastom practices and differences in access to 

education conspire to retain womenôs lower status to men in households and communities with 

impacts on womenôs decision-making power, access to services and exposure to menôs violence as 

an accepted form of discipline. However positive changes are occurring due to migration, economic 

necessity, education and media. Land tenure systems too have undergone significant change. In the 

participating matrilineal societies, menôs decision-making power over land has certainly increased and 

men now control land use decisions including acquisition negotiations, often with little input and 

involvement from the (woman) landowner.  

 

Unpaid care work is identified by women and young women in the three sites as their biggest barrier 

to economic activity. Across all types of care work including child care, food preparation, laundry, 

providing moral support, and caring for sick people, adult women contribute just under 12.5 hours per 

day, young women 23.5 hours (due to caring for infants throughout the night) and men and young 

men average 3.5 and 2.5 hours respectively. In the absence of expectations to contribute to care and 

domestic work, young men enjoy an average of six hours of leisure per day. Women and young 

women report barely 1.5 hours leisure time, and are most often multi-tasking between activities such 

as childcare, laundry, cooking, firewood or water collection and cleaning. Life cycle differences are 

apparent with young women having significantly more care responsibilities than older women due to 

the age of children needing supervision and care. Women who face more challenges with care 

                                                
1 Unpaid face to face services provided for family and community members outside of the market that strengthen 

the wellbeing, health and safety of the recipient, for example child care, meal preparation, laundry, cleaning, etc. 
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burdens are young women with children, single mothers, widows, women with disabilities and women 

who have migrated in for marriage who are more at risk of social isolation. Besides time burdens and 

lack of mobility when undertaking some care tasks, women and young women see several care tasks 

associated with risks of violence. This is primarily as a common form of punishment from partners 

should tasks not be completed to expectation, but also due to sexual harassment while moving about 

communities and gardens. 

 

With primary responsibility for meeting household financial needs, many women and young women 

juggle significant labour demands at home with income generating activities such as gardening, 

weaving and sewing. Given that domestic tasks are expected by men and others in the family to be 

prioritised over everything else, women are often trapped in precarious and low value paid work 

opportunities. A more equal distribution of unpaid care work among family members promises 

significant benefits in terms of family wellbeing and income, however menôs engagement in unpaid 

care work is against the norm and is often met with resistance.  

 

In-depth community analysis of this norm finds that most men do not engage in unpaid care labour, 

although there are a minority that undertake some care and domestic tasks. The social sanctions for 

men and their families that defy this norm include social isolation, teasing and gossip, compensation 

being demanded by the husbandôs family from the wifeôs family (for making her husband work), 

financial losses as menôs jealous peers drain income from him/his wife, domestic violence and black 

magic. The tipping point for men to resist pressure from others to conform to the norm is if womenôs 

businesses are providing material benefits to the family. If she is also giving back to the community or 

other community members, then community sanctions will also reduce. 

 

Other indications of drivers for men to take on equal unpaid care work are found in positive deviants 

identified in each of the three communities, in which the importance of gender transformative 

parenting, education levels and exposure to other communities/ideas/role models are common.  

 

The norm of men as óhead of the houseô is found to have varying expressions in household decision-

making arenas. Men have significant control over productive resources including land, equipment, 

tools and cash crops, with women seeing this as blocking their opportunity to utilise these assets for 

business purposes. Womenôs control over household assets is generally confined to those associated 

with their care and domestic roles, with very little control over productive assets except for fruit trees. 

Widows have significantly more control over the range of productive and other assets but some 

widows are subjected to controlling behaviour from their son/s. Matrilineal control of land is shifting to 

benefit men, but change has been less rapid in the Western Province where women still retain more 

power than women in the Guadalcanal community.  

 

Household financial decision-making is complex and situational, with both positive and harmful 

practices taking place within the one household depending on the decision and income source. While 

participants have occasions in their households where there are joint decisions over family income 

and women controlling their own income, control over money is also another site where the power of 

the male head of household is expressed. Almost two thirds of participants report occasions where 

men control womenôs income in their household, over a third have practices of men stealing womenôs 

income, and a third of participants have men in their household threatening or perpetrating violence 

against women to get their income. Matriliny does not appear to influence more positive financial 

decision-making patterns, with the matrilineal community in Guadalcanal showing the highest 

incidence of menôs control or violence over womenôs income.  
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Women face significant challenges in meeting household expenses as they juggle their productive 

and care roles and it is common for men to not provide adequate income from their paid work to 

contribute to these costs, which may include food, education and health expenses. While some 

women are trusted to manage household finances, gender norms including ideas of masculinity and 

aspects of kastom currently block positive change in expanding this practice and promoting womenôs 

and menôs equal financial responsibility for meeting basic family needs. Development actors that 

promote womenôs economic empowerment on the basis that women spend more on the family without 

engaging men on their equal financial responsibility for family needs, risk reinforcing this harmful 

norm.  

 

Womenôs and youthôs access to and benefit from the communal assets and resources that influence 

efficiencies in care work and production for business activities such as water, land, roads and 

community development initiatives, is usually mediated by community committees. In most locations 

women and sometimes youth are included on these committees however gender norms shape their 

ability to speak and influence decisions in these fora that are typically chaired and dominated by adult 

men. Womenôs and young womenôs freedom to attend meetings or take on community leadership 

roles is also hampered by norms dictating high care responsibilities (and their associated risks of 

violence), as well as a greater risk of scrutiny, criticism and other social sanctions for defying gender 

norms to take on such leadership roles.  

 

Economic opportunity is also seen to be either enabled or hindered by a range of other cultural 

practices including patriarchy, black magic, bride price, the kastom value of respect, the wantok 

system, reef conservation, weaving and the barter system. The meaning and practice of each of these 

is considered by community members to have positively or negatively changed over time with differing 

gendered impacts, often to disadvantage women and young women and increase menôs economic 

power. It is important that more egalitarian cultural practices are revived to enable womenôs rights and 

economic empowerment.   

 

Gender norms also have significant influence over who has support to develop business. The study 

found that women and young women see men and husbands as the most important enabler and 

blocker for their business in terms of permission to undertake business, sharing of care and domestic 

work so that women can engage in paid work, and the provision of financial input into the business. 

Women also feel that their businesses are currently stagnated as they cannot access the support they 

need such as transport, market houses, banking services and especially training. Women and young 

women are very eager to access extension services for their businesses however these are perceived 

to only target what they see as menôs crops and businesses in palm oil, copra, cacao and tourism, 

rather than those value chains that women have control over such as vegetable production.  

 

The study supported women, men, young women and young men community members to analyse 

their cocoa, coconut, tourism, vegetables and other value chains from a gender perspective and 

develop ideas for fair economic opportunities especially for women and youth. Differences in practices 

between communities were highlighted in terms of labour contributions, control over income and 

access to development opportunities. Men and young men generally control the benefits of coconut 

and cocoa, despite labour contributions from all family members. Women have control over most 

vegetable cultivation and marketing production and income. Tourism provides a new sector for some 

communities in which women and youth can be engaged as leaders from the start, however strong 

norms around women in hospitality will need to be addressed. Young people have innovative ideas for 

tourism development and require support and trust from community leaders to pursue these 

ambitions. 
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The study identified various power differences based on gender, age, marital status and disability in a 

range of spheres that are important to economic empowerment. However, despite their skills and 

capabilities, young womenôs high burden of care work, exposure to violence, lack of voice in 

household and community decisions and their apparent exclusion from community information and 

economic opportunities is critical and needs to be addressed to prevent inter-generational risks and 

vulnerabilities, especially related to violence. 

 

Lessons 
 

The study and perspectives of community members revealed a number of key lessons related to 

gender norms and economic opportunity in the Solomon Islands: 

1. Economic incentives for family members and community members are the most likely levers for 

shifting norms on womenôs and menôs roles in the short-term but the risks of harming women by 

adding further financial burden must be recognised and mitigated. 

2. Unequal burden of care work (physical and emotional labour) and unequal burden of financial 

contributions to care and other household expenses are critical constraints and risks to womenôs 

economic empowerment. 

3. Women and young women face serious risks in pursuing economic activity including menôs 

financial violence, violence related to care work, violence in business spaces and opposition from 

spouses or other men should men be excluded from womenôs economic empowerment programs 

or the businessô benefits. 

4. Menôs involvement and understanding is a pragmatic necessity for womenôs initial steps towards 

claiming their rights and economic empowerment. A failure to do so risks exposing women to 

menôs violence or destruction of womenôs business. Business development services and 

programs need to carefully involve women and men as equal partners without reinforcing menôs 

authority over women and their choices. 

5. Gender transformative parenting is a strong driver for boys and men to model equal relationships 

and provides a solid basis on which other contributors can be built. Likewise, gender 

transformative messaging is required in primary, secondary and tertiary curricula to shift harmful 

norms. 

6. Some young men and young women have more egalitarian views and can be catalysts for change 

7. Religion is a powerful influencer of values and norms and couplesô programs promoting shared 

work and decision making are a promising initiative. 

8. Community reflection, analysis and planning processes can be powerful tools for initiating shifts in 

individual attitudes, behaviours and group norms for human rights and gender justice. 

9. The policy and business environment does not adequately support the vital paid and unpaid 

labour contributions of rural women and young women in the economy. 
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Recommendations 
 

The following recommendations for Strongim Bisnis and its partners therefore promote an integrated, 

cross-scale approach, working at all levels and linking with womenôs rights organisations and other 

gender justice actors in Solomon Islands such as Oxfam that are advancing womenôs rights to 

leadership, freedom from violence and to a sustainable livelihood. Actions must also collaborate with 

organisations promoting human rights, including the rights of people with disabilities and gender and 

sexual minorities to ensure that nobody is left behind. 

 

Individual and household levels: 

1. Precede economic development interventions with individual, household and community 

reflection, analysis and planning processes on discriminatory social norms, notions of 

masculinity and femininity, violence against women and girls, and their impacts on social and 

economic empowerment. This should be implemented in partnership with womenôs rights 

organisations, gender justice and faith-based actors with experience in this area. 

2. Support the expansion of successful church programs that engage couples in reflection and 

action on fair and equal decision-making and work, in line with a human rights framework. 

3. Provide funding to partners or communities to implement practical services or technologies 

that reduce womenôs and young womenôs unpaid care burdens and improve access 

to/awareness of sexual and reproductive health and services as key womenôs rights issues 

affecting their ability to take advantage of economic opportunities. 

4. Support the development of womenôs businesses in their desired value chains with focused 

support to widows, single mothers and young women with and without disabilities to reduce 

their risk of hardship and violence. This includes supporting those widows and single mothers 

who may already be engaged in non-traditional activities for women in cacao and coconut 

value chains as an entry point to expanding womenôs involvement in these businesses.  

5. Support menôs and young menôs business opportunities while partnering with womenôs rights 

or gender justice actors to involve men in visible care and domestic work, activities to prevent 

violence against women, and build their contribution to household expenses as essential to 

family prosperity and a gender-just economy.  

6. Implement training, coaching and exposure programs that strengthen womenôs, young 

womenôs and young menôs self-confidence, leadership and negotiation skills, financial and 

business management and technical skills in land negotiations, cacao, coconut and tourism. 

7. Provide support/coaching to women and their families during the initial phases of womenôs 

business to maximise the chance of success and maintain their partnersô or other male family 

membersô commitment to redistributed unpaid care work while economic benefits are yet to 

emerge. 

