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Female empowerment and tourism: a focus on businesses in a
Fijian village
Apisalome Movono and Heidi Dahles

Department of International Business and Asian Studies, Griffith Business School, Griffith University, Brisbane, Australia

ABSTRACT
Women’s participation in business is gaining momentum amongst communities in the
South Pacific, yet very few studies have explored this area in the context of tourism in
Fiji. Based on ethnographic research, this study focuses on the gender dimension of
community-based tourism development in Vatuolalai village, along with the Coral
Coast of Fiji. In particular, this study seeks to extend our understanding of the links
between female empowerment, tourism and business in this indigenous Fijian
community. The paper discusses how indigenous Fijian women, through their
involvement in tourism, have adapted to becoming successful business operators
and influential drivers of socio-political change affecting established gender
relations within an indigenous Fijian setting. Therefore, the current study argues
that through tourism-based entrepreneurship, local women have attained not only
economic but also psychological, social and political empowerment. Given the
literature, this is not a mainstream result, particularly in patriarchal and embedded
indigenous communities.

KEYWORDS
Female empowerment;
tourism; sustainable tourism;
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Introduction

Tourism has been endorsed as an essential contributor
to the development of many Small Islands Developing
States in the Pacific, in particular as a tool to stimulate
entrepreneurship and empower local people.
Although widely acknowledged, empirical evidence
linking women’s participation in tourism and business
to female empowerment is scarce. The current article
will contribute to this field of study. It will be argued
that over four decades of tourism involvement has
provided Fijian women with the confidence and
skills to seek out opportunities, take risks and success-
fully improve their status within their community.
Women have attained empowerment, are leading
business owners and have successfully negotiated rec-
ognition and increased decision-making power in all
realms of life. Their entrepreneurial success and
empowered status have disrupted pre-existing cul-
tural systems that would otherwise limit their auton-
omy, further inspiring innovations in how people
behave, think and live in a cultural setting.

The article will first provide a review of the literature
on empowerment as it relates to women’s involvement
in tourism businesses. The next section will briefly
describe the research setting highlighting pre-tourism
and post-tourism scenarios before presenting the
methodology employed. The subsequent presentation
of findings will provide the empirical foundations for
the inference that women’s participation in tourism
business opens a plethora of opportunities for empow-
erment, recognition and control by women over their
own affairs and the destiny of their community.

Conceptualizing empowerment

As a concept, empowerment has endured decades of
evolution to suit different fields ranging from psychol-
ogy to tourism studies. Commonly used as a potential
remedy for social injustice, empowerment has
“become a vital construct for understanding the devel-
opment of individuals, organizations and communities”
(Perkins & Zimmerman, 1995, p. 571). Its origins can be
traced to the early work of Boserup (1970), Freire (1973),
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Rappaport (1981) and Friedmann (1992)whohave used
the term as a yardstick for measuring the outcomes of
development. Empowerment is accepted as an
ongoing multidimensional process involving the pro-
gression of people from a state of helplessness and
deprivation to onewhere, particularly themostmargin-
alized, have greater influence, power and control over
their resources (Boley & McGehee, 2014; Scheyvens,
1999; Simons & de Groot, 2015; Sofield, 2003).
However, for lack of a universally accepted definition,
empowerment as an area of inquiry remains fuzzy.
Over time, empowerment has become a loosely used
concept salient in the strategies of many community
development programs and used as common vernacu-
lar in much of the related literature (Boley & McGehee,
2014; Simons & de Groot, 2015; Sofield, 2003). For the
purpose of this article, it will be unwise to delve into a
comprehensive empowerment debate because of its
enormity. Instead, the current study draws from the rel-
evant tourism-based literature to conceptualize and
define the concept of empowerment in the context of
women’s participation in tourism and business in a
Fijian village.

Female empowerment and tourism

Many studies have commented on female empower-
ment since Boserup’s (1970) introductory work,
reflecting concerns (at the time) with gender develop-
ment and gender discrimination in the workplace
(Torri & Martinez, 2014). By the 1990s, attention had
turned to the empowerment of women which is
argued to occur when they mobilize themselves and
assume leadership positions in a work or community
setting (Torri & Martinez, 2014). Moser (1989) links
female empowerment to the notion of autonomy
and amplify Freire’s (1973) theory on the emancipa-
tion of the oppressed to project the finer (and often
excluded) details of what empowerment must
achieve. Empowerment must be emulated through a
level of involvement beyond participation where resi-
dents are not only included in the planning process
but have control over it as well (Boley & McGehee,
2014). In much of the tourism literature, participation
is often mistaken for empowerment resulting in an
evident gap in the literature. Hence, it is important
that more immersive studies are conducted to
define and identify the dimensions of empowerment
within local contexts.

