
Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Geoforum

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/geoforum

Women as recovery enablers in the face of disasters in Vanuatu
Rachel Clissolda,⁎, Ross Westobyb, Karen E. McNamaraa
a School of Earth and Environmental Sciences, The University of Queensland, Brisbane, Australia
bGriffith Institute for Tourism, Griffith University, Gold Coast, Australia

A R T I C L E I N F O

Keywords:
Gender
Resilience
Disaster recovery
Disaster response
Pacific Islands
Cyclone Pam

A B S T R A C T

Women have been framed as both passive victims and resourceful, dynamic actors in the face of acute and
gradual disasters. Researchers and practitioners have highlighted the importance of resourcing and strength-
ening the diverse capacities and roles of women and women’s groups to avoid undermining disaster recovery
prospects. Despite this, women’s voices, experiences and skills in disaster recovery, reconstruction and resilience
often remain poorly acknowledged, underutilised and largely undocumented in regions like the Pacific. This
paper provides insights into the situated and nuanced post-disaster experiences and strategies of ni-Vanuatu
women, who are geographically in the most at-risk location globally. Drawing on ten focus groups, we found
that, while recovering from the impacts of Cyclone Pam and the severe drought that followed, women de-
monstrated their critical roles as capital mobilisers, collectivising and leading forces, innovators and en-
trepreneurs. Despite being central recovery enablers, women continue to operate in, and be burdened by, a
gendered and inequitable system. We, therefore, warn that disaster recovery praxis that resources and utilises
women’s strengths must include efforts to improve women’s wellbeing, agency, livelihoods and prospects. This
must be done through challenging underlying vulnerabilities and gender norms, and avoiding further burdens on
women’s workloads.

1. Introduction and background

Disasters1 are being exacerbated in number and scale due to climate
change and concomitant extreme weather events (ISDR, 2008). It is
widely understood that disasters are experienced and responded to
differently by different groups, with gender being recognised as a key
differentiating factor (Dankelman, 2002, 2010). In what Resurreccion
(2011) refers to as the ‘chief victim-and-caretaker’ role, women have
been depicted as both passive victims with the lowest abilities to cope
with disasters (Neumayer and Plümper, 2007; Sultana, 2010; Bradshaw
and Fordham, 2013; Alam and Rahman, 2014) as well as resourceful
and dynamic actors with unique capabilities in disaster response and
recovery (Enarson and Morrow, 1998; Enarson, 1999; de Branco, 2009;
Yonder et al., 2009).

Overlooking women’s roles and contributions results in the under-
utilisation of their capacities and sidelining of their specific needs and
vulnerabilities (Scanlon, 1998), which can then undermine disaster
recovery prospects (Soares and Mullings, 2009; Yonder et al., 2009).
Transnational groups such as the Gender and Disaster Network have,

therefore, made calls for engendered relief and reconstruction actions
that build on the capacities and knowledges of women in grassroots
organisations (Gender and Disaster Network, 2009). In light of this, it is
problematic that women’s diverse skills, experiences and knowledges in
disaster recovery, reconstruction and resilience are still poorly ac-
knowledged, underutilised (Raj et al., 2019) and largely undocumented
in highly vulnerable regions like the Pacific. Despite sweeping com-
ments around the important roles of Pacific Islander women and the
need for more gender-responsive programming (see e.g. Lane and
McNaught, 2009; Anderson, 2009), detailed case studies on women’s
skills, capacities and strategies remain lacking. This is an oversight, as
we need ‘place-based’ analyses on the active roles of women to un-
derstand how gendered diversity in knowledge, institutions and ev-
eryday practices matters in producing barriers and options for
achieving resilience (Ravera et al., 2016: S241). Such analyses are also
critical for bridging globally developed tools and guidelines (e.g.
Gender and Disaster Network, 2009) with local realities and scenarios.
This paper showcases some response and recovery strategies among
women in Vanuatu to provide nuanced examples of their critical roles
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in the most at-risk country to natural hazards (Day et al., 2019).
We focus on women because women’s voices and needs related to

