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Introductions

Balance of Power
- Locally led initiative focused on shifting perceptions around 

women’s leadership legitimacy, particularly in the political 
sphere.

- Implemented in Fiji, Tonga and Vanuatu, through DFAT 
funding.

- Research is a key priority – both to a) gain knowledge around 
blockers and enablers to women’s leadership in the Pacific and 
b) use research (products and process) as a tool for influence, 
advocacy and programming.



Why this research?
• Vanuatu's Electoral History: Since 2019, Vanuatu has had two snap 

elections, with minimal success for women candidates, highlighting 
gender disparities in political representation.

• Low Female Representation: Women's participation in elections is low, 
with women comprising less than 10% of candidates in recent elections. 
Only six women have been elected since independence, with only two 
serving multiple terms.

• Barriers for Women Candidates: Women face financial constraints and 
lack party endorsement, limiting their electoral success, especially in rural 
areas where voters prioritize service provision over legislative roles.

• Political Instability: Frequent government changes due to weak coalitions 
and motions of no confidence create an unstable political environment, 
affecting women's chances in elections.



Limited research on voters

Research Gaps: This research aims to fill a gap on voter motivations 
and decision-making processes. There is very limited research on:

• how voters make their decisions at election time; 

• voters’ expectations of MPs; and 

• the role of political parties in supporting women candidates.

Voting Culture: But we do know that Vanuatu’s culture towards 
elections and traditional governance influences voter decision-making 
in electing women candidates.



Research as partnership

Engagement of key stakeholders from the beginning and involved 
throughout:

• Department of Women’s Affairs

• Ministry of Sports and Youth Development

• National Statistics Office

• Local government area administrators

• Vanuatu Skills Partnership – provincial Skills Centres

• Target communities and leaders/chiefs/pastors

Partnership with the Australian National University to provide academic 
credibility and technical support.



Research as influence

This research project had a number of influencing objectives:

• Generating findings to identify the ‘unspoken’ blockers in 
community attitudes and behaviors that prevent the election of 
women – so influencing strategies can be targeted to these.

• Using the process of data collection to engage with communities 
and build trust to enable open and frank discussions around 
sensitive issues.

• Engaging communities with the dissemination of the findings and 
using these as an entry point to question assumptions and shift 
mindsets and behaviours. 



Research Methodology 
1. Questionnaire: All participants were asked 16  (close-ended) questions to 

gather standardised data on motivations as electoral voters; campaign 
engagement; and trusted sources of advice.

2. Community Forums: Participants were publicly asked 10 open-ended 
questions about governance and voter decision-making, facilitated using 
adaptive leadership approaches to encourage active participation.

3. Interviews: Conducted one-on-one to explore voters' attitudes and 
behaviors with confidentiality, enhancing depth and personalised/safe 
and culturally appropriate discussions/ conversations.

Data: 397 individuals answered the questionnaire and participated in the 10 
forums; 85 also participated in interviews. 



Research questions

1. What explains voters’ motivations to elect 
candidates in Vanuatu?

2. What would inclusive, transformative governance 
look like in Vanuatu?



Q1: Voter motivations?

The research found there are three sets of voter motivations 
among ni-Vanuatu:

1. Voters are motivated by their own understanding of 
community decision making processes 

2. Voters are motivated by their own expectations of MPs

3. Voters are motivated by their own assessment of 
women’s potential to win



1. Own understanding of community 
decision making

In the islands, there are tribes in the community. The tribes have 
subcommittees. So, in those tribes, it’s the same language, there 
is nothing to hide. So, we all mutually agreed on one candidate 
to vote for. This is different from a community; the community 
looks at the whole population in the area. Whereas a tribe is 

ancestral (Interview 5, Shefa 1).

There is already a governance system within the nakamal; 
when the well-educated come to influence us, 

the chief no longer uses the kastom system 
(Forum, Tafea 2).



2. Expectations of MPs

There needs to be an age limit [as part of the criteria] because 
the load or responsibility in parliament makes them die quickly 

from the stress. The age limit should be 60 (Forum, Shefa 2).

When a sick person goes to Vila and dies, the family has to 
struggle to bring the body back. But the people in parliament 

should just upgrade our hospitals here 
(Forum, Tafea 1).

The MP should be the first person I see after a disaster because I 
voted them in. Because I cast my vote for them. The government 

can come after. 
The [disaster] cluster can come next (Forum, Shefa 1).



3. Assessments of women’s potential to win

A woman candidate would need to go to university
 and learn about politics, 

so it would be difficult to get a woman in parliament 
(Forum, Sanma 3).

We felt that there is not a lot of involvement of women in politics, 
they don’t talk about politics, it’s mostly the men who talk about 
politics. [Woman responds:] How could you say that? In the last 

election it was the women who were going door to door, 
campaigning 

(Forum, Sanma 2).

Really you cannot blame the women for not voting for the women. It’s 
the men who drive the whole thing (Interview 6, Sanma 2).



Q2: Inclusive governance?

The research found that inclusive, transformative governance is 
possible if:

1. There are new relationships between voters, parties and 
MPs;

2. There are community-designed and community-led 
strategies to support women candidates; and

3. There is greater balance between men and women in 
decision making. 



1. New relationships: voters and MPs

I have voted for a long time, but I don’t see any result from that. 
But today I’ve seen that I want to see change (Forum, Sanma 5).

If we follow our governing system for the nakamal, it will never 
happen. But if we follow the government system of politics, it 

can happen. Kastom is different; politics is different. 
If the men understand this, 

then we can put a woman into parliament (Forum, Tafea 2).



New relationships with political parties

We should allow women to be part of the subcommittees of political 
parties (Forum, Malampa 2).

For the women to contest, that’s fine, but during the political 
campaign, there should be strong male advocators to campaign for 
them. Because what he said is very true. For women to tackle the 
male issues is very difficult. We have some very good women who 

are outspoken, very good women leaders, but when it comes to 
politics, I think it’s good for the men advocators to run the political 

campaign for them. (Interview, Sanma 5).



2. Community-designed and community-led 
strategies to support women candidates

• We need to restructure community networks – children, youth, 
women – then we may get enough support for women 

(Forum, Sanma 3).

• Chiefs and leaders must encourage the women to step forward 
and start helping them prove themselves in supporting 

communities 

• (Forum, Malampa 2). 



3. Greater balance between men and women 
in decision-making

• If a woman can be a pilot, why can’t we have a woman in parliament? 
Those of us who put women down, we need to change now. Women 

manage households. 
We must stop putting women down (Forum, Sanma 3).

• Who is balancing home and power? In every place, women have 
always been the ones balancing the power. We the people of Tanna 

should be changing the way we think now. If we are thinking of 
creating balance, we should start with the power at hand. God did not 

create Eve without a purpose (Forum, Tafea 1).

• There is no balance at all, but maybe you guys coming, you will 
bring the balance back, like what’s written on your shirt 

(Forum, Malampa 1).



Research dissemination

Key principles

- Community leader ownership of and engagement with the research 
findings.

- Leaders trained to take back the findings to their communities and 
using these as a basis for discussions on leadership,  including 
women’s political participation.

- Aim to use the research to increase civic engagement in the political 
process and challenge discriminatory norms. 





TANKIU TUMAS 
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