Scheyvens (1999) provides the seminal work in this
area and sets the frames by which empowerment in

tourism can be explored and categorized in specific
dimensions. Scheyvens (1999) adds more clarity in
this regard proposing that empowerment comprises
four dimensions: economic, psychological, social and
political and emphasizes the importance of local com-
munities having some control over and sharing the
benefits of tourism development at the local level
(Scheyvens, 1999, p. 249). Scheyvens’ conceptualiz-
ation of empowerment provides a pathway for more
focused assessments of specific marginalized groups,
particularly women within tourism-based indigenous
communities. This has resonated with the work of
scholars reiterating that empowerment should
emulate extension of personal agency and reflect rea-
lities faced by women within their communities
(Kabeer, 2003; Thachuk, 2007).

In the case of women in the developing world
involved in tourism or other forms of paid work,
autonomy, activism and leadership is elusive, and pro-
gress in this area depends on the socio-cultural
context of society (Zimmerman, 1995). The work of
Boonabaana (2014) on women’s lived experiences in
Uganda contributes to the area, expanding on how
women must “navigate” gender relations inorder to
access opportunities in tourism. Studies conducted
in Bangladesh and Botswana further reveal that
women may own, run and manage small businesses,
but still depend on their spouses for the final say
(Kabeer, 2003; Mbaiwa & Stronza, 2010). This, as
Kabeer (2003) states, does not meet the requirements
of empowerment and suggests that in some contexts,
social and cultural norms support inequalities of
power, preventing dialogue, debate, further constrain-
ing the process of female empowerment, particularly
within tourism employment. In these culturally
embedded communities, women’s groups emerge as
effective vehicles for promoting empowerment and
collective action (Kabeer, 2001; Torri & Martinez,
2014). Women’s collective action in specific tourism-
based communities in South East Asia has resulted
in increased opportunities, improved welfare and
economic and social empowerment (Kabeer, 2003).
The findings of the current study argues that
women’s groups serve as “empowerment platforms”
where women’s issues are brought to the forefront,
discussed and acted upon in a communal setting.

Annes and Wright (2015) liken women’s empower-
ment, to the creation of space, or “a room of one’s
own” where women can pursue their personal inter-
ests and make decisions in the absence of interference
from other actors in the community. Their work which
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focuses in particular on agritourism, questions the
material dimensions of empowerment and suggests
that empowerment is an exercise in the expansion
of personal agency or, in other words, a threefold
process of power to, power with and power within.
Female empowerment in tourism therefore involves
women making decisions and acting on them by exer-
cising creativity (power to), acquiring new capital,
skills and creating one’s personal space (Annes &
Wright, 2015; Eyben, Kabeer, & Cornwall, 2012;
Kabeer, 2003). Women’s empowerment also includes
being able to organize collectively to reach goals
(power with), identifying sources of oppression and
building self-esteem (power within) to mitigate chal-
lenges (Annes & Wright, 2015).

Tourism business and women

Despite the overwhelming evidence that women are
important producers of goods and services in the
tourism industry, female involvement in tourism
businesses has always been an understudied area.
Overall, rigorous academic interest in the relationship
between tourism, work and gender seems to have
fizzled out when scholarly writings including Sinclair
(1997); Kinnaird, Kothari, and Hall (1994); and the
1995 Annals of Tourism Research special issue edited
by Margaret Swain and follow-up publications
(Swain & Momsen, 2002) began to build the sub-
field. While the focused interest in this area lost
momentum after the mid-1990s, there were notable
exceptions among which Apostolopoulos, Sönmez, &
Timothy (2001), and Ferguson (2011) are
acknowledged.

There is broad consensus that tourism development
enhances income opportunities for women (Boona-
baana, 2014; Sinclair, 1997). It enables women to gain
increased income and, in some cases, alters prevailing
gender norms and traditional power relations (Castel-
berg-Koulma, 1991). In general, however, female
employment in tourism, as in other sectors of the
economy, is structured alonggender lines and conforms
to dominant gender norms (Cukier, Norris, & Wall, 1996;
García-Ramón, Canoves, & Valdovinos, 1995; Kinnaird
et al., 1994; Wilkinson & Pratiwi, 1995). It commonly
occurs in spaces defined as “women’s work” and reflects
women’s domestic caring and mothering roles, such as
cooking, cleaning, washing clothes, providing beauty
services such as hairstyling, massage and manicure, or
performing sexual acts (Gentry, 2007; Momsen, 1994).
Employment opportunities for women often occur in

low-skilled and low-paid jobs and casual work within
the tourist sector (Levy & Lerch, 1991). However, these
jobs are often the only employment available for
women or, conversely, may offer higher wages than
similarly low-ranking non-tourism occupations.