8. Integrate participatory gender and social risk analysis and planning into womenôs, young 

womenôs and young menôs business plans to identify, manage and monitor risks of harm 

resulting from their activities, especially related to violence and exploitation at home and in 

places of business. 
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Community level: 

9. Support the establishment of separate womenôs and menôs savings groups and explore the 

potential for couplesô savings groups, to strengthen the savings culture and act as a conduit 

for training and mobilisation. This may include influencing positive changes in gender norms 

around contributions to and control over household savings and expenditure.  

10. Support youth to organise community fora for intergenerational knowledge sharing on kastom 

practices that can contribute to youth economic activities. 

11. Engage influential and committed community and religious leaders, teachers and sport 

coaches in social norms workshops (in recommendation #1) as key reference groups and 

work with them to develop and own key messages on the benefits of change and on positive 

masculinities that they can disseminate in their work. 

 

Institutions (including Strongim Bisnis and partners): 

12. Increase investment in value chains for economic activities that women already dominate, for 

example vegetable production, weaving and sewing. 

13. Support the Ministry of Women, Youth, Children and Family Affairs (MWYCFA) and the 

Chamber of Commerce and Industry (SICCI) to establish and convene a Womenôs Economic 

Empowerment Platform involving government and non-government stakeholders mandated to 

provide services related to entrepreneurship, business development, finance, skill 

development (including technical and vocational training), violence prevention and response, 

sexual and reproductive health, transport and disability services. 

14. Support womenôs rights organisations, gender equality advocates and disabled persons 

organisations to train womenôs economic empowerment stakeholders (government, private 

sector and non-government), media, faith and traditional leaders at the national level on 

gender norms. They should facilitate a process with these stakeholders to develop and 

collectively own key messages and guiding principles promoting transformation in norms 

towards gender equality and womenôs economic empowerment. 

15. When supporting the development of producer groups and business entities, Strongim Bisnis 

and its partners must engage these in awareness programs on gender equality and violence 

against women and support them to develop and implement gender safeguarding and equality 

strategies for womenôs economic participation and leadership and prevention of/response to 

sexual exploitation and abuse.  

16. Develop provincial directories of business support services available, their mandates and 

contact details and disseminate these at the community level verbally, through media and on 

community noticeboards to address the current lack of information on business services 

available for businesses in general, as well as for key value chains. 

 

Enabling environment: 

17. Develop a media and communications strategy to disseminate the above key messages to 

promote positive shifts in norms in collaboration with existing national gender equality 

campaigns (e.g. Side by Side) and womenôs rights organisations. These should include role 

modelling to normalise egalitarian practices (e.g. successful women/young women 

entrepreneurs, sharing of care work, families rejecting bride price, gender transformative 

parenting and ending violence against women in public spaces, businesses and workplaces) 

and the benefits of these changes for families, communities and businesses. 



 

Community Perceptions of Gender Norms and Economic Opportunity in Rural Solomon Islands 10 

18. Collaborate with the Ministry of Education and its technical and vocational education 

programs to strengthen their efforts to promote gender equality and access and participation 

for women of all ages, with and without disabilities. This should include opportunities within 

curricula, learning spaces and institutional culture to challenge prevailing stereotypes, 

promote positive shifts in gender norms in adolescents and reduce care work and other 

barriers to womenôs participation in education and training.  

19. Engage the suggested Womenôs Economic Empowerment Platform led by the MWYCFA and 

SICCI as a sub-group of the MWYCFAôs Gender Coordination Group to assist Government 

and private sector stakeholders to strengthen or develop policies and strategies to: recognise, 

reduce and redistribute unpaid care work, promote safe and violence/harassment free 

public/business spaces, workplaces and transportation, and promote womenôs and youth 

leadership and inclusion in economic decision-making as crucial pathways to womenôs and 

youthôs economic empowerment. 

  



 

Community Perceptions of Gender Norms and Economic Opportunity in Rural Solomon Islands 11 

ACRONYMS 
 
 

ADB Asian Development Bank 

CEDAW The Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women 

GPPOL Guadalcanal Plains Palm Oil Ltd 

INGO International Non-Government Organisation 

MWYCFA Solomon Islands Ministry of Women, Youth, Children and Family Affairs 

NGO Non-Government Organisation 

OiSI Oxfam in Solomon Islands 

PLGED Pacific Leadersô Gender Equality Declaration 

RCA Rapid Care Analysis 

RCDF Rural Community Development Fund (government initiative) 

RDP Rural Development Project (government initiative) 

SB Strongim Bisnis 

SDG Sustainable Development Goals 

SEED Gender-Just Social and Economic Empowerment Design 

SICCI Solomon Islands Chamber of Commerce and Industry 

SNAP Social Norms Analysis Plot 

SOGIESC Sexual Orientation, Gender Identity and Expression, and Sexual Characteristics 

SPC Secretariat of Pacific Communities 

SRH Sexual and Reproductive Health 

WEE Womenôs Economic Empowerment 

WEES Solomon Islands Womenôs Economic Empowerment Strategy 

WEOI Womenôs Economic Opportunity Index 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

This study identifies and deconstructs the key social norms affecting womenôs engagement with 

economic activity in Solomon Islands, including in the cocoa, coconut and tourism value chains. The 

study considers the likelihood of and pathways available to shift restrictive social norms, including 

those related to the burden of unpaid care work, so that women and young women can be supported 

to engage with economic activity if they desire, and men and young men can increase their 

contribution to the wellbeing of families and communities. In doing so, this study is expected to 

contribute to actions that support the Government of Solomon Islands to implement its national, 

regional and international gender equality commitments including under the Pacific Leadersô Gender 

Equality Declaration (PLGED), the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and human rights 

instruments such as the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women 

(CEDAW). 

 

While Strongim Bisnisô existing value chain analyses identify some of the constraints and enablers to 

enhance womenôs access to economic resources and opportunities, this study contributes detailed 

learning from participatory action research on the underlying social norms influencing a broader range 

of agency and access issues related to the value chains. This includes social expectations on 

permissible behaviour for women, men, young women and young men, and the types of paid and 

unpaid labour they are expected to pursue. It also includes differentiated risks experienced by sub-

groups of women and men in different life cycle stages and how norms around femininity and 

masculinity influence womenôs economic empowerment. 

 
 

1.1 Womenôs economic empowerment and social norms 
 

The International Council for Research on Women cites womenôs economic empowerment as, 

óéwhen she has both the ability to succeed and advance economically and the power to make and 

act on economic decisions. To succeed and advance economically, women need the skills and 

resources to compete in markets, as well as fair and equal access to economic institutions. To have 

the power and agency to benefit from economic activities, women need to have the ability to make 

and act on decisions and control resources and profitsô (ICRW, 2011). 

 

Womenôs economic empowerment is a human rights and social justice issue for addressing significant 

disparities between womenôs and menôs power, status and opportunities. Womenôs economic 

participation is also promoted as an instrument for economic growth and societal and family 

prosperity, due womenôs traditional care role and spending patterns that contribute to poverty 

reduction. Families are more resilient when economic responsibility (and risk) is shared across several 

adults (SPC, 2017, p.5). Economic empowerment is also critical for the independence of women 

survivors of violence, enabling them to leave abusive relationships.  

 

These definitions illustrate that gender equality, economic growth and development are interrelated. 

However, while evidence strongly suggests that gender equality promotes economic growth, the 

converse correlation is weaker given that gender inequality is an issue of power and norms and does 

not inherently arise from resource scarcity, although is contributed by it (Kabeer and Natali, 2013, 

p.417). It is therefore now widely recognised that economic development programs must take a 

transformative approach to weaken the structurally entrenched norms, values and practices that 

impede womenôs power, participation in and benefit from the economy.  
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Social norms are defined as the rules of behaviour that are considered acceptable in a group or 

society. They are shaped by beliefs about what others in a group actually do (whatôs considered 

typical behaviour), or empirical expectations, as well as what others in a group think others ought to 

do (what is appropriate behaviour), or normative expectations (Bicchieri 2006, cited in Stefanik 2017, 

p.2). Together, these expectations shape status and opportunity for different people, including in the 

economy. Accordingly, action to transform social norms to advance womenôs human rights and 

economic empowerment is widely recommended, including by the United Nationôs Secretary 

Generalôs High-Level Panel on Womenôs Economic Empowerment (Klugman and Tyson 2016, p.4) 

and the Pacific Platform for Action on Gender Equality and Womenôs Human Rights 2018ï2030 (SPC 

2017a, p.7).  

 
 

1.2 Womenôs economic empowerment in Solomon Islands 
 

The 2012 Economist Intelligence Unitôs Womenôs Economic Opportunity Index (WEOI) ranked 

Solomon Islands 124 out of 128 countries and the second lowest of the seven Pacific Island Countries 

surveyed (Economist Intelligence Unit 2012, p. 8). The ranking reflects the disadvantage Solomon 

Islands women experience in workforce participation compared to men in terms of laws, regulations, 

practices, customs and attitudes. 

 

Solomon Islands has a small formal sector relative to its population. Womenôs economic participation 

is focused in the informal sector, especially in rural areas. While labour force participation rates are 

similar for women and men, women are only half as likely as men to be in paid work (26% of women 

and 51% of men) and are over-represented in unpaid work. In rural areas this is striking with 81% of 

women engaged in unpaid subsistence work compared with 58% of men (ADB 2015, p.44-45). 

 

Womenôs constraints to participation in both the formal and informal sectors include an unequal 

distribution of unpaid care labour responsibilities, relatively low literacy and numeracy skills, 

discrimination in workplaces and markets, precarious employment opportunities, health, geographic 

isolation, lack of access to government business services, lack of decision-making power, lack of 

control over land, limited access to financial services and violence against women (MWYCFA 2016, 

p.5 and ADB 2015, p.44-57). While men also experience some of these barriers, women are at 

greater disadvantage due to gender norms.  

 

Recent research has identified changes to gender norms that have facilitated womenôs increased 

economic engagement. Positive shifts towards greater cooperation between men and women in 

households have arisen from education, some church leadersô messaging and gender related 

discussion and training in savings groups (Eves et al. 2018, p.43). However, it was also found that 

some changes in gender roles are due to necessity, with women forced to take on economic roles as 

men withdraw from household contributions and spend more of their income on personal 

consumption. The converse was also found with men withdrawing contributions as womenôs income 

increased (Eves et al. 2018, p.35). 

 

Land is a key asset for Solomon Islands culture, subsistence and economic development. There exist 

diverse land inheritance systems, with both matrilineal and patrilineal systems in place across the 

provinces. Matrilineal societies exist in Guadalcanal, Isabel, Makira and Western Provinces, where 

women have traditionally had a prominent role with respect to land decision-making. However, 

changes in social norms and the royalties from natural resource exploitation have led to men taking 

over land decision-making roles (Maetala 2008, p.48), in line with their dominance in other visible 



 

Community Perceptions of Gender Norms and Economic Opportunity in Rural Solomon Islands 14 

leadership and decision-making roles in households, communities, party politics, government and in 

the private sector. 