disasters are largely ignored within families and communities (Alam
and Rahman, 2014), and in formal decision-making processes and
bodies (Khondker, 1996; Fulu, 2007; Bradshaw and Fordham, 2013;
Nadiruzzaman and Wrathall, 2015). We focus more specifically on
disaster experiences of women marketplace vendors in Vanuatu for two
key reasons. The first is that, as a result of hegemonic gendered norms
and expectations in the Pacific, marketplaces2 are sites where women
are central (Barnett-Naghshineh, 2019; Busse and Sharp, 2019). Se-
venty-five to ninety percent of marketplace vendors in the Pacific are
women (Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, 2013), making the market-
place an appropriate space to explore their everyday lives. The case is
similar in Vanuatu where the main income activity of women is mar-
ketplace trading (DFAT, 2019). The second reason is that this kind of
dependency on marketplaces and the sale of climate-sensitive products
can lock households into a system that is disproportionately sensitive to
shocks (Bolwig et al., 2010). We argue that women market vendors in
Vanuatu have significant capacities and roles that we need to resource
and strengthen, although more needs to be done to address root causes
of inequality and vulnerability as women still operate in a gendered
system that imposes unequal cultural expectations, pressures, hardships
and burdens (see also Ariyabandu, 2003; Enarson et al., 2007; Gender
and Disaster Network, 2009).

2. Women in disaster response and recovery

Although studies focused on understanding gender, and in parti-
cular women’s experiences, in post-disaster recovery, reconstruction
and resilience are growing, more detailed case studies are still needed
(Islam et al., 2014; Alam and Rahman, 2018). This is especially the case
for the Pacific, although exceptions include Charan et al. (2016) who
touched on the roles of Indigenous Fijian women, and Anderson (2005)
who explored women's roles in formal and informal disaster risk man-
agement organisations in US-affiliated Pacific Island countries. Charan
et al. (2016) conducted a literature review and noted that the literature
they had to draw on was scarce.

Studies on gender and women’s experiences in post-disaster re-
covery are largely focused on other regions including Asia (e.g. Fulu,
2007; Fisher, 2009; Islam et al., 2014; Drolet et al., 2015; Kusumasari,
2015; Alam and Rahman, 2019), Central or South America (Viñas,
1998; Cupples, 2007; de Branco, 2009; Moreno and Shaw, 2018), and
developed contexts such as the United States (Enarson and Morrow,
1998; Enarson, 1999; David, 2010; Drolet et al., 2015) or Australia
(Cox, 1998; Whittenbury, 2013; Whittaker et al., 2016). This is not to
say that the Pacific is not already designing and implementing gender-
responsive policy and practice for disaster risk-reduction (DRR) and
climate change adaptation (see Lane and McNaught, 2009; Raj et al.,
2019), but there are still gaps and opportunities for improvement
(Anderson, 2009). This study provides critical insights that can inform
these gender-sensitive efforts (Cupples, 2007; Ajibade et al., 2013).

Studies exploring gender in disaster response and recovery have
focused on a range of climatic, non-climatic, sudden-onset and slow-
onset disasters including cyclones (Alam and Rahman, 2019) and hur-
ricanes (Enarson and Morrow, 1998; Cupples, 2007; David, 2010;
Drolet et al., 2015), flooding (Islam et al., 2014; Drolet et al., 2015),
tsunamis (Fulu, 2007; Fisher, 2009; Moreno and Shaw, 2018), earth-
quakes (Ganapati, 2012; Kusumasari, 2015; Moreno and Shaw, 2018;
Viñas, 1998; Yonder et al., 2009), bushfires (Cox, 1998; Whittaker
et al., 2016), volcano eruptions (Soares and Mullings, 2009;