Women’s entrepreneurship, on the other hand, is
rarely studied in its right. The literature on women’s
work in tourism typically fails to distinguish between
employment and entrepreneurship as distinct modes
of income opportunities for women in tourism
(Dahles, 1999). Research on female entrepreneurship
in tourism is packaged as the gendered impact of
tourism in host communities, acknowledging that
tourism development affects men and women differ-
ently. The area of female entrepreneurship, however,
includes research on the potential that tourism holds
for “women’s activism and leadership in the commu-
nity and political life and for women’s entrepreneur-
ship” (Figueroa-Domecq, Pritchard, Segovia-Pérez,
Morgan, & Villacé-Molinero, 2015 p. 88). Entrepreneur-
ship is viewed as an agent of social change and is an
area to which the current study will attempt to expand.

Given the complex dimensions of entrepreneur-
ship, a broader multi-disciplinary application of the
term is required which recognizes local contexts and
moves beyond the product or innovation debate.
Since, no two communities are the same, notions of
“empowerment” and “innovation” per se will also be
different (Kabeer, 2001). What may be considered an
“industry disrupting” innovation in one context may
not necessarily have the same impact in a community
that is less developed yet, highly embedded. As such,
tourism entrepreneurship whether it is characterized
by high or low innovation is bound to create shifts
that may lead to further innovations in culture and
society. It is these adjustments, triggered by
women’s involvement in tourism businesses that
give rise to innovations that can disrupt cultural bar-
riers, inspire shifts within social processes and contrib-
ute to the empowerment of women. In essence, this
study moves beyond the entrepreneur and the
product to also consider innovations that are occur-
ring within elements of Fijian society.

Research setting and methodology

The research area

This particular study is set in Vatuolalai village located
along Fiji’s Coral Coast, Fiji’s oldest tourism area where
resort-based tourism was pioneered in the 1950s.
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Located in the south-western part of Viti Levu, the Coral
Coast is an area of unique cultural attributes and is one
of Fiji’s most environmentally diverse and sensitive
coastal regions. Comprised of five principal districts
and made up of varying number of villages and
resorts, the Coral Coast remains a leading tourism
region in Fiji receiving around 27% of visitors annually
(Ministry of Industry, Trade, and Tourism, 2016).

Vatuolalai villagers were among the first native
Fijians to embrace tourism development and can
best represent the long-term experiences endured
by a tourism-based Fijian community (Pratt, et al.
2016). There are 32 households in the village, which
equates to about 220 people, the majority of whom
are below the age of 35. The gender distribution is
relatively balanced with a slightly higher percentage
of females (54%) compared to males (46%), and
there is a high number of people involved or having
been involved in some form of tourism or another
(over 92%). Vatuolalai village is relatively well
endowed regarding infrastructure (Movono, Pratt, &
Harrison, 2015). About 92% of households rely on
paid work as a means of a living of which around
88% is directly related to the tourism sector (Pratt,
et al. 2016).

Of specific relevance to this paper are the 12 individ-
ual small- and medium-scale tourism enterprises that
provide waterfall tours, jet ski rentals, handicrafts and
massage services for tourists that are exclusively run
by women (Movono et al., 2015). Over the cause of
studies in Vatuolalai, the first author has taken a specific
interest in the elevated status, recognition and domi-
nance of women in this community. Their success in
business and their amplified voice in the community
has prompted the aims of this study in seeking
answers to questions about how women were able to
establish themselves and succeed given the many per-
ceived cultural and gender-based impediments to
becoming successful tourism entrepreneurs.

The roles of Fijian women, their empowerment and
involvement in tourism and business have seldom
appeared in the literature. Before tourism, women
were confined to the fringes of the decision-making
process, having to depend entirley on their husbands
for controll and overall decision-making in the home
and the community (Ravuvu, 1987). Today, most
Fijian villages have their own women’s groups facili-
tated through respective Christian denominational
structures that promote the voice and opinions of
women in the social settings. The Vatuolalai
women’s group, known as the Soqosoqo Vakamarama

or Women’s Development Committee (WDC) has
served as the primary platform for women to take
action on community-wide issues since the mid-
1980s (Movono et al., 2015). Other smaller committees
that oversee education, health and welfare are also
prevalent in communities and are often dominated
by women. Today, in the Coral Coast, women are
leading the drive to economic sustainability, meeting
financial and cultural obligations and in most
instances are thriving, small-scale business operators.