 

Any summary of gender and the economy in Solomon Islands cannot overlook the pervasiveness of 

menôs violence against women and its impacts. Nearly two in three (64%) ever-partnered women have 

experienced physical or sexual violence, or both, by an intimate partner, and 42% have experienced it 

in the last 12 months (SPC 2009, p.3). More than half (58%) of ever-partnered women have 

experienced at least one form of controlling behaviour by an intimate partner, including 21% with a 

partner who refuses to given money for household expenses, and 19% whose partners have taken 

earnings against their will (SPC 2009, 67). The prevalence and impacts of violence and the ongoing 

threat of violence that women and girls live under, is a violation of womenôs human rights and a 

significant barrier to health, wellbeing and economic participation and benefit.  

 

Recent Do No Harm research found complex links between womenôs economic empowerment and 

violence, with triggers including menôs alcohol consumption, and conflicts over issues such as the 

inequality of time working between women and men in the household, menôs expenditure on 

discretionary items rather than household priorities and time women spend in savings clubs and other 

community activities (Eves et al. 2018, p.35). 

 

The National Gender Equality and Womenôs Development Policy (2016-2020) formalises Solomon 

Islands Governmentôs commitments to gender equality and prioritises increasing womenôs economic 

status as its second thematic outcome (MWYCFA 2016, p.5). The Solomon Islands Womenôs 

Economic Empowerment Strategy (WEES) outlines several action areas to improve womenôs income 

generation, employment and business opportunities in formal and informal sectors. However, the 

Strategy does not articulate how restrictive gender norms will be addressed despite identifying them 

as fundamental barriers to womenôs economic empowerment (MWYCFA undated, p.10). This study is 

expected to provide a contribution in this area. 

 
 

1.3 The study 
 

1.3.1 Key questions 
 
A gap in research on norms related to womenôs economic empowerment in Solomon Islands informed 
the need for a formative study to investigate the norms influencing womenôs economic empowerment 
and their dynamics. The study sought to respond to the following research questions: 

¶ What are the main social norms, inside and outside the household that influence womenôs 
ability to do (and lead) business, particularly in the cocoa, coconut and tourism value chains 
(and more generally). 

¶ What are the main components of these norms and how do they influence womenôs business 
ability? 

¶ How much time do women and men spend on average in unpaid care work and what are their 
main activities / how long do they dedicate to them? 

¶ What are the recommended actions to shift or leverage existing social norms to increase 
womenôs ability to make business in the selected value chains? 

¶ What are the recommended actions to reduce the unpaid care work burden for women and 
therefore increase their ability to make business in the selected value chains? 
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1.3.2 Methodology 
 

The study took place between May and July in three communities in Guadalcanal, Malaita and 

Western Provinces, with one five-day workshop in each location. The study was a mixed, qualitative 

methodology, primarily conducted in sex and age disaggregated community focus groups and 

supplemented by interviews with key informants. The methodology used selected tools from Oxfam 

Australiaôs Gender Just Social and Economic Empowerment Design (SEED) Community Engagement 

Toolkit, complemented with vignettes developed using CAREôs Social Norms Analysis Plot (SNAP) 

and key informant interviews with óoutliersô using a Positive Deviance approach.  

 

A preliminary workshop with the study team and partners in Honiara in May 2018 provided training in 

and refinement of social norms theory and the tools being used, while at the same time facilitating 

foundational self-reflection for the study team members on gender norms and relations in their own 

lives. This was an essential part of the process because it enabled team members to learn from their 

own experiences, beliefs and values with gender norms and build effective skills for facilitation in 

communities. Through this process and the subsequent norms that surfaced from the use of the 

SEED tools, the study team developed the vignettes together. 

 

Oxfam Australiaôs Gender Just Social and Economic Empowerment Design (SEED) framework and 

participatory community engagement package2 provided most of the data collection and analysis 

tools. Community participatory gender analysis tools were selected from the suite to engage 

communities in assessing the interactions of social norms with different forms of work, including on 

unpaid care work, household and community decision-making, as well as on economic opportunities 

and their gendered barriers and enablers. Facilitated over a five-day community workshop, the tools 

provided a comprehensive, community-informed analysis of the situations and experiences of women, 

men, young women and young men over their life cycle related to the nature and scope of work 

undertaken, the barriers and opportunities for participating in gender-equitable value chain 

opportunities, and the likely pathways to affect change, especially related to women and youth. 

Discussions and activities in sex and age disaggregated groups and sharing between groups where 

appropriate, allowed community members to experience this study as an empowering and reflective 

opportunity for learning from each other. Each workshop ended with an action tree activity where 

community members identified individual and collective commitments that they could take forward 

immediately to apply what they had learned through the process. These remained with communities 

and they committed to following up with each other on progress. 

 

Vignettes, or short stories, were developed out of the application of the SEED tools with the study 

team in Honiara. Through the findings from the SEED activities they undertook in the preliminary 

workshop, the study team identified what they considered as being two influential social norms 

constraining rural womenôs ability to engage in economic activity and control their income. Vignettes 

were then developed by the team to further explore these norms. Each vignette contained imaginary 

characters set in the participating communities, with guiding questions that invited study participants 

to respond to the story within their sex and age disaggregated groups. The questioning related to 

social expectations around what the characters in the story would do, rather than exploring the 

individual attitudes and behaviours of the study participants.  

                                                
2 SEED is a comprehensive and innovative framework and participatory methodology for designing integrated and 

evidence-based interventions that bridge the critical gap between gender equality, environmental sustainability, 
and economic and livelihood development. SEED builds on the best of Oxfam and external analysis, design and 
learning tools in the area of gender, economic development and womenôs economic empowerment, such as 
Oxfamôs Rapid Care Analysis (RCA) and IWDAôs Gender and Economy in Melanesian Communities Toolkit. It is a 
cohesive package that has been designed particularly for the Melanesian Pacific context. 
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CARE Internationalôs SNAP Framework was used to structure the vignettes and key questions to 

explore the various elements of the norm as per to norm theory. The key questions explored:  

¶ What behaviour is considered to be typical in the group (empirical expectations)?  

¶ What behaviour is considered to be approved of in the group (normative expectations)?  

¶ What negative social sanctions are anticipated if someone deviates from the norm? 

¶ What influence does the anticipated negative social sanctions have on behaviour? 

¶ Are there people or circumstances when it is more acceptable to deviate from what is 

considered typical and appropriate in the group? 

Key informant interviews using a Positive Deviance approach were also used to explore how certain 

individuals whose uncommon behaviours and strategies have defied social norms and enabled them 

to find better solutions to problems than their peers, while having access to the same resources and 

facing similar or worse challenges. The community focus groups were engaged to identify men and 

women who have defied salient social norms to achieve the desired outcome of enabling womenôs 

engagement in economic activity in their household or community. Workshop facilitators also identified 

positive deviants through the discussion responses and the research team conducted an interview 

with these key informants. The semi-structured interview questions aimed to uncover the uncommon 

but successful behaviours and strategies that have led to support for womenôs engagement in 

economic activity. 

 

Secondary desk research consisted of a literature review of existing information on gender norms and 

womenôs economic empowerment in Solomon Islands and a review of key Strongim Bisnis 

documents, such as the gender action plan and value chain analyses.  

 

The study was undertaken in three rural communities in three Provinces: Guadalcanal (matrilineal 

land system), Malaita (patrilineal land system) and Western Province (matrilineal land system). Rural 

communities were selected due to Strongim Bisnisô strategic focus on engaging rural communities in 

the cocoa, coconut and tourism value chains. A mi x of these land ownership systems was desirable 

to assess the extent to which these enable or constrain womenôs status and economic agency across 

the sites. Participating communities were selected based on their engagement in at least two of 

Strongim Bisnisô priority value chains (coconut, cocoa and tourism) as well as having no formal NGO 

or savings and microcredit programs operating in the community. This was to provide a snapshot of 

what a óbaselineô situation might look like, assuming that NGO, savings and microcredit programs are 

influencing gender norms in a positive way in line with human rights. Strongim Bisnis and Oxfamôs 

existing provincial networks provided support in identifying communities meeting these criteria.  

 

A team of women and men from Strongim Bisnis and Oxfam in Solomon Islands facilitated the 

community workshops and contributed to the data analysis process. They were supported by an 

external consultant who trained the team in the tools and facilitated processes to revise tools, reflect 

on the research process and analyse the data. The consultant accompanied the team to two of the 

three study locations. 

 

Across the three sites, 161 people contributed to the study through community workshops and 

interviews including 42 women, 38 men, 45 young women and 36 young men. This included 8 

widows. Table 1 provides the breakdown per location. 
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Table 1: Study participants by location 

 

 Guadalcanal 

Province 

Malaita 

Province 

Western 

Province 

Total 

Women 14 14 14 42 

Men 13 15 10 38 

Young women 20 15 10 45 

Young men 14 12 10 36 

Total 61 56 44 161 

 

The criteria for participating in the workshop included that participants were average community 

members (not leaders), a mix of single, married and widowed individuals among both young and 

adults and a mix of ages to generate learning about the impact of gender norms and relations on 

economic opportunity through the life cycle. The definition of youth being between 15 and 34 years of 

age aligned with that of the Solomon Islands Government (Ministry of Women, Youth and Childrenôs 

Affairs, 2017, p. 6). As such, the youth groups comprised both married and unmarried participants. On 

any day of the workshop, sex-disaggregated groups consisted of between 5 and 15 participants, 

depending on individual and community commitments.  

 

The data collection and community analysis process in the three communities followed several key 

principles. Cultural and contextual appropriateness was assured using SEED tools that had been 

tested in Vanuatu and Timor Leste and adjusted for the Solomon Islands context during the 

preliminary workshop in Honiara in May 2018. Participants provided informed consent to their 

participation in the study, which was explained verbally as well as through a printed consent form in 

pidgin. Participants were free to voluntarily give or not give their consent and had the freedom to 

withdraw involvement in the activity at any stage of the program. Where a few participants were under 

18 years of age, consent was sought from their parents and protocols followed Oxfamôs Child 

Protection guidelines. A violence reporting and referral mechanism was established, with several 

study team members part of OiSIôs ongoing violence prevention and response program. 

 

The data has been anonymised and pseudonyms have been used throughout the report to protect the 

identity of participants. Preparatory visits to communities, workshop introductions and informed 

consent forms emphasised the purpose and use of the research to inform the national and provincial 

Strongim Bisnis activities, and that participation in the study would not lead to further community 

support. 

 

Data analysis took place at several levels. Community members themselves were asked to make 

sense of the data in their sex-disaggregated groups through discussion questions that wrapped up 

each participatory activity. The study team held daily reflections at the community sites to draw out 

key themes and address issues arising from the process or content. The study team also held two 

analysis workshops; one following the Guadalcanal community workshop, and another at the 

completion of all three sites. Where study team members were unable to participate in the latter 

workshop, their inputs were provided separately. Data was sorted into themes and similarities and 

differences across locations and participant groupings were identified. 

 

The study had some limitations. As an in-depth qualitative study, findings from the research sample 

cannot be generalised to apply to the entire Solomon Islands and therefore cannot serve as a 

baseline study. Rather, the study provides detailed insights into the nature of gender norms and 



 

Community Perceptions of Gender Norms and Economic Opportunity in Rural Solomon Islands 18 

relations as they relate to culture and the economy in the three locations, so as to understand the 

enablers and barriers to womenôs economic empowerment.  