Kusumasari, 2015) and droughts (de Branco, 2009). This study is fo-
cused on Cyclone Pam, which caused widespread damage and de-
struction in Vanuatu in March 2015, as well as the drought that fol-
lowed. Cyclone Pam is the worst cyclone recorded to make landfall in
Vanuatu (Fritz et al., 2016), displacing approximately 65,000 people,
compromising 80% of rural livelihoods (Esler, 2015), decimating 96%
of food stocks and affecting the water supply of 110,000 people (Oxfam,
2016). The adequacy of the response and recovery efforts by external
agencies and governments have also been questioned (see Wentworth,
2019; McDonnell, 2019). While Vanuatu remained in the process of
recovering from this cyclone, the worst drought in 20 years followed as
a result of El Niño and further exacerbated impacts (Oxfam, 2016).

In disaster contexts, the dominant narrative around women in the
‘Global South’ has been that of disproportionate vulnerability or re-
sponsible caregiving (MacGregor, 2009; Arora-Jonsson, 2011;
Tschakert and Machado, 2012). Women have been portrayed as more
likely to be hurt or killed (Neumayer and Plümper, 2007), have their
privacy, health and safety compromised (Fulu, 2007; Bradshaw and
Fordham, 2013), experience post-disaster psychological problems
(Başoǧlu et al., 2004; Galea et al., 2008) or violence (Fulu, 2007;
Whittenbury, 2013), and have low coping capacities due to socially
embedded inequities that restrict mobility and access to relief (Scanlon,
1998; Sultana, 2010; Ayeb-Karlsson et al., 2019). These secondary
impacts constitute a ‘double disaster’ and it is “these impacts [that] may
be the real disaster for women and girls” (Bradshaw and Fordham,
2013: 13).

This vulnerabilisation, however, obscures women’s agency, situated
knowledge and resilience (Arora-Jonsson, 2011). In disaster relief and
recovery for instance, where formal or governmental response measures
are insufficient, women have been observed to mobilise their own re-
sponses, adapt to post-disaster conditions or acquire the needed skills to
ensure their families’ survival and wellbeing, thereby becoming critical
agents of change (Enarson and Morrow, 1998; de Branco, 2009; Yonder
et al., 2009; Kusumasari, 2015). Women are also often proactive in
their communities as they are the first to call grassroots meetings, or-
ganise disaster-response collectives (Enarson and Morrow, 1998; Viñas,
1998; Gaillard et al., 2015) and, more generally, outnumber men in
leadership and membership of grassroots groups working on disaster
issues (Fothergill, 1998; Viñas, 1998). Women, therefore, should not be
typecast as hapless victims but be recognised for their forefront roles in
managing a crisis, rehabilitation, and the survival of family, community
and country (Enarson and Morrow, 1998; Soares and Mullings, 2009;
Kusumasari, 2015).

There are several specific avenues through which women have been
observed to contribute to relief and recovery. Women’s social capital
has emerged as a key point of discussion, particularly in terms of social
networks or women’s collectives within which social capital is created,
held and accessed (Ganapati, 2012; Islam et al., 2014; Kusumasari,
2015; Viñas, 1998). Critical aspects of women's social networks that
contribute to recovery include: informal humanitarian distribution of
critical resources (Drolet et al., 2015); creating inclusive approaches to
recovery by involving those usually marginalised (Yonder et al., 2009;
Enarson, 2012); providing psychological support (Ganapati, 2012;
Soares and Mullings, 2009; de Branco, 2009); mitigating the impacts of
gender-based violence (Enarson, 1999; Fisher, 2009); and supporting
income generation to complement family incomes (de Branco, 2009).
Social networks and collectives have also created the opportunities for
women to ‘gain a seat at the table’, assert their needs and remedy issues
overlooked in formal disaster relief processes (Drolet et al., 2015;
Enarson, 2012; Fisher, 2009).