Methods

The Fiji Vanua Research Framework (FVRF) is adopted
by this study as a central paradigm to guide its meth-
odology (Nabobo-Baba, 2008). The FVRF is an attempt
to localize research methods, recognize indigenous
Fijian society and decolonize research (Nabobo-Baba,
2008). Neuman (2003) identifies this paradigm as
interpretive social science and describes the
researcher as wanting to learn meaningfully relevant
everyday life experiences from his or her participants.
As stated by Nabobo-Baba (2008, p. 41),

by situating indigenous people at the center of research
and using their systems of knowledge and understand-
ings as the basis for inquiry and investigation, opens
the possibilities of extending the knowledge base of indi-
genous people and transforming their understanding of
the social-cultural world.

This approach dovetails the empowerment discourse
which encourages a bottom-up approach, placing
the most marginalized at the center of development
concerns.

To complement its indigenist orientation, the
current study has selected case study methodology
for its suitability and applicability in conducting in-
depth investigations into local community (Veal,
2006). Advocates of the case study method assert
that this allows the investigation of “social processes
in their appropriate context,” facilitating properly
oriented ethnographic study to take place (Hartley,
1994, p. 208). Ethnography is defined as an approach
that combines “research design, fieldwork, and various
methods of inquiry to produce historically, politically,
and personally situated accounts, descriptions,
interpretations, and representations of human lives”
(Tedlock, 2000, p. 455). The first author (an indigenous
Fijian) immersed himself in village life engaging in
close, long-term interaction with villagers to gain an
understanding of their beliefs, motivations and behav-
ior (Tedlock, 2000).
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This study has predominantly relied on participant
observation; household administered surveys and
conversational interviews or talanoa as key tools for
data collection. Talanoa in the Fijian social context
refers to the process where two or more people con-
verse, share ideas and stories. It is the process by
which communication is established between two or
more parties and is further enhanced through
researcher-guided conversations held at a variety of
settings within the community (Nabobo-Baba, 2008).
Hence, a talanoa is similar to an in-depth interview
“in context” yet is closer to semi-structured interviews
in practice (Nabobo-Baba, 2008). Talanoa as a conver-
sational form of semi-structured interviews were con-
ducted with the entrepreneurs at various levels and
contexts to gather their views on community and per-
sonal issues. In total, 72 talanoa or conversations were
held with participants (from July to November, 2015),
of which 12 were conducted with female entrepre-
neurs who age between 34 and 68 years. Reflexivity
was made possible because the researcher triangu-
lated data from various sources revisiting the infor-
mation and specific individuals for onsite clarification.

The fieldwork was conducted in two phases with
the total data collection stretching over a period of
120 days or 16 weeks. In between each phase, a
four- to six-week reflection period was taken and
involved preliminary analysis to be conducted allow-
ing for key patterns to be examined, highlighting
areas that were followed up in the second phase.
Ethical considerations, where individuals or specific
groups identity and sensitivities are concerned, were
acknowledged, and all efforts to conceal their identi-
ties undertaken.

Tourism involvement and female
empowerment in Vatuolalai

The women of Vatuolalai began their involvement in
tourism when the Naviti Resort opened in 1974.
Women were among the first from the village to
receive full-time employment, working in various sec-
tions of the resort. Steady incomes provided women
with increased independence, power, and the means
to meet personal as well as community obligations
(Torri & Martinez, 2014). Elders describe the first 20
years as a time of “reckoning,” where they “got to
know what it was like to participate in tourism.” This
period included the passing of three significant
cyclones as well as Fiji’s first and second military
coup which adversely affected tourism flow, leading

to reduced hours and layoffs for the majority of villa-
gers that worked at the resort. Respondent recollec-
tions reveal that the first 20 years brought much
social and economic change in the community that
“was both good and bad” (Movono et al., 2015).
More people left farming and fishing altogether to
focus on paid work, increasing affluence within the
community, quickly leading to changes in livelihood
activities. Regular wages brought increased purchas-
ing power, improved access to better healthcare, edu-
cation and enhanced economic opportunities
(Castelberg-Koulma, 1991). The more business savvy
villagers took full advantage, building new homes,
setting up small canteens. One individual, in particular,
took advantage of the economic upturn opening a
“black market” to meet the increased demand for
alcohol.

Respondents also noted that they “became more
dependent on work at the hotels” and that their
dependency on tourism income “was extremely
trying, especially after the Cyclones, coups and
during the low seasons when workers were laid off”
and “many were forced back to the land.” Epeli, the
village Chairman, makes an interesting statement
stating that “work at the hotel, to us, brought status,
and going back to plant crops or to fish viewed as a
step backward, a demotion perhaps.” The older
respondents agreed that layoffs were not received
well by the villagers and that “made us (villagers)
realize that there were limits to what hotel work can
offer” (Levy & Lerch, 1991). Respondents perceived
social issues such as alcoholism, mismanagement of
finances, behavioral, cultural changes and domestic
violence to be directly linked to the hotel. Jesoni, a
clan leader, said, “it took us two decades to realize
that we were losing much more than our land and
that we were not being paid enough to meet our
growing needs.”