 

In other applications of the SNAP framework, norms have been identified through formative research 

prior to the development of vignettes3. Time and budgetary constraints in this study meant that the 

norms explored through the two vignettes were predetermined by the study team in Honiara prior to 

the community visits.  

 

A few quantitative tools were incorporated into the largely qualitative study. Unlike the open group 

discussions and qualitative presentations, the team found that women community members were 

unwilling to challenge men on their quantitative inputs and this led to some contradictions in 

information. This limitation especially related to household financial decision-making where qualitative 

discussions indicated strong control by men over finances, but quantitative voting depicted a more 

egalitarian picture. This exercise also was limited in that the tool did not ask participants who in the 

household is the main breadwinner, which would have been useful to compare results against.  

 

In terms of participants and disaggregated analysis, the study team faced challenges getting 

participation from women, men and youth with disabilities. A couple of participants had vision or 

mobility difficulties, and participation across the range of disabilities as per the Washington Group 

categories were not possible due to what the participants reported as very low prevalence of disability 

in their communities (e.g. none or one person per community). Time and planning would have 

enabled more accurate identification of people with disability through snowball sampling to identify 

more people with disabilities within the participating communities. The disaggregated information on 

disability has therefore largely arisen from the broader communityôs assessment of and attitudes 

towards the status, capacities and opportunities of people with disability in their communities.  

 

A significant data gap remains on the experiences of people of diverse sexual orientation, gender 

identity and expression, and sex characteristics (SOGIESC). Unlike people with disability, this was not 

included as a participant grouping nor as a category for disaggregated analysis within the community. 

This decision was made by the study team due to the ethics around the short timing of the study with 

insufficient time to introduce these concepts perceived as being new and sensitive to communities in 

Solomon Islands, the limitations for Oxfam and Strongim Bisnis to monitor risks of harm done to this 

group as a result of the study, and a lack of available SOGIESC-focused support services in Solomon 

Islands to follow up on any issues arising through the research. There is documentation in other 

Pacific Island countries on this communityôs strengths, capacities and experiences of social exclusion 

and human rights violations. Further investigation is therefore required into gender norms enabling 

and constraining the economic empowerment of Solomon Islanders of diverse sexual orientation, 

gender identity and expression and sex characteristics. 

 

Despite the limitations the study provides a solid and detailed understanding of the challenges and 

opportunities brought by social and gender norms and practices related to womenôs economic 

empowerment in the sample sites. The findings and learning are therefore crucial to providing an 

evidence base to inform gender transformative programming to promote womenôs economic 

empowerment and gender equality in Solomon Islands. 

 
  

                                                
3 CARE International, 2017, Applying Theory to Practice: CAREôs Journey Piloting Social Norms Measures for 

Gender Programming, p. 7. 
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2. FINDINGS 
 

2.1 Key social norms affecting womenôs economic empowerment 
 
A number of critical norms affecting womenôs economic empowerment surfaced through the study. 
These included: 

¶ Men should not be involved in unpaid care work 

¶ Women are expected to be responsible for unpaid care work, which should always be 
prioritised over economic activity 

¶ Women have primary financial responsibility for meeting household care/basic expenses for 
the family 

¶ Women must have permission from their husband to engage in economic activity 

¶ Women have control over some economic activities such as vegetable production, weaving 
and sewing 

¶ Women are inferior to men due to bride price, kastom4 and education levels 

¶ Men are knowledgeable and must óadviseô others in their family and community 

¶ Men have more power over land use decisions, even in matrilineal land ownership systems, 
where men must engage with government and the private sector on land acquisitions 

¶ Men and young men can retain a significant portion of their income for personal consumption 
and assets, whereas income earned by women and young women must be used for 
household expenses 

¶ Physical violence is an accepted way for men to discipline partners for óincorrectô behaviour 
that defies accepted norms 

¶ Certain work in cocoa and copra production are too heavy for women 

 

The two primary norms that respond to the key study questions were selected by the study team and 

explored in depth through vignettes. Women, men, young women and young men in the three 

provinces engaged in rich discussion on the dynamics of the norm and the likely decisions made by 

characters on how to act with or against the norm. Through the discussion questions, facilitators were 

able to gather great detail from participants on the social expectations around these norms. The 

scenarios focused on: 

¶ a man confronted with a choice to undertake the primary burden of unpaid care work as his 
wife grows her coconut oil business 

¶ a woman with an opportunity to establish herself as a cocoa trader, which her husband is 
reluctant for her to pursue 

 
A detailed discussion and analysis of the norms explored through the vignettes is provided below.  
 
Norm: Men should not be involved in unpaid care work 
 

Scenario summary (full version in Annex 1): 
Anna is a successful virgin coconut oil producer and is active in community work. She recently 
secured a contract with a large coconut oil buyer. The contract has increased Annaôs workload and 
made it difficult for her to manage the business and the domestic work, to the detriment of the 
business. Anna asks John to do more to help her more around the house and share the household 
and business responsibilities. 
 

 
  

                                                
4 The Solomon Islands Pidgin term used to refer to local norms and practices, which is locality and wantok group 

specific (Nanau, 2011, p. 33) 
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Key dynamics of this norm across three locations: 

Empirical 
expectations 
(what most 
others do) 

Most men do not engage in unpaid care and domestic labour, although there are 
a minority that undertake some care and domestic tasks. 

Normative 
expectations 
(what most 
others think is 
appropriate/ 
approve/ 
disapprove of) 

Most men have strong disapproval towards other men engaging in unpaid care 
and domestic labour. 
Some women have strong disapproval towards their male family members, 
especially sons, engaging in unpaid care and domestic labour. 
A minority of women and men community members approve of men engaging in 
unpaid care and domestic labour. 

Sanctions 

¶ Social: isolation, teasing, gossip 

¶ Financial: husbandôs family demanding compensation (Malaita only), menôs 
jealous peers draining business resources and income (all sites) 

¶ Violence: domestic violence perpetrated by husbands subjected to sanctions, 
sorcery/black magic/curses placed on the families defying the norm by others 
in the community (Guadalcanal only).  

Sensitivity to 
sanctions 

Low fear of negative sanctions when there are economic benefits for the family 
(and the male partner), but high level of fear and a likelihood of men abandoning 
the care and domestic work if there is slow or little economic benefit. 

Exceptions 
Men who have married into the community 
When the community benefits from the familyôs business or income (e.g. 
employment, financial assistance) 

 
 

The vignette discussions revealed a correlation between the perception that men typically do not 

engage in unpaid care work and the expectation that men who do unpaid care work would be 

subjected to ridicule and social pressure from their peers and family members.  

 

Across all womenôs, young womenôs and young menôs groups in all three Provinces, the empirical 

expectation, or what is considered typical, is for men not to engage in significant unpaid care work, 

even to support womenôs economic role. This was found to be due to womenôs primary responsibility 

for all household matters and men being considered the óbossô or óheadô of the family (óbos lo haosô or 

óbos manô), formalised through the kastom practice of bride price (discussed in detail further on). Men 

in Malaita and in Western Provinces supported these views, reinforcing the belief that unpaid care 

work is womenôs duty. Menôs jealousy of their wives/partnersô economic role was also mentioned 

across the three locations as a reason for why men wouldnôt do unpaid care work when their wife has 

an economic opportunity. A few adult and young women identified that ógood menô would provide 

some support, but that these are isolated and uncommon occurrences. A few men felt that men would 

do limited work ñto helpò, based on what they are comfortable doing. 

 

 

ñAccording to our communityôs culture, men 
are always superior and if she doesnôt fulfil her 
duty, the man will be cross with her. Our 
community expects that women must 
complete all the household responsibilities. 
Some men will help but most will not help with 
household work.ò Young woman, Malaita 
 
ñMost men will not support, because men are 
not supposed to do that work in the house. 
Most men expect women to be responsible for 
the work in the house.ò Young woman, 
Western Province 

 
ñThey will make excuses and say they have 
other things to do; or they will do one task and 
say they are tired and will not continueéThere 
are some men who will listen and do as their 
wives say, but this happens only sometimes.ò 
Adult woman, Guadalcanal 
 
ñMost men will say they are busy. Woman 
must not say they are busy as they need to 
complete the household responsibility.ò, Young 
man, Malaita 
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ñMost of the men in our community will not 
want to support Anna. Most men donôt want to 
do the household work because they think itôs 
womenôs work.ò Adult man, Malaita 
 
ñHousehold work belongs to women. Women 
care for the home. There are clear roles and 
responsibilities for men and women in a 
family.ò Adult man, Western Province 
 
ñMost men will be threatened by the 
opportunity and are fearful of taking over their 
wifeôs role at home.  
 

ñIf the woman dominates decision and uses 
the business for her own good, there is a 
chance the woman will use income for her own 
fashionable needs and that will lead to break 
ups.ò Adult man, Malaita 
 
ñSome men in Johnôs shoes will be jealous of 
their wifeôs opportunity and not support.ò Adult 
man, Western Province 
 

ñThe wife will create competition on who earns 

more and she will buy herself fashionable 

clothes which will result in jealousy.ò Young 

man, Guadalcanal 

 

 

 

Some men and young men in all three provinces felt that menôs involvement in unpaid care work 

would be conditional: either tasks that men are comfortable with (e.g. cutting firewood, brushing the 

garden), when there is a clear material benefit for the family, if their partner is sick and cannot do the 

work herself, or if support was requested in a respectful manner. This was not mentioned in the 

womenôs or young womenôs groups, whom were more pessimistic about the extent to which this is a 

common behaviour. Men across the three Provinces mentioned that men doing womenôs laundry is 

considered tabu, due to the óuncleannessô of womenôs clothes. Where some men and women felt that 

a minority of men would undertake care work, there was a strong indication that even in these 

situations, primary responsibility for unpaid care work would nevertheless remain with women, who 

would have to balance their paid and unpaid work but prioritise domestic duties and household 

maintenance. 

 

 

 

ñIf itôs for helping their family to have more 
money or wealth, then [most men] would help 
as itôs the right thing to do for the family.ò Adult 
male, Guadalcanal 

 
ñJohn will make a mental note in his head 
considering the commitment required of him 
and benefits.ò Adult male, Western Province 

 
ñAs far as she looks after the children and 
provides pocket money, men will be happy [to 
take on the housework].ò Young man, 
Guadalcanal 

 
ñIf itôs focused on church programs, John will 
not prioritise her commitment and will likely not 
support [with housework] because thereôs no 
income or benefit.ò Young man, Guadalcanal. 

 
 

ñOnly a few men will see the importance of her 
involvement in business. They may help but 
not continuouslyéVery few men in our 

community help women and the majority of 
them do not help with household worké..ò 
Young man, Guadalcanal 

 
ñA woman involved in business must look after 
the house as well.ò Young man, Guadalcanal 
 
ñIt needs to be specified what kind of 
household responsibilities. Men are 
comfortable with some work, for example 
fishing and cutting firewood. They will do other 
work only if the woman is sick.ñ Young man, 
Western Province. 
 
ñIf they see that what their wives are doing is 
bringing in money they may want to do as their 
wives say but they will still expect their wives 
to do the housework too.ò Adult woman, 
Guadalcanal. 
 