Groups of women have been critical for post-disaster political mo-
bilisation and local activism (de Branco, 2009; Yonder et al., 2009;
Enarson, 2012). This can involve lobbying against local institutions that
are acting in conflict with women’s needs, priorities and sentiments
(Enarson, 2012). Increased involvement in local governance and en-
gagement with decision-makers in this way can be an empowering

2We refer to marketplaces as the specific geographical spaces where gath-
erings focused on trade take place and where a set of localised institutions,
actors, products and transactions, and cultural meanings exist (Busse & Sharp,
2019).
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experience that offers opportunities to transform gendered inequalities
and power relations (Viñas, 1998; Fisher, 2009; Yonder et al., 2009).
Women have also been observed to promote the rights and needs of
other vulnerable groups or serve as subject experts and communication
conduits for reaching marginalised populations with critical informa-
tion (Enarson, 2012). This demonstrates how women can collectively
address their own post-disaster vulnerabilities but also strengthen the
broader community’s ability to respond and recover from disasters.

Although women’s collective work is critical, women’s individual
efforts and leadership in post-disaster contexts should not be under-
estimated. Individual women have demonstrated active roles in poli-
tical lobbying (Moreno and Shaw, 2018), in using traditional knowl-
edge to maintain food and water security (Charan et al., 2016) and in
caring for families and communities by, for example, setting up com-
munal kitchens or re-establishing educational facilities (Fulu, 2007).
Further, women have played a critical role in mitigating shocks to
household incomes by taking the lead in establishing businesses and
diversifying economic resources (Soares and Mullings, 2009; Islam
et al., 2014; Kusumasari, 2015). They have overcome barriers through
creative avenues such as developing new markets (e.g. online) or
forming business groups to gain access to government and private as-
sistance (Kusumasari, 2015). Disasters can also result in women taking
on roles and responsibilities usually held by men (e.g. in agriculture)
(Drolet et al., 2015), which can generate struggles over identities and
change how gender norms and roles are negotiated or socially produced
(Elmhirst, 2015). These opportunities emerge as cultural restrictions on
women loosen and household survival becomes a priority in the face of
environmental stress (Rao et al., 2019). This can lead to women’s em-
powerment and transformative changes in household power relations
and status (Ganapati, 2012; Kusumasari, 2015).

Despite the documentation of these critical roles, women are often
left outside the “old boys network” (Scanlon, 1998: 46). Their voices
and needs are often overlooked within communities and families as
well as in formal decision-making processes and bodies related to post-
disaster relief, response and recovery (Khondker, 1996; Fulu, 2007;
Bradshaw and Fordham, 2013; Alam and Rahman, 2014; Kusumasari,
2015; Nadiruzzaman and Wrathall, 2015; Sovacool et al., 2018). Or-
ganisational structures of disaster recovery can, for example, be shaped
by male culture and workforce (Enarson, 2002; Fulu, 2007; Neumayer
and Plümper, 2007) while post-disaster rebuilding efforts are also often
male-centred (Beck, 2005). Neglecting and excluding women in these
ways risks foregoing any opportunity to challenge gender and social
inequalities (Fulu, 2007; Drolet et al., 2015), and can result in what
Sovacool et al. (2018) refer to as ‘entrenchment’ (i.e. aggravating dis-
empowerment and reinforcing existing inequalities). Integrating the
needs and voices of all genders in recovery and reconstruction is critical
(Mulyasari and Shaw, 2013; Drolet et al., 2015; Whittaker et al., 2016).

Another important note is that women’s critical roles in risk man-
agement, relief and recovery can emanate from the diverse pressures,
obligations and burdens associated with gendered power configurations
and women’s expected roles as caregivers in some cultures and contexts
(Ariyabandu, 2003; Enarson et al., 2007). By being the central axis of
family care in these contexts, disasters can magnify women’s respon-
sibilities and burden them with the urgent need to locate resources and
secure assistance in post-disaster situations (Wiest et al., 1994;
Khondker, 1996; Viñas, 1998; Drolet et al., 2015). When these kinds of
gendered cultural expectations are not met, shame can follow
(Kusumasari, 2015). Studies that perpetuate the narrative of women as
crucial agents must, therefore, be wary to not sideline the necessary re-
dress of power structures that create these kinds of burdens (Arora-
Jonsson, 2011; Resurreccion, 2011; Tschakert and Machado, 2012).
Women, girls, boys, intersex and transgender often sacrifice their
adaptive preference in the face of global environmental change so we
should not overlook the deprivation and structural forces that are al-
ways at play and shaping the trade-offs in freedom and wellbeing (Béné
et al., 2014).