Realizing oppression and taking action:
paving the road to empowerment

The “realization” of inadequacies and volatility of
tourism can be linked to Sofield’s (2003) work which
explains that the realization of deficiency becomes a
starting point for which to commence the empower-
ment process (Narayan, Narayan, Prasad, & Prasad,
2010). As a result, in 1994, after much discussions
and lobbying with the resort management, the villa-
gers successfully negotiated a deal to host village
tours to earn more money for the community
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(Narayan et al., 2010). These village tours (once a
week) remained the only other form of tourism invol-
vement (apart from employment and lease money)
until 1999 when a group of women through the
WDC lobbied for approval to sell their crafts to tourists
who came on the village tour. By 1999, women were
already established as the economic movers in the
community and had accomplished many projects,
setting up various subcommittees to discuss and act
on issues such as health and education (Thachuk,
2007). Respondents stated that “our participation
and the will to act was possible due to our growing
economic influence and recognition by the commu-
nity.” This sense of economic empowerment opened
the door for women to continue their journey of
empowerment.

In November 1999, the women were granted
access to sell handmade handicrafts paving the way
for collective and individual involvement in tourism
enterprise. All income earned by these women went
directly into their pockets and “gave us a taste of
what we could earn from tourism” said Eleni, a
pioneer handicraft seller. Here, we are shown that
the realization of deprivation had led to collective dis-
cussions and action for women to find new ways to
earn more. This experience is reflected in much of
the empowerment literature discussed in previous
sections (Boley & McGehee, 2014; Cole, 2006; Sofield,
2003). The establishment of village tours in Vatuolalai
was a breakthrough, providing the initial platform
enticing women’s participation and providing the
drive to strengthen pre-existing institutions to encou-
rage further collective action on development.

Respondents stated that “as time progressed the
WDC became the main forum for creating discussions
and lobbying for more liberties and participation of
women in village activities.” Collective action helped
propagate tolerance for new ideas and over time,
women in the village grew in their influence and
power to the extent where they were confident to
venture out and partake in business. The WDC
became a space for women to voice their concerns,
discuss key issues and plan on ways to deal with chal-
lenges. The success of pioneering business projects
gave women the recognition, confidence and the
push needed to recognize, create and exploit different
opportunities from tourism.

The following case studies expand the experi-
ences of three of the twelve female entrepreneurs
who have assumed psydonyms to maintain their
anonimity. These case studies were specifically

selected because they were among the first to
venture into business and best demonstrate the
expereiences of the majority of women entrepre-
neurs. The discussions will show that despite the
many impediments, women were empowered to
partake in business, and in doing so, initiated a
complex process of internal, women based collabor-
ation, consultation and partnership eventuating in
entrepreneurial success.

Case 1: Amelia – the pioneer

Having only reached year 10 education and after
having worked 8 years at the resort, Amelia recalls
her early beginings, venturing into business when
she realized that the opportunities and money from
the hotel were limited and couldnot fulfill her ultimate
desire to provide the best for her family, which meant
sending her four kids to the best boarding schools in
the country. “At first, community members and
women, in particular, would oppose me, maybe for
reasons of veiqati or jealousy and doubt related to
the general unfamiliarity of what I was doing.” She
stated that the establishment of her small homestay
and laundry business had caused rifts between kin
opposed to her activities “because running a business
was not for women, and it was new to everyone.”

To mitigate these challenges,

I negotiated recognition by enticing fellow women’s
interest to take part in earning what I called easy
money… A few months into operations and after much
convincing, women started buying into the idea and
started helping me out. As my clientele grew, I began
referring my customers to others whom I had trained,
giving them that taste of how easy it was to earn extra
money.

Amelia undertook a crucial step to initiate the process
of empowering others by “showing them that they too
can do it.”

Amelia became a voice of reason in the community
and earned a reputation as “the women’s spokesper-
son” in her negotiations with the male elders on
women-specific issues. She later added massages to
her services and continued to operate from her
home until 2004 when she saved enough money to
build a dedicated structure where she now runs a
massage parlor, hair braiding salon and handcraft
business. Amelia states that “I manage all the affairs
of the business independent from my husband (of
course) and also employ six full-time employees.”
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Case 2: Setaita the trendsetter

Setaia, 56, began her involvement in tourism in 1982
after leaving high school in year 10. She recalls

In 1980s Fiji, it was a rare privilege for girls to have oppor-
tunities to earn an income. It was an even bigger privilege
to work in an industry such as tourism. In 2002, after con-
versations with fellow women at WDC meetings, I set out
on a series of negotiations to lobby support from my
family, clan, and the tribe for their blessings and
support for my new venture… The village received my
idea with much enthusiasm and support, providing a
piece of land, right next to the resort to build.