ñIf the womanôs approach is more respectful, 
John might reconsider his support.ò Adult man, 
Malaita. 
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The normative expectation that most other people disapprove of menôs involvement in unpaid care 

work was strong across all sites. Reinforced by the empirical expectation that most men do not do 

care and domestic work, there is a significant challenge to shift this norm. All groups identified menôs 

their male and female family membersô strong disapproval towards other men doing unpaid care work 

stemming from kastom and from jealousy, not wanting other families to succeed.  

 

In line with what was perceived as common behaviour for men, the expectation that others disapprove 

and actively discourage men from engaging in care and domestic work was seen to be shaped by a 

number of factors related to dominant notions of masculinity including bride price positioning men as 

the ñboss of the houseò, the devaluing of work considered feminine, as well as jealousy of families 

who subvert social norms and become more prosperous than others in their community. The box 

below provides some statements from community members regarding what they think others would 

expect of men who are asked to take on significant unpaid care work. 

 

 

 

ñThis is not kastom or John does not have any 
kastom. It is womenôs work.ò Adult woman, 
Guadalcanal 
 
ñIt is not the woman who bought the man, It is 
the man who bought the woman with bride 
price, so the woman must work for the 
husband.ò Adult woman, Guadalcanal 
 
ñA few men will say itôs nice for you to help 
your wife, but the majority of men will disagree 
with John helping Anna.ò Adult woman, 
Guadalcanal 
 
ñOthers will advise John to leave the woman 
because she is making use of him.ò Adult 
woman, Guadalcanal 
 
ñCommunity will say that John is being led by 
a woman. He has no power.ò Young woman, 
Western Province 
 
They will tell John, that according to custom, 
men are above women and women are below 
men so men will not do womenôs work which is 
low.ò Adult woman, Malaita 
 
ñThey will advise itôs tabu as men buy women 
and women do not buy men.ò Young man, 
Guadalcanal 
 
ñThe majority will make fun when they see 
men washing clothes as its not part of our 
kastom. Many men would advise him not to 
help.ò Young man, Guadalcanal 
ñMost men will discourage John and spoil him, 
saying his woman will ógo aroundôò. 
 

                                                
5 The word óspoilô in this context refers to the act 
of damaging or ruining somebodyôs reputation. 

ñMost might be jealous and spoil5 him and 
advise him not to help heréThey will gossip 
about him. They will cause family problems.ò 
Young woman, Malaita 
 
ñ[Other men] would think itôs not his role and 
heôs not behaving like a man.ò Young woman, 
Malaita 
 
ñMen who listen to their wife are pulled by the 
nose and are not men.ò Adult man, Malaita 
 
ñMost men would remind John of his kastom 
and not to act like a woman in his own home.ò 
Adult man, Western Province 
 
ñOnly men who have jealously in their minds 
will discourage John to support his wife 
because they envy the same opportunity.ò 
Adult man, Western Province 
 
ñIf [his wife is not sick], the community will say 
he is a weak man and no men like to hear that 
. Only weak men do women's work. The 
community will call him as a woman.ò Young 
man, Western Province 
 
ñJohn should not touch his daughterôs clothes 
and people will see it as breaking kastomé.In 
Melanesian culture, itôs not right for men to 
touch womenôs clothes.ò Adult menôs group, 
Malaita 
 
ñWomen are brought to take care of the family 
and men's family pay bride price and relatives 
think itôs a great insult for men to wash dishes 
and clothes.ò Young woman, Malaita 
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The community discussions revealed that bride price, a practice in where women are given from one 

family to another for marriage in exchange for shell money, crops, livestock, handcrafts and cash, 

creates a notion of menôs ownership over women and womenôs duty to obey her husband. Community 

members explained that bride price legitimises menôs authority over women and womenôs 

indebtedness to work for their husbands and their families.  

 

The patrilineal community in Malaita displayed the strongest practices for bride price, with the 

community in the Western Province showing slightly more flexible attitudes towards bride price, 

although it remains a valued and important kastom practice in all study locations.  

 

 

 

ñIn our community bride price is a must and 
everyone pays bride price. Families get bride 
price and we go as slaves. All relatives will 
enjoy our hard work for our husbandsô family 
to gain the resource back. I paid back by 
rearing pigs. They don't see the suffering of 
daughters and itôs a business. If the first born 
is a girl, men decide to claim the same amount 
as they paid for their wife. No matter if women 
like it or not, every man pays a bride price and 
they think that they own the woman and she 
has come to serve him and his family.ò Young 
woman, Malaita 
 
ñMost men will say, óI bought you so you must 
do the work.ò Adult woman, Malaita 
 
ñBride price is very important in our culture. 
Most men will not help their wives in this kind 
of situation so women will struggle and try very 

hard herself to operate her business and also 
do the housework. ñAdult woman, Malaita 
 
ñThey will say that John bought Anna with 
bride price so Anna is under John. They will 
say that John did not buy Anna to boss him 
around. Some will tell him to dump her 
because she is trying to boss you around.ò 
Adult woman, Western Province 
 
ñBride price is normal & compulsory. If [there 
is] no bride price, the woman can be free to do 
what she likes.ò Young woman, Malaita 
 
ñ[Here], bride price is not a big issue and it does 
not suppress our wives to follow their 
aspirations.ò Adult man, Western Province. 
 
ñBride price is not a big amount and we pay only 
a nominal amount to retain the customs.ò 
Young man, Western Province. 

 

 
 

There were however, opinions that display positive opportunities for change with encouragement of 

men that help their family. A few young women in all provinces felt that a minority of men would not 

actively oppose; either by encouraging or at least leaving men alone who wished to engage in care 

work to support their family. There were also opinions that other family members, including those on 

the husbandôs side, would be supportive as they would benefit economically from the familyôs 

prosperity. Some inputs provided by participants in the Western Province and to a lesser extent 

Guadalcanal, indicate that men may have more space and approval from other men to undertake 

unpaid care work in these locations.  

 

 

 

ñMost men will support and encourage him 
because of the benefits of the childrenôs future 
education.ò Adult man, Western Province 
 

ñMost men would encourage John to support 
Anna because the business might provide 
employment and encourage their own wives to 
go in to business as well. If the business 
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grows, employment in the community grows 
as well.ò Adult man, Western Province 
 
ñMost men would say John is a lazy husband 
[if he doesnôt help with household labour] and 

not seeing the benefits of Annaôs business to 
the family.ò Young man, Guadalcanal 
 
ñSome men would advise John to look for a 
house girl.ò Young man, Western Province 

 

 
 

A range of sanctions or punishment imposed against men engaging in unpaid care work were 

identified. Sanctions by family members, other community members and leaders target the men 

themselves as well as their families. Likely sanctions range from teasing and gossip, to social 

isolation to financial disadvantage, compensation and vele sorcery or black magic (Guadalcanal only). 

Social isolation and mockery based on dominant notions of masculinity were commonly mentioned 

sanctions by women, men, young women and young men.  

 

 

 

ñThey would spoil him because heôd be the 
first one in the community to do work like this.ò 
Young man, Guadalcanal 
 
ñMany men will spoil, tease and laugh at him.ò 
Adult woman, Guadalcanal 
 
ñThey will call him a óhouseboyô and will try to 
influence John not to help Anna. Many of his 
friends will not want to be his friend anymore 
as he cannot find time to hang out with them 
anymore.ò Adult woman, Guadalcanal 
 
ñThey will look down on John because he is 
doing a womanôs job. They will say that Anna 
does not respect her husband and they will 
call John óKeni Oroaô (a man who a woman 
orders around). They will say that John is a 
woman.ò Adult woman, Malaita 
 
ñAlthough most men may help their wives in 
the first place, they will be pressured to stop to 
follow the customary expectations and the 
normal way of living expected by the 
community and his family. If he doesnôt then it 
will affect his relationship with the community. 

It will affect his children as well because they 
will say to the children, ñGo back to your 
mummy and daddyéthey have better food 
than us. You have a successful business 
which has turned your father into a woman by 
doing all the womenôs jobs.ò Adult woman, 
Malaita 
 
ñMen would discriminate against him and heôd 
be made fun of by the community, especially 
men.ò Adult man, Malaita 
 
ñMost men would laugh at John for not being 
able to earn money and doing womenôs work 
instead.ò Adult man, Malaita 
 
ñThey would say that the woman has made 
John like a slave.ò Adult man, Malaita 
 
ñAccording to culture, an older male relative of 
Johnôs would tell Anna in the face that the 
work she wants John to do is not menôs work, 
óDo not force our boy to do your work for you, 
we paid big bride price for you so you should 
do it.ôò Adult woman, Malaita 

 

 

One major sanction identified across men and women study participants in Guadalcanal and Malaita 

was financial; that out of jealousy of othersô economic progress and/or threats to traditional gender 

norms, male peers would deliberately seek to destroy the business by demanding finance and 

resources from those men/families and undermine shifts towards men taking on more care and 

domestic work. A few women in Malaita revealed having to provide financial benefits to their 

husbandsô friends to save their husbands from ñlosing faceò as a result of them performing non-

traditional gender roles. 
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ñThe men will get John to give them money 
and waste money on them so that the 
business will break down. They will tell John, 
that according to kastom, men are above 
women and women are below men, so men 
will not do womenôs work which is low.ò Adult 
man, Malaita. 
 
ñThe men will also get John to give them 
money and waste money on them so that the 
business will break down.ò Adult womenôs 
group, Malaita 
 
ñMen, women and the community will degrade 
him saying that John is working like a woman. 
Some of the men will tempt John to spoil his 
wifeôs business money on them so they will 
ófanga suliaô (óslowly eat awayô) the money and 
break down the business. John will then force 
Anna to give him money to spend on his 

friends and sometimes if Anna does not give, 
then John will beat Anna.ò Adult woman, 
Malaita 
 
ñI have a poultry business and he often comes 
and tells me to give his friends free chickens. 
Because he is a big man in the government I 
have to obey him. I need to help him to 
maintain his status and have to give what he 
asks to his friends. I feel sorry because they 
do not pay me and I work so hard on my 
chicken business. Also my husband does not 
listen when I say to him, ñYou do not think of 
me. I want to raise my business and you 
continue to lower it.ôôô Adult woman, Malaita. 
 
ñThey are jealous and do not want the 
business to run well, so they try to keep us 
equal at the same level with no business and 
no money.ò Adult woman, Western Province. 

 

 
 

In Malaita where the practices and values around bride price were found to be stronger, 

compensation from the wife and her family was mentioned as a sanction that would be enforced by 

husbandsô families. ñIf his family sees him washing clothes they will ask for compensation from Anna's 

family. Men washing clothes in our community is tabu. Men must not wash women's clothes as itôs 

totally unacceptableéThey will ask Anna to provide compensation because she has made John do 

womenôs work.ò Young woman, Malaita 

 

Black magic or cursing was a sanction mentioned in Guadalcanal that men could be subjected to, 

although was more commonly referred as a sanction used against women taking on economic roles 

than men taking on unpaid care work (see section on norms around women taking on economic 

roles). 

 

It is also important to note that some young men identified that the social pressure experienced by 

men because of their involvement in unpaid care labour may be a trigger for menôs violence against 

their wife/partner: 

 

ñSome men will get into arguments with their 
wife if there are no profits.ò Young man, 
Guadalcanal 
 

ñHe will lose his friends. His reputation will go 
down. He will lose respect and this situation 
may cause conflict between husband and 
wife.ò Young man, Western Province. 