It is also critical to be aware that exploring gendered dynamics of
disasters are not straightforward (Cupples, 2007). Taking heed of
Rothe’s (2017) fear of generalisations – cherry picking from locally
specific contexts to make generalised statements about the woman in
the so-called ‘Global South’ – we acknowledge that women’s vulner-
abilities and capabilities can be shared but are not the same. This im-
plies that there is internal heterogeneity and complexity among women,
emanating from varying contexts, power dynamics and intersecting
identities (e.g. gender with class, age, ethnicity and disability, among
others) (Hancock, 2007; Islam et al., 2014). Gender is also constantly in
the process of being re-constructed, and we should be mindful of this
dynamism (Resurreccion, 2011). These differences and complexities
will shape and influence the different and changing experiences, roles
and capacities of individual women in disaster recovery. Further, de-
spite the importance of focusing on women, we acknowledge that en-
gaging men and other genders in research and practice are critical for
holistic understandings and for effectively addressing gender dynamics
in disasters (Lane and McNaught, 2009; Raj et al., 2019; Resurreccion,
2011).

3. Study site and methods

Seventy-six percent of Vanuatu’s population and eighty-one percent
of its landmass is vulnerable to a range of hazards including droughts,
flooding, cyclones, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, tsunamis and
landslides (Richmond and Sovacool, 2012). Other extreme events such
as storm surges, coastal inundation and hailstorms have been observed
(NACCC, 2007). Indicative of Vanuatu’s high level of vulnerability, the
World Risk Report classified it as the country most at-risk globally to
natural hazards (Day et al., 2019). Women and girls in Vanuatu ex-
perience persistent gender inequality, illustrated by their lower socio-
economic statuses, lower access to paid employment, lower access to
early warnings and information, and less control of and access to eco-
nomic resources (Lane and McNaught, 2009). Only five women have
held a position in parliament since independence in 1980 (Howard,
2020). Gender-based violence is also rife with 60% of women experi-
encing lifetime physical and/or sexual violence, and 68% experiencing
lifetime emotional violence by an intimiate partner (Gardner et al.,
2016).

This paper arose from a larger research project that intended to
evaluate the role of women and marketplaces in adapting to, and re-
covering from, disasters and climate change impacts. Ten focus groups,
with a total of 55 participants (53 women and 2 men), were conducted
by one of the authors on Efate Island in December 2018. As a study
focused on women, the perspectives of two male participants were not
relied on in analysis, although we do acknowledge that future studies
should explore gender relations through the inclusion of more men and
other genders. All participants had livelihoods that were tied to mar-
ketplaces and were religiously affiliated with various Christian de-
nominations (e.g. Presbyterian, Seventh Day Adventist and Pentecostal,
among others). Pariticpants varied in age (between 26 and 76 with
most in their 40s and 50s) and number of children (between one and
seven).

Each focus group represented a group of participants who either
sold at the same marketplace or were executive members of a specific
marketplace association. The marketplaces of focus were those in Port
Vila (such as Port Vila central [n = 11 participants], Port Vila handi-
craft [n = 3] and Marobe [n = 6]), and the ringroad marketplaces
around Efate (Epau [n = 6], Epule [n = 5], Paunangisu [n = 4] and
Emua [n = 8]). Some participants were also associated with the
Luganville marketplace in Santo (n = 2) or were vendors from islands
to the north of Efate (e.g. Nguna [n = 2]) but were selling at the Port
Vila central marketplace (see Fig. 1). Women from the executive team
of the Silae Vanua Market Vendor Association (SVMVA) were also in-
volved (n = 7).