Setaita also recalls “that the invaluable support and
united voice of women during discussions greatly
influenced the outcome of my request.”

“I started my massage parlor and hair braiding
salon in 2002 using savings I had accumulated to
build a wooden and corrugated iron structure with
four massage tables and three employees”. Today
Setaita had eight full-time employees and had
recently returned from the United States where she
had completed training, becoming an accredited
Ayurvedic Spa Provider.

Since starting my business, I have diversified into owning
a 15 seater tour bus, 17 heads of cattle, 22 pigs, a fiber-
glass boat with the outboard motor as well as a seasonal
vegetable stall… I earn between AUD$150 – $350 a day
from my business and I now make all exclusive financial
decisions in my family.

After operating for a year, she began training her staff
and partnering with the WDC and other external Non
Governmental Organizations (NGOs) to enroll them in
small business workshops, always encouraging them
further. Between 2004 and 2005, four of her employ-
ees left and, with her blessings and guidance set up
small businesses of their own in the same area.

Case 3: Selina – the money lady

Selina is another female entrepreneur of Vatuolalai,
with a story similar to the rest of the women. She
was amongst the first women from Vatuolalai to
work at the Resort when it opened in 1973. “At only
18, I joined the hotel as a maid and during my 30
years with the resort worked at various departments
until I became supervisor Food and Beverages
before I retired.” However, since 1988, Selina has
been a money lender or loan shark in the village
and is today one of the area’s largest village-based
money lenders. Selina has been lending money to vil-
lagers, hotel workers and many others including those

in the urban areas at a rate of 20% interest on all
transactions.

Today she is retired from the hotel and continues
to run her money lending business from her home
in the village, providing loans ranging from AUD$25
to AUD$4000 to mostly hotel workers in the seven
or so large hotels along the Coral Coast. According
to Selina, she earns on average around AUD$3000 a
month on interest which has allowed her to support
her daughters from high school to University and
has set up savings accounts for each of her three chil-
dren which they can access when they start a family.
Selina is credited with having helped villagers finan-
cially in times of need and has also played an essential
role in providing easy access to aid the establishment
and day to day financial requirements of local small
businesses.

The appendix summarizes women’s involvement in
entrepreneurship in Vatuolalai and provides details of
each entrepreneur, their age, the number of children,
marital status, type of business, the number of
employees, estimated weekly income, element of
control over finances, affiliation and institutional
membership and work history.

The economic returns derived from participating
in tourism employment have provided women with
the capital, experience and confidence to take risks
to establish their businesses. The appendix demon-
strates that all respondents previously worked at
the hotels and used their savings to set up their
own business. Their sense of economic empower-
ment derived from hotel work provided the necess-
ary tools for expanding their horizons and seeking
out opportunities for themselves and their families.
Although some government assistance was given
in the form of training workshops, the entrepreneurs
established their business using their savings and
partially through loans sourced from relatives or by
Selina, the local money lender. These women now
earn more than AUD$650.00 per week, compared
to the hourly rate of AUD$1.80 which they would
have earned at the resort. Respondents state that
“the money is good, and the working conditions
are better,” affirming that money from their
businesses has allowed them to employ people in
the community and meet religious, cultural and per-
sonal obligations.

The appendix also shows that the entrepreneurs
are diversifying their businesses. The longer estab-
lished businesses have evolved and diversified to
include multiple services and products to suit the
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volatility of tourism supply. Some women have diver-
sified their businesses, investing in fishing boats, live-
stock and vehicles emphasizing that diversification
reaches beyond the tourism sector. The appendix
also indicates that women are active members of
the WDC, the Mothers Club and the Entrepreneurs
Association. Indicating their participation in collective
action and demonstrating that conversation are being
held by women in these specific groups to discuss
ways to improve their lives (Simons & de Groot,
2015). The findings show that the majority (83%) of
women entrepreneurs (participants) have exclusive
control over their finances. They reveal that this
state of control was “not initiated overnight” and
involved “many fights” and “serious negotiating” to
prove their capability and to gain recognition for
their families and the greater community.

Realizing opportunities and taking action

The literature shows that empowerment is either kick-
started by outsiders or through a process of reflection
and realization of deficiency (Narayan et al., 2010;
Sofield, 2003). In this particular case, the majority
(80%) of participants agree that after having experi-
enced many years of depending on tourism they “rea-
lized” that they could get more. Entrepreneurship
literature confirms this as opportunity recognition
and, as revealed by respondents, was motivated by
concerns about the many issues that accompanied
tourism. The idea of diversifying economic activities,
however, came via government-sponsored workshops
facilitated by the WDC, providing the necessary “exter-
nal push” to kick-start involvement in business and
furthering the process of empowerment (Scheyvens,
1999; Sofield, 2003).