 

 

 

There were mixed perceptions across the three sites of menôs sensitivity to sanctions for defying the 

norm. Women were more pessimistic than men. 86% of men and young men who were asked (92% 

and 81% respectively) felt that most men would continue to undertake unpaid care work despite the 

sanctions above, compared to only 65% of women and young women (74% and 57% respectively). 

The majority of Guadalcanal community members (66%) felt that men were highly fearful/responsive 

to sanctions and would therefore cease doing care work, while 74% of those in the Malaita community 

and 90% in the Western Province community felt that most men would not be affected by the 

sanctions and would continue care work. Whether men yielded to pressure from their reference 
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groups to abandon unpaid care labour appears predominantly determined by whether there are 

economic benefits that outweigh their perceived emasculation from the ridicule, and social isolation 

from family and community. Sanctions were identified to be inflicted on husbands and their 

wives/partners, as well as on their families. Sanctions were considered irrelevant to men if they felt 

their families were benefiting from the additional income from womenôs economic activity through 

paying school fees, building/renovating their home and accruing assets. Standing up to pressure from 

others and continuing positive support to the family through unpaid care work was also linked by one 

participant to masculinity, with caving in to social sanctions mentioned as a sign of a óweak manô.  

 

 

 

ñHe will not change his mind, he will see the 
future is good and continue to do the work.ò 
Young woman, Western Province 
 
ñSometimes people outside would talk, he'd 
change his mind and run away from the 
marriage.ò Young woman, Guadalcanal 
 
ñBecause family will benefit. He will be able to 
meet his financial obligations such as school 
fees; he and his wife will have a main source 
of income. They will be able to fund their own 
family needs such as building a home. So he 
will not worry about what people will say. He 
will think about the fact that he is married and 
needs to look after his family so he will be 
thinking that it is not the people who talk who 
will feed his family.ò Adult woman, Western 
Province 
 
ñJohn does not have reasons to stop the wife 
because sometimes a man does not know 
how to get income and John will ensure that 
his wife makes income for the family.ò Adult 
man, Malaita 

 
ñThere are two types of husbands: ordinary 
and business-minded husbands. An ordinary 
husband will care more about his status and 
decide to avoid tarnishing his status by not 
supporting Anna. Business-minded husbands 
will care little of what others say about his 
decision to support his wife because he sees 
the benefits and profits that comes with it.ò 
Adult man, Western Province 
 
ñIf John is well educated, heôll see things better 
and see how he can use the opportunity to 
support Anna to make money for the family.ò 
Adult man, Western Province. 
 
ñA real man wouldnôt change his mind.ò Adult 
man, Guadalcanal 
 
ñHe has seen some good outcome from what 
Anna is doing and he will not care about 
anything that the community might say about 
him.ò Young man, Western Province 

 

 
 

If there was little economic benefit from menôs involvement in unpaid care work, participants felt men 

would either give up the work entirely, delegate to a óhouse girlô (paid domestic staff) or female family 

member, or as one young man suggested abandon the marriage altogether. Given the time lag that 

women are likely to experience before business profitability can be reached, this issue presents a 

significant obstacle to WEE programming. 

 

 

 
ñOther men like John will give up and get 
house girl to support him to avoid people 
talking about him.ò Young man, Guadalcanal 

ñMen must earn money from fishing to pay a 
house girl and not to do women's work at 
home.ò Young man, Western Province 

 
 

Groups also explored the circumstances that make it more or less acceptable for men to deviate from 

the norm and engage in unpaid care work. It was found that it was more acceptable for men who 

marry into matrilineal communities, such as those visited in the Western Province and Guadalcanal, to 
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engage in unpaid care work. In Western Province a woman identified that, ñIf [he] is an in-law to the 

community, he will be treated differently.ò In fact, most of the positive deviants identified and 

interviewed during this study were found to have married into the community from elsewhere.  

 

It was also felt to be more acceptable for men to take on more unpaid care work when there is visible 

economic benefit flowing to the community from the womanôs business. This was mentioned by 

women, men, young women and young men in all locations and included tithes, church offerings, 

donations to the school and clinic, support to individual families in need or employment.  

 

The converse situation, where the family is thriving because the couple is sharing the burden of paid 

and unpaid work and the man is providing significant unpaid domestic labour, would bring about 

significant opposition and jealousy from the community. This was mentioned across most of the 

groups in most locations. Adult men in the Western Province and young men in Guadalcanal also 

mentioned several other factors that would cause greater opposition: if the man doesnôt get support or 

reward from his wife/partner, if the man was washing womenôs clothes, if he perpetrates violence 

against his wife/partner or if he relinquishes his traditional work such as copra, fishing or attending 

menôs gatherings to focus on the house work. 

 
 

2.1.1 Role models defying norms 
 

An indication of the drivers for positive changes to norms can derive from the experiences of positive 

deviants; people who are currently acting against the norm. The study team spoke with couples or 

individuals in each location who were identified through the workshop, to understand the enablers for 

their change (see Figures 1-5).  

 
Figure 1: Positive deviant story #1 

Wesley  (Marine Engineer, 45 years) and Kathy  (Farmer, 40 years), Malaita 

Province  

 

Wesley: òLife used to be hard for the two of us. In the early stage of our marriage, we separated 
because we had difficulty conceiving children. We used to be enemies within our house and 
hardly spoke to each other. I drank a lot and spent little time with her. Sh e ran away nearly every  
weekend because I would curse her and tell her she was useless. 
 
We later joined a Roman Catholic Church couplesõ program held in a nearby village  which taught 
us how to improve our marriage. The couplesõ program made significant changes our marriage. 
We found ourselves practicing the principles of good marriage and became respectful to each 
other and came to love each other more. At a point I decided to give her the responsibility to 
manage the finances as I travel led a lot and observed that she spent it in a responsible way, made 
lots of savings and also had some business ideas. Later that year we had a baby and everything 
started to fall into place.  
 
We both decided to start a rice plantation;  we were the first rice farmers in thi s village. After 
earning a bit of money from our small rice farm  and then having to close it down due to the 
market dying off , we started a tree plantation. W e planted almost 700 trees in our land. Later 
that year we moved to Honiara because I was offered a job working as an engineer for a shipping 
company. We lived with my cousin in Honiara and found it very difficult to save money because I 
was meeting the expenses of the extended family and their drinking husbands. My wife kept 
complaining about our income and saying that we should prioriti se our children, prioritis e buying 
a new house and to start fresh with our two children.  
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I listen ed to [Kathy]  and began building our new home. We got logs from our village shipped to 
Honiara and bought land from a  friend. We built a small hut to live in while carpenters built  our 
big house. 
 
[Kathy]  suggested I give my ATM bank card to her so she can manage our money for our dream 
home and childrenõs welfare. At first I didnõt agree but then I saw myself spending m oney on 
materialistic things and alcohol . We sometimes ran out of money because I drank a lot with my 
brother.  I gave her the power to manage our money for a one month òtrialó before travelling to 
another province for work. When I returned, I found she com pleted roofing of our house and had 
completed all the wall s of our home.  
 
At first it was really difficult. People laughed at me and told me that I was being controlled by 
my wife. I was also scared too that my wife would use the money to buy hersel f new earrings and 
new dresses to impress other men - at least that was what my friends said she would do.ó 
 
Kathy: òDropping out of high school sometimes made me think little of myself but my husband 
always encouraged me and showed me how to calculate our income  and expense. He also taught 
me how to collect receipt and invoices for our home financing. I was ready and determined to 
prove my honesty and strong ability to manage our income for our family.  People, especially 
family members, discriminated against my husband for letting me manage his income. At first it 
was shameful when they called me a selfish woman. We are now progressing well  with our plans 
to build two more houses in Honiara for rent and hopefully secure better finances for our 
childrenõs future. Today whenever they come to our big house in Honiara I always remind them 
that women can help their husbands think smarter and long er term. ó 
 
Wesley: òWe admit we have our challenges but we are able to resolve them over dialogue. My 
wife remains our income manager at home and I find it rewarding because my children respect us 
both for it. My son now owns part of our plantation and heõs very smart. He and [Kathy] advised 
me just yesterday not to sell our logs to one foreigner who was interested to buy. If couples have 
good understanding, dialogue with each other, share same interest and willing to share power we 
will see good communities.ó 

 

 
 
Figure 2: Positive deviant story #2 

Lisa and George, young parents of five children, Guadalcanal Province  

 
George: òI do every job in the house. If I see a dirty pot, I wash it. I even wash clothing  too. I 
collect water and  cook. I also do paid work in the garden and contribute money to the family.  
 
I started this in my own family before I got married, when I was 15 years. My aunty asked me to 
help and I supported her. There were six of us children i n the family; I was the fifth born but only 
I did this work, my brothers didnõt.  
 
Iõm the only one doing this kind of work here. I spend more time [on unpaid care work] than other 
men here. I donõt rest. The others donõt do this. I realise that I can also  do any of the work that 
my wife do es, so I help her.  
 
Some people here have gossiped about me. They havenõt seen a man washing clothes like this 
before . In kastom, men canõt do this. But Iõm helping the family so I am doing this kind of 
washing. Some others see me and they are happy that Iõm doing it,  but they donõt do it 
themselves. 
 
My wife goes to the market and I stay at home and look after the children; wash them, feed 
them, collect water. We made this decision through discussion and agreement. If I went to the 
market I would meet my friends on the way home and get drunk and use th e money. So, we 
agreed that sheõd go to the market.  
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My challenge is getting everything done. When my wife comes home she looks around to check if 
everythingõs been done. If anything isnõt done yet then sheõll tell me that I didnõt do a good job. 
But this  normally doesnõt happen because I have usually done everything. I feel good because she 
gives me some money to smoke and chew betel. This makes me happy.  
 
Itõs hard for some men to do this work. I am doing this work because I think about  whatõs good for 
my family. Some [men] donõt have ideas to work in this way. You need to talk together with your 
wife. If you donõt do this, itõs hard to work together and achieve something.ó 
 
Lisa: òI donõt know how we can get more men to do this. Other men donõt do it like him . He likes 
to cook pudding and some other  food on his own. Others laugh at him and make fun of him for 
making good food like a woman; t hey are surprised. Some men go home and if the food is not 
ready, they will  break a plate or cup or pot. Not [George]; heõs not cross. Heõll go and cook. 
When I go to the market heõll wash nappies, plates and pots. My family supports him too;  he has 
come here from outside and stays with me on my landó 
 

 
 
Figure 3: Positive deviant story #3 

Janet and Paul, young parents of four children, Guadalcanal Province  

 
When my wife is at home, she does the housework but when she goes to the garden, I do the 
cooking, washing, sweeping, looking after the children.  
 
I was the second born out of seven children. My father was an outgrower with GPPOL 6. He didnõt 
do any work like this at home. I did some work to help my mother; carrying water, sweeping, 
boiling potato,  so when I got married, I practiced it.  
 
My friends see me and laugh but I donõt worry because they canõt do this kind of work. They tell 
me not to do this kind of work. They ask why I do it and I say that I want to because [Janetõs] 
tired when she comes back from the garden. They joke but I donõt worry about it. I sometimes I 
stroll with them in the night but this doesnõt happen often. Most of the time I come home from 
the garden and stay to help in the house.  
 
This hasnõt impacted on them; they watch me but they donõt do it at their home. Iõm different to 
the others.  I married and came to stay here with Janet.  
 