Half of the focus groups met the generally accepted number of

R. Clissold, et al. Geoforum 113 (2020) 101–110

103



participants considered ‘optimal’ (between six and twelve) (Lasch et al.,
2010), although focus groups with a minimum of four participants have
also been considered sufficient (Kitzinger, 1995; Breen, 2006). We re-
cognise that three group discussions with less than four participants
may not have generated enough active conversation, although we
found the discussions to still be insightful. A minimum of three to four
group meetings has also been recommended for the identification of
prevalent themes in the data (Burrows and Kendall, 1997; Guest et al.,
2016) and, as such, 10 focus groups were considered sufficient. We
acknowledge that this is not a representative study of all women’s ex-
periences or perspectives, and future research will be able to extend on
the recovery roles and experiences presented here.

Marketplaces of focus were selected during a bi-annual workshop in
Port Vila for the UN Women’s Markets for Change (M4C) program in
December 2018. The M4C is a multi-country initiative that aims to
achieve non-discriminatory, inclusive and safe marketplaces that pro-
motes women’s economic empowerment (UN Women, 2015). Attending
the workshop meant that one of the authors was able to meet with
executive members of various marketplace organisations (also vendors

themselves) who then set up a suitable day/time to visit marketplaces
and hold discussions with vendors. Although the selection of market-
places and participants was largely based on expediency and accessi-
bility, executive members were asked to take into account several
variables when recruiting participants. These included the need to re-
present diverse age groups, vendors who sold different products and
crops, and vendors who live in, and therefore travel from, different
locations to sell products (particularly so for the larger marketplaces
where vendors travel from far afield). The sample of marketplaces in-
cluded larger, central marketplaces as well as smaller, ringroad mar-
ketplaces to capture a wider range of experiences and perspectives.

Focus groups were selected for their ability to uncover the complex
layers which shape everyday individual and/or collective experiences,
especially of women (Madriz, 2003; Liamputtong, 2011). They also
have the potential to promote richer, complex and deeper under-
standings through enabling participants to ‘own’ discussion spaces
(Kamberelis and Dimitriadis, 2013; Leavy, 2014). The process of ‘col-
lective talk’ and shared dialogue that characterises focus groups also
renders it a culturally sensitive method for communitarian indigenous

Fig. 1. A map showing Vanuatu and the approximate locations of marketplaces. Source: Adapted from ANU (2018a) and ANU (2018b).
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cultures (Madriz, 2003) like those in the Pacific. More specifically, this
enquiry approach resembles the particularities and everyday experi-
ences of women in non-Western cultural groups such as those in the
Pacific, where forming groups and conversating with other women can
be a means to resist oppression, discuss issues important to them and
become involved in political activities (Madriz, 2003; Liamputtong,
2011) (as seen in Section 4). Through foregoing quantitative or in-
dividualistic research methods, we avoid alienating research partici-
pants and imposing artificial, unfamiliar and sometimes ‘unsafe’ en-
vironments (Madriz, 2003). We hoped to elicit collective stories that
allow women to, as individuals and a group, explore and construct their
own unique and powerful voices (Kamberelis and Dimitriadis, 2013)
while validating their experiences and views (Ivanoff and Hultberg,
2006).

Although the flow and structure of discussion spaces were flexible
and dependent on participants themselves, a focus group guide which
outlined key discussion points and themes was also used. This helped
maintain a certain standard across focus groups. Open, communal areas
were used to enable informal and comfortable environments to share
knowledge (Cameron, 2005). All focus groups were digitally recorded,
and translations were provided by a female ni-Vanuatu research assis-
tant who had an established level of trust and rapport with the parti-
cipants from previous engagements. Although the absence of back
translations was a limitation to this research, findings were validated by
seeking constant clarification throughout focus groups and asking
participants to provide examples for any key points made.

Latent content analysis was used for data analysis as it allowed us to
identify themes that were not limited to the exact words spoken by
participants, but also not too far in meaning from the original text
(Bengtsson, 2016). The underlying meanings and key patterns of dis-
cussions were derived using NVivo. A research permit was granted from
the Vanuatu Cultural Centre and ethics approval was granted through
the University of Queensland (approval number 2018001985).