As cases above have shown, women within the
community worked together and used cultural philos-
ophies such as solesolevaki as a means to empower
each other on many levels and to further their cause.
The concept of solesolevaki is at the heart of indigen-
ous Fijian culture which is communal in nature
(Ravuvu, 1987). Solesolevaki demands that community
members share responsibilities and work together to
reach common goals, and, as witnessed through inter-
actions with the cohort, also influences the success of
female empowerment within the community. Their
economic involvement and subsequent empower-
ment have influenced internal networking expanding
empowerment to include psychological, social and
political dimensions. The literature is particularly void

of examples where women take specific actions to
empower others as a means to meet perceived chal-
lenges or impediments. In the current study, the
women of Vatuolalai deliberately organized them-
selves using their internal networks and institutions
such as the WDC to discuss their experiences and con-
sciously empower each other to further their socio-
economic ambitions.

Tourism entrepreneurship as an agent for
facilitating empowerment

The findings of the current study concur with studies
on female-led business initiatives, such as in handi-
craft production (Swain, 1993; Cone, 1995), souvenir
retail (Bras & Dahles, 1998) beauty services (Dahles &
Bras, 1999), small-scale accommodation establish-
ments or restaurant businesses (Castelberg-Koulma,
1991; García-Ramón et al., 1995; Fairbairn-Dunlop,
1994; Wilkinson & Pratiwi, 1995) and in rural and
farm tourism (e.g. McGehee, Kim, & Jennings, 2007).
The current study also supports the case of Western
Samoa which also provides fascinating examples of
leadership roles of women, including the establish-
ment of hotels, restaurants, handicraft production
and retailing, in a context of equal rights of access
to family resources for women and men (Fairbairn-
Dunlop, 1994).

While most of these enterprises described in pre-
vious sections are small and micro-businesses, driven
by the sole aim to contribute to the livelihoods of
families, they also show that women entrepreneurship
in tourism is not confined to spaces defined as
“women’s work” reflecting solely women’s domestic
caring and mothering roles. Instead, as illustrated in
the findings, women entrepreneurs lead business
development in niche markets, such as in ecotourism,
cultural and heritage, adventure, nature and commu-
nity-based tourism (Gentry, 2007) which represent
important innovations in tourism development.
Women entrepreneurs playing significant roles in
these new forms of tourism may, therefore, be
viewed as Schumpeterian champions of sustainable
tourism development. It has been argued that the
increased income is positively reflected on women’s
status and has generated new occupational opportu-
nities, increased decision-making power in the house-
hold and even in the public sphere. In short,
entrepreneurship in tourism champions empower-
ment for individual women, their families and
communities.
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The current study has shown that participation in
tourism enables economic empowerment that
expands through women’s involvement in business
to include social, economic, cultural and political
empowerment. The findings have demonstrated that
women deliberately seek out opportunities, negotiate,
create change, and, in doing so, have disrupted cul-
tural barriers that may otherwise confine their partici-
pation to household and gender-based tasks. The
findings acknowledge the economic and social risks
these women have undertaken, putting their reputa-
tions and maybe the only foreseeable pathway to
empowerment on the line as they ventured into unex-
plored territories. Although at the lower end of the
innovation spectrum, the case studies have clearly
shown that success in tourism business leads to new
ways of behaving and inspires innovation that
impacts culture and society and is not confined to
the individual products.

Fruits of the empowerment tree

The process of empowerment is triggered through
tourism participation and is strengthened by the
entrepreneurial success and involvement of women
in community leadership. Steady incomes initially
influenced economic empowerment that in turn has
influenced psychological, social and political empow-
erment that is evidenced by the phenomenon
observed in the current study (Scheyvens, 1999). An
illustration is an inclusion and representation of
women within the inner circle of decision-making
during the village meeting. Women, sit alongside
their male counterparts and are given equal opportu-
nities to voice their concerns, which they use to their
full advantage. Their position as office bearers in the
village council, heads of respective development com-
mittees and advisory roles at the provincial level
demonstrates that women in Vatuolalai were no
longer living in the shadows, but were well placed in
positions of authority and control over their affairs
and that of the greater community.