We share the marketing. If sheõs busy, Iõll go to the market. We sell choy sum, pumpkin, slippery 
cabbage, cucumber, coconut. I bring the money home  then we count it together and she keeps 
the money. If I need $1,000 or $200 for something in Honiara, I ask  her and she gives it to me  
with the busfare.  We have three different savings baskets for school fees and other things  for the 
future . We have four children aged between 14 and 3 years.   
 
We want to continue to do business for the childrenõs future. We are on her fatherõs land; we 
work under her daddy. We contribute  $500 to the savings club for coconut, cocoa and oil palm 
producers. This year we withdrew $10,000 to buy some things for th e house.  
 
Kastom is hard to change. I havenõt seen or heard of other men like me here. For me, no matter 
if they tease me and talk about it being against kastom, I say that words cannot break my bones.  
 

 
 
  

                                                
6 Guadalcanal Plains Palm Oil Ltd 
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Figure 4: Positive deviant story #4 

Robert , adult man, married, step - father to four,  Guadalcanal Province  

 
I came to Guadalcanal from Tekopia in 1992, which is a week away by sea. I worked in various 
places then eventually met my wife and got married in 2005. We donõt have children together but 
she has four children from her first marriage.  
 
My parents taught me to cook, sweep, chop and carry firewood from the time I was about eight 
years old. All my four brothers do the same. In Tekopia it is common for young men to do some 
kinds of housework.  Here I do cooking, washing and firewood collection. My wife and her 
daughter go to the garden most of the time. Sometimes I go to the garden a nd sometimes I stay 
home and cook.  
 
Here, men only cook tea and they fight a lot with their wives about food, work, cooking and 
money. Sometimes they hit their wives. I see more fighting here compared to Tekopia. We have a 
big punishment for it in Tekopia  but nobody intervenes here because it would cause another 
fight.  
 
Nobody gossips or talks down to me about doing this work. Because Iõm not from here, some of 
the other men spend time with me and others donõt because I came alone.  
 

 
 
Figure 5: Positive deviant story #5 

Joshua , 38 years, Western Province  

 
òI havenõt spent a lot of time in the village. I have spent time in Munda, Gizo and Honiara. Those 
places have helped to expose me to many other different people. I finished form 6 and studied at 
Solomon Islands National University (SINU). I have two qualif ications; a Diploma of Teaching 
(majoring in woodwork) and a Bachelor of Teaching (majoring in literature). I was out for six 
years and returned to the village to help my parents with building their house. Iõm not interested 
in teaching any more ; I want to  help all the young people in the village  instead. 
 
My father married into this society from Choisel.  People in Choisel are different; they are 
patrilineal and when he married into a matrilineal society, he was very understanding. He knew 
and respected womenõs role in society and respected the cultural practice here. He would defer 
responsibility to my mother and encourage her to have a say on everything. When I was growing 
up my mother and father taught me to do  washing, cooking and to sweep. So when I went  to 
Honiara or Gizo, it  was normal practice for me and I could depend on myself. I cook for the family 
and help my mother to clean.  
 
I donõt experience negative feedback from family and friends; only positive. They say that Iõm 
different. I think the par ents are key; their teaching at home prevents other boys from being like 
this and doing work in the house . My younger brother is not like me; he has been loved too much 
and provided for.  
 
I am not married but m aybe this will happen next year;  I must have a house before I marry. I have 
girls proposing to me, which is a very unusual practice here. I donõt know why. Maybe they  see 
something different in me. ó 
 

 

Across the five examples, the strongest commonality is the importance of upbringing; men who are 

now undertaking significant care and domestic work were taught to do this by their parents and have 

continued to practice this into their adult life. In most stories, the men have come from or spent 

significant time in communities elsewhere, so have been exposed to different ideas and other role 

models. As outsiders they also may be less shackled to or invested in norms for their social status in 

their ónewô communities. Men marrying into matrilineal societies also generally carry less power than 
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their wife, so are more likely to play a supportive role, however this was not a widespread practice 

observed by the study team in those locations. 

 

The stories importantly show spouses who are working together in partnership and have shared goals 

and visions. They discuss their dreams, are planning for education and other expenses and have 

made changes in the division of labour to achieve the best possible outcome for the family.  

Stories one and two clearly show how menôs income was being depleted by alcohol and how positive 

impacts for the family have been achieved with their wives taking over financial management. 

Through material benefits, men have been able to withstand criticism from family and peers, and 

women have been able to pursue their business. Formal education, particularly a focused church 

couplesô program also may be factors supporting changing norms around care work. Interestingly, in 

story five a man who is displaying more egalitarian attitudes is seen as a very desirable partner by 

young women; some of whom have e broken norms around marriage to approach him with a marriage 

proposal (rather than the other way around). 

 
 

2.2 Findings on unpaid care work 
 

This study used the definition of unpaid care work as being the provision of face-to-face services for 

family and community members outside of the market that strengthen wellbeing, or the, ñéphysical 

health and safety, and the physical, cognitive or emotional skills of the care recipientò (England et al. 

2002, cited by Esquivel 2013, p.5). It is unpaid because it arises out of social obligations deriving from 

relationships. Participants discussed and estimated the time they spent per day on the various unpaid 

care tasks they undertake as per the Universal Categories of Care: 

¶ Preparation and serving meals7 

¶ Washing/maintaining clothes 

¶ Personal care - bathing, dressing, feeding (those who cannot feed themselves) 

¶ Cleaning living areas 

¶ Moral support (talking and listening) 

¶ Nursing sick people or people with special needs 

 

In line with the literature on gender roles in Solomon Islands and the content of the vignette 

discussions on the division of unpaid care labour, there is a striking difference in the type of unpaid 

care work undertaken by women and men, the time spent on this work and time spent on leisure 

activities.  

 

                                                
7 This definition did not include work undertaken by both women and men on subsistence agriculture and 

fishing to feed the family. 
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Figure 6: Average time spent on care work and leisure activities (n=132) 

 
*NB: No data available for young men in the Western Province community. The average hours spent by 
young women on all care work (care work total) is greater than the number of hours in a day, as this 
represents significant simultaneous activity, for example, child care and cooking and cleaning the house 
being done at the same time. It also reflects that young women have primary responsibility for providing 
care for infants when they wake throughout the night. 

 

Figure 6 summarises the average time per day spent on different types of care work by each 

group across the three study locations. Individuals provided daily estimates of their time spent 

on different tasks, so these results must be treated as indicative only, however overwhelmingly 

groups felt that this was an accurate representation. The exercise illustrated a stark difference 

in the unpaid care labour undertaken by women and young women and the amount of time 

available for leisure. Young men reported an average of almost 6 hours leisure time per day 

and men just over 3 hours, with adult women and young women having less than an hour and 

1.5 hours respectively. 

 

For women and young women, life cycle differences are apparent with young women having 

significantly more care responsibilities than older women, especially related to child care. This 

may have been skewed by the type of participants in the groups; for example, in Guadalcanal, 

the majority of the adult womenôs group were elderly women who are now grandmothers and 

had less child care responsibilities. There was a high proportion of young women with infants in 

Guadalcanal, who felt that their care work continued throughout the night as their babies feed. 

As women get older and their children become more independent, child care needs obviously 

reduce. Across all types of care work, young men are doing the least work, averaging just over 

two and a half hours per day. Men contribute over 3.5 hours per day, women just under twelve 

and a half hours per day, and young women just under 23.5 hours per day. Womenôs and 

young womenôs time indicate that they are often doing two and sometimes three tasks at once, 

with child care and cooking being common activities that are done simultaneous to other work.  

 

Participating menôs main care work activities are helping to prepare meals and cleaning 

inside/outside the house. There were some men in each location doing clothes washing where 
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Nursing sick people or people with special needs

Average amount of time spent on care work and leisure activities per 
day (hours)

Young Men Average Men Average
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their wives couldnôt. Due to a few men with higher care responsibilities with ill wives, men in the 

Western Province had typically higher care responsibilities, averaging over seven hours per 

day, compared to an average of almost three hours in Guadalcanal and one and a half hours in 

Malaita.  

 

Community members in all locations found the recognition and quantification of time spent on 

care work useful and significant. Womenôs and young womenôs labour is expected and not 

valued, or as one Malaitan man acknowledged it is ñéignored on a daily basis.ò As detailed 

below, the burdens and challenges of unpaid care work are a constant stress and source of 

exhaustion that one woman described as ñépreventing us from feeling freeò.  

 

Women and young womenôs contribution to unpaid care work 
 

The care activities demanding the most time for women in an average day or week across all 

sites were found to be meal preparation and child care for those with children or grandchildren 

(including bathing). Women and young women across the three sites felt that the factors 

influencing the amount of time spent on these tasks were the number of adults and children in 

the household (especially under three years of age), the distance travelled to gardens to collect 

food, and whether they have returned from outside market travel and have to address the 

backlog of house work from their absence. Care for sick people, especially children, was 

identified as particularly time-consuming and women feel especially challenged in completing all 

domestic work during these times. 

 

In all sites, women acknowledged some support in domestic work from their children, both girls 

and boys, and a few women receive support from their husband. In the Western Province, 

women said they receive some support from their husband but this is only when children are 

not available to help.  

 

The individual time estimates provided by participants provided an opportunity for them to 

discuss care work through the life cycle. Women and young womenôs groups identified that 

young single women and elderly women without young children spend less time on the most 

time-consuming tasks. It was also mentioned that single mothers and widows spend less time 

on different care work because they, ñé.do not have as much expectation on them from 

extended family or in-laws to perform care duties.ò Young woman, Malaita. This confirms that 

in-laws are a very important reference group for addressing norms on womenôs and young 

womenôs responsibility for care and domestic work.  

 

Women and young womenôs assessment of what they consider to be their most risky and 

problematic care activities revealed that child care is the most difficult due to the constraints it 

puts on mobility and the physical and emotional stress it brings, especially when undertaken 

simultaneously with other care and domestic activities. Young women in Guadalcanal felt that 

young women with children, single mothers, widows and women with disability face more 

significant challenges than other women in care work due to the lack of support available from 

spouses. Also in Guadalcanal it was felt that women who have married into the community face 

additional challenges in care work tasks due to their social isolation compared to other women.  
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Table 2: Womenôs and young womenôs consolidated analysis of risks and challenges of their most 
arduous care work (please note that women/young women self-selected the care tasks that present the 
most challenges, and therefore did not explore the risks of other activities such as water/firewood 
collection. 

 
Activity Time Mobility Health and Safety Risk of violence 

Preparing 
and 
cooking 
food 

Significant 
time spent 
 
Cannot 
undertake 
during 
menstruation. 

Difficult to move 
around and multi-
task while 
preparing and 
cooking food 
because you have 
to watch the fire. 
 
Limited freedom to 
go when needed 
as women/young 
women need to go 
in groups to the 
garden due to 
risks of violence. 
 
 

Fire affects 
womenôs health: 
headaches, throat 
infections, ashes 
in eyes, breathing 
difficulties 
 
Risk of burns 
(boiling water and 
fire) 
 
Physical strain 
carrying food and 
firewood to the 
house, often 
up/down hills 
 
Safety risks cutting 
firewood and crops 
with bush knives 
and axes. 
 