Although females comprise themajority of villagers,
42% of them are the sole breadwinners in their families
with another 28%of households beingmanaged exclu-
sively by women who are either widows or divorcees
that have returned to live in the village. Their enhanced
visibility, power and amplified voice in village affairs are
uncharacteristic and relatively unheard of in indigen-
ous Fijian society (Cole, 2006; Scheyvens, 1999;
Sofield, 2003). Observations and interactions with

respondents have reaffirmed this view as women
were observed to be noticeable decision-makers, vital
economic providers, managers, organizers and
leaders at all levels of the community. From individual
households to the weekly village meetings, women
were observed to yield significant power and influence
in discussions on wide-ranging issues and community-
widedecision-making.Womennot only had a voice but
had become accepted as an essential part of the overall
decision-making structure of the community, again,
uncommon in traditional Fijian culture.

Conclusions and recommendations

The findings have shown that women in Vatuolalai
village have become empowered through a process
initiated by participation in tourism employment and
enforced through entrepreneurial success. In
essence, empowerment and its attainment began
with economic empowerment, growing gradually to
include social, psychological and political empower-
ment (Scheyvens, 1999). Their ability to identify
oppression and inadequacies prompted actions that
have led to the building of self-esteem and confidence
to venture into business (power within) (Simons & de
Groot, 2015). The findings also indicate that women
are key decision-makers, exercising creativity and
acting on their plans (power to) (Annes & Wright,
2015). Through solesolevaki, women have gained
new forms of capital (social, political, personal and
economic) and have created their own personal
space (the entrepreneurs business center). Women
have gained greater autonomy and control over
their affairs which they currently manage without
interference from their spouses or others within the
community (Annes & Wright, 2015; Simons & de
Groot, 2015; Thachuk, 2007).

However, the empowerment of women has also
led to a set of outcomes described here as conse-
quences of empowerment. A major consequence of
empowerment, apart from the liberation and emanci-
pation of women, changes in the roles of men and its
perceived impact on traditional Fijian power structure.
This study reveals that the roles of men have also
expanded to include child rearing, cooking and daily
household chores normally associated exclusively
with females. Men were also observed to have less
interest in farming or fishing and were observed to
spend a reasonable amount of time engaged in kava
consumption. These changes within indigenous
Fijian society challenge views of a patriarchal society

ASIA PACIFIC JOURNAL OF TOURISM RESEARCH 9



as being rigid and difficult to change. This study shows
that the concept of culture, like empowerment, is a
negotiated process, involving consultation, gradual
adjustments and development.

From the lessons derived above, useful strides must
bemade in focusing on pre-existing village-based insti-
tutions to promote empowerment. Strategies such as
peer training must be initiated through pre-existing
structures to initiate discussions and negotiations to
promote small business development and empower-
ment amongst indigenous communities in the Pacific.
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Appendix. Status and details of female entrepreneurs of Vatuolalai village.

Entrepreneur
(pseudonym) Age

#
Child

Marital
status Type of business(s) #Employee

Weekly
income

Financial
control Membership

Work
history

Amelia 58 4 M Massage, hair braiding,
handicraft, jet ski rental,
tour business, fishing
business

10 700–1000 Own WDC, Mothers Club,
Entrepreneur
Association

Hotel

Setaita 56 3 M Aruvedic spa, fishing
business, livestock

8 700–1000 Own WDC, Mothers Club,
Entrepreneur
Association

Hotel

Ateca 42 5 M Tour transfers, massage
parlor, hair braiding, rental
property

4 900–1300 Own WDC, Mothers Club,
Entrepreneur
Association

Hotel

Emalini 38 2 M Massage, fishing business,
vegetable stall

3 400-600 Shared WDC, Mothers Club,
Entrepreneur
Association

Hotel

Linieta 34 3 D Horse-riding, tour desk 1 300–500 Shared WDC, Mothers Club,
Entrepreneur
Association

Hotel

Selina 36 1 D Money lender, livestock 0 1000–1200 Own WDC, Mothers Club,
Entrepreneur
Association

Hotel

Mere 32 3 M Canteen, fishing business 1 200–500 Own WDC, Mothers Club,
Entrepreneur
Association

Hotel

Senitiki 49 4 M Handicraft, livestock 2 500 Own WDC, Mothers Club,
Entrepreneur
Association

Hotel

Ilisapeci 63 2 W Handicraft, tour business 2 500 Shared WDC, Mothers Club,
Entrepreneur
Association

Hotel

Marica 35 1 M Massage parlor/hair
braiding, livestock

4 700 Own WDC, Mothers Club,
Entrepreneur
Association

Hotel

Laufitu 32 2 M Horse-riding and waterfall
tours, fishing business

3 500 Own WDC, Mothers Club,
Entrepreneur
Association

Hotel

Olita 67 4 W Handicraft, tour business 3 500 Shared WDC, Mothers Club,
Entrepreneur
Association

Hotel
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