Risk of violence and 
murder if food not 
prepared in time or 
according to 
husbandsô taste. 
This is heightened 
when men/young 
men have been 
drinking alcohol or 
smoking marijuana 
 
Risk of sexual 
abuse by 
men/young men, 
including those 
under the influence 
of alcohol or 
marijuana on the 
way to/from the 
garden. 
 
Risk of black 
magic/sorcery/vele 
while going to the 
garden 
(Guadalcanal) 

Child care Takes up 
most of the 
day and is 
done 
simultaneous 
to other tasks. 
Women will 
also be 
responsible 
for tending to 
children 
throughout 
the night. 
 
 

Extremely 
challenging to 
move around as 
the children need 
constant 
supervision for 
their safety and/or 
to accompany 
wherever you go  
 
Significant 
opportunity costs; 
women miss out 
on community 
meetings and 
economic 
activities outside 
the home. 

Tiredness and 
weakness from 
physical and 
emotional 
demands, 
including carrying 
heavy babies, lack 
of sleep, lack of 
leisure 
 
Hunger due to not 
having time to go 
to the garden 
and/or focusing on 
getting children fed 
first 
 
Breastfeeding 
related loss of 
weight and 
strength 
 
Stress and 
dissatisfaction due 
to lack of support 
from husbands 

Husbands 
sometimes blame 
their wives if a child 
gets sick or injured, 
which may lead to 
menôs violence 
against women. 
 
Child care is 
exhausting for 
women. Husbandôs 
demands for sex 
cannot be met, 
which results in 
verbal and physical 
abuse from 
husbands.  
 
Some women have 
suspicious partners 
who accuse them of 
having affairs while 
they are home 
alone with the 
children.  

Laundry Moderate 
time demands 

Woman have to 
try and complete 

Backaches, 
numbness, from 

Risk of violence 
from husband if 
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this task quickly so 
they can move 
around and do 
their other tasks. 

heavy bending 
over 
buckets/rivers. 
 
Colds and 
coughing from 
water exposure 
 
 

clothes are not 
available when he 
wants them. 

 

Women and young women across all locations also explicitly identified that they face risks of 

violence in the course of undertaking unpaid care tasks, primarily as a common form of 

punishment from husbands or partners should tasks not be completed to their expectation. 

ñMany women in our community get beaten by their husbands. Two have died in the past two 

years; one had a pot of hot rice thrown at her by her husband and this killed her. The other 

committed suicide because her husband was always belittling her.ò (adult woman, 

Guadalcanal). Alcohol consumption was also seen to exacerbate this issue, as highlighted by a 

young woman in Guadalcanal, ñSometimes our husbands drink and if we donôt please them, it 

causes trouble.ò Women and young women also identified the risk of being attacked by male 

community members and also vele in the course of going to/from the garden, which they were 

addressing by going to the garden in groups.   

 

While womenôs roles are expanding to encompass economic roles with paid work, women and 

young women in the three sites generally did not feel as though care duties are changing over 

time. However, one woman recognised that with women taking on more of an economic role, 

ñGrandmothers are now taking on the burden of looking after grandchildren when they should 

be resting.ò  

 

Some time and effort-saving resources have been secured at the household and community 

levels such as roads, tanks, water supply systems, solar power, wheelbarrows, kitchen and 

cleaning equipment and greater availability of transport. However, womenôs increasing 

economic role has not been mirrored by an increase in support from men or new services or 

resources to ease their burden. While most women want their husbands and sons to provide 

more support in this work, there was reluctance among some women to delegate work due to 

bride price and traditional gender roles.  

 
Below: Women in Guadalcanal presenting on their existing and desired services to reduce unpaid care work 
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Women and young women in the three locations identified a number of services and resources they 

would like in the future to reduce their care work burden. Kindergartens were priority services desired 

by women and young women in Guadalcanal and Malaita to address the biggest care work challenge 

to engaging in paid work. The community in the Western Province had a kindergarten built and 

managed by the community. Other resources they identified as being needed at the household level 

included laundry facilities (sinks and/or washing machines), water tanks/systems, toilets and solar for 

more households, gas stoves, more families to have access to wheelbarrows, more affordable 

transport costs, and fridges/deep freezers to store fish and reduce time spent on daily fishing trips 

(Western Province only). In terms of services and support, women and young women felt there was 

more that could be done by the government and others to reduce their care burden including providing 

more financial support for school fees, closer health clinics, police post and Family Support Centre to 

reduce family violence, and improved roads and bridges. 

 

In summary, women viewed their burden for care and domestic work as a formidable barrier to their 

economic activity and involvement in training, workshops and meetings. 

 

 
Table 3: Womenôs and young womenôs voices on unpaid care work 

 
ñMy father taught my brothers to build a house 
and my work as a girl is to chop firewood and 
look after children.ò Adult woman, Malaita 
 
ñIt is expected for women who are married to 
be doing care work. When she is not doing the 
care work she is seen as a lazy woman. She is 
also going to get some abuse from husband & 
family members if she is not seen doing care 
work that is expected of a married woman.ò 
Young woman, Malaita 
 
ñIf you have two children under 4yrs old itôs 
even extra hard. You are also required to 
cook, wash, clean and go to the garden while 
looking after young children so this is such a 
difficult task.ò Young woman, Malaita 
 
ñOnly a few men will help women in tasks such 
as cooking, washing pots and plates, refilling 
water and only a few will help in the garden.ò 
Adult woman, Malaita 
 
ñWomen are blamed for almost everything that 
is not working well in the care work. If a child 
has an accident or is injured, the woman is 
verbally abused by her husband or family 
members.ò, Young woman, Malaita 
 

ñIt seemed to be better before as husbands 
would help their wives but now it is getting 
worse. Husbands do not help their wives, 
especially the young husbands.ò Adult woman, 
Western Province. 
 
ñThe chances for women to be engaged in 
business is high, but women just do not have 
time to be engaged in business because 
women just do not have the time to run a 
business.ò Adult woman, Malaita 
 
ñYoung women cannot make the time to 
participate in other trainings without have to 
bring their children along unless there is more 
help from husbands in the care work.ò Young 
woman, Guadalcanal 
 
ñHusbands and wives must work together for 
women to be in business example: they must 
discuss together about the responsibilities in 
the house. We need this kind of awareness 
that Oxfam and Strongim Bisnis is running 
now, to continue.ò Adult woman, Malaita  
 
ñWe must not rely too much on custom 
because custom does not pay for school fees.ò 
Adult woman, Malaita
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Men and young menôs contribution to unpaid care work 
 

Men and young menôs care work across the locations included contributions to meal preparation, 

bathing children and cleaning living areas. They initially felt that these were significant contributions 

but after hearing from the womenôs and young womenôs perspectives, they realised that their 

contribution was marginal and provided positive feedback on their willingness to do more.  

 

There is a significant difference between unpaid care work done by married men compared to 

unmarried men due to some support provided to tasks such as child care. Men with chronically ill 

spouses were an exception to the general rule, as they have taken on the work their spouse cannot 

do. Another exception was some of the men who have migrated into the communities who are taking 

on non-traditional care and domestic roles. In menôs life cycle too, some older men (60+ years) are 

unable to work in the gardens any longer and contribute more to care and domestic work, including 

cooking for grandchildren.  

 

In line with menôs assigned role as óboss lo haosô, many men are spending time with family members 

to provide advice and sort out disciplinary issues. Laundry, although a significant care activity for 

households in terms of the time it demands, is considered a taboo work for men. Washing womenôs 

clothes is seen as unclean, linked to kastom attitudes towards menstruation. The discussions 

revealed an absence of community dialogue to unpack or challenge this myth in all locations. 

 

Men and young men have significantly more leisure time than women and young women. This was 

typically in the evenings after the completion of paid work. For example, adult men in Guadalcanal 

have 6 hours of leisure per day and one man felt that the reason for this imbalance was because, 

ñPaid work such as coconut, cocoa and garden crops is heavy work, so men need some leisure time 

during the day to regain energy in order for them to remain healthy and accomplish these other 

tasks.ò Adult man, Guadalcanal. Young men are generally expected to do very little care and 

domestic work. While boy children seem to be helping, once they hit their teens parents stop 

delegating household work to their sons and enforce a gendered division of domestic labour to their 

daughters. Sons have freedom to engage in sport or other leisure activities. This lack of expectation 

and responsibility may also negatively impact on young menôs opportunities for voice, leadership and 

community participation. 

 

 
Table 4: Community voices on unpaid care work  

ñI am married for 40 years, I have 11 
childrenéBased on the findings, I came to 
realise the 40 years my wife was complaining 
at nights that she was feeling sick (back ache, 
head ache, stomach ache, etc), I did not take it 
seriously and did not consider the heavy load 
of work she does at home. I always believed 
that my role as a father is much more 
important than my wifeôs because I bring in 
money for the family. Now I see that without 
my wife I would not have all 11 surviving 
children today.ò Adult man, Malaita 
 

ñIt is a traditional taboo. According to 
Guadalcanal culture and custom young men 
are not allowed to wash their motherôs and 
sisterôs clothes.ò Young man, Guadalcanal 
 
ñYoung boys roam the community and become 
lazy because parents especially, their father, 
does not delegate household chores to get 
them to help out in household work, for 
example sweeping the garden, weeding and 
cleaning in and out of the house.ò Young man, 
Guadalcanal 
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2.3 Findings on masculinities 
 

At the root of social norms are the concepts of masculinity and femininity ï what it means to be a man 

or a woman. As demonstrated through the social norm vignettes and the other issues covered in this 

study, masculinity can either be a significant enabler or barrier for womenôs economic participation 

and benefit in Solomon Islands.  

 

Men and young menôs analysis of behaviours, attitudes and beliefs among men and young men in the 

community highlighted a contrast between what was considered constructive and what was 

commonly practiced, and the need for male role models to influence change towards more positive 

forms of masculinity and gender norms.  

 

Young men felt that as a group they were contributing positively to families and the community 

through their work in the gardens (cocoa, copra), contributing to bride price, working collectively 

(including community work), praying and contributing to community fundraisers. However, they also 

acknowledged the existence of behaviours among their group that are harmful to families and the 

community such as showing disrespect for others, stealing from othersô gardens, being lazy, 

gambling, drinking and brewing alcohol, smoking marijuana and perpetrating violence against women, 

young women and other young men. Their reflections on these patterns led to recognition that shifts 

to more positive norms such as sharing care work and being non-violent towards their partner would 

lead to positive benefits for families. They identified these benefits as being: increased peace and 

security in families, reduced burden on women, young men would gain more trust from women and 

other family members, and also fairer management of family income. However, young men 

acknowledged that any shifts to these more positive practices would be challenged by perceived 

losses to young men in terms of their loss of free time (e.g. for playing soccer) and money for 

personal use. As in the vignettes, peer pressure and negative attitudes towards men doing domestic 

work were raised as possible blockages to change. 

 

Young men identified that positive behaviours, attitudes and beliefs had been learned from chiefs and 

other traditional leaders (cultural storytelling and advice), pastors, parents, friends, media and NGOs. 

Behaviours, attitudes and beliefs they considered negative had been shaped by media (including 

movies), peer groups and some traditional beliefs. These represent young menôs reference groups 

and influencing channels that must be engaged to support positive shifts in gender norms among 

young men.  

 
 
Below: Men in Guadalcanal mapping desirable and common behaviours, attitudes and practices of men in their 
community 

  




































































