4. Seeds of hope: women’s stories of recovery

Analysis of the data provided situated and nuanced understandings
of women’s everyday activities and experiences of Cyclone Pam and the
drought that followed, as well as the four core strategies that women
market vendors employed during recovery. We found that these four
strategies are not mutually exclusive (i.e. groups of women can embody
several roles simultaneously and there can be overlap between them).
These aspects are discussed below to provide place-based insights into
the kinds of experiences, unique capacities and dynamic roles of ni-
Vanuatu women that must be acknowledged, built on and utilised.

4.1. Women’s livelihoods and experiences of Cyclone Pam and drought on
Efate

All women involved in this study had livelihoods tied to the mar-
ketplace. Key responsibilities include gardening, preparing products
(i.e. cleaning, cutting or husking to make products presentable),
packaging, transporting and then selling. Women claimed to spend
most of their time participating in these activities. For those that travel
longer distances, selling products can involve sleeping for days or weeks
at a time at marketplaces. A range of products are sold by the women:
fruits, vegetables, nuts and jam as well as handicraft products such as
painted clothing, baskets, fans and hats. Most vendors selling at the
central marketplaces of Efate have also become members of a local
marketplace-related association (SVMVA). Some study participants
were executives of this association and were responsible for facilitating
skill training, implementing strategies for empowerment and enhancing
collaboration with government and non-government organisations
(NGOs).

On top of marketplace-related activities, women are responsible for
a range of household duties such as cooking, cleaning and taking care of

children. Religious or community duties are also allocated by the local
council and/or chief and can involve preparing food once a week for the
village ‘chief day’ or helping a family prepare for a wedding. This ex-
emplifies women’s high workloads and labour burdens: “Mothers have
a lot of work to do” (Epule market vendor, personal communication,
2018)3. For some women (e.g. whose husbands are not seasonal
workers), husbands or housemaids are helping with gardening, mar-
ketplace preparations and/or looking after gardens and children. In
some cases, children or grandchildren are also helping in the gardens.

Although cyclones wreak havoc every few years in the months of
January, February and March, the particularly devastating impacts and
widespread evacuation from Cyclone Pam were highlighted. Due to
poor housing infrastructure, many women and their families were
forced to evacuate to local schools, locally-made safe houses, family or
friends’ homes or nearby caves for days to months at a time. Others
with corrugated roofs and brick houses or locally-made homes designed
to withstand strong winds were able to remain in their homes with their
families. Livelihoods were critically affected with homes, tools, gardens
and crops destroyed. The cyclone “breaks all the branches of our fruit
trees” (Emua market vendor, personal communication, 2018) and “all
the things from the garden went down… house also gone away” (Epule
market vendor, personal communication, 2018).

In many cases, access to gardens, as the foundation of livelihoods,
became more difficult as a result of fallen trees: “we found it very
difficult to enter the garden because all the woods are blocking the
entrance…we had to climb over all big trees” (Emua market vendor,
personal communication, 2018). Garden productivity is critical as “it’s
the only form of income and only form of way to get back food to the
kitchen… the first thought after every cyclone is the garden” (Epau
market vendor, personal communication, 2018). Some women ex-
pressed that sudden destruction of gardens can cause them to be “very
down” (Epule market vendor, personal communication, 2018): “she
cried because… no crops. It’s the only income they get to buy salt, sugar
and soap” (Port Vila central market vendor, personal communication,
2018). This reflects the emotional and psychological consequences of
disasters. It can take a significant amount of time, sometimes a year, to
build back livelihoods and income sources, illustrating how household
food security and income are highly subject to the vagaries of climate
and disasters.

Alongside crops, trees used for weaving baskets, fans and hats were
also destroyed, disrupting the income sources related to these products.
A large group of women whose livelihoods are dependent on selling
handicrafts were affected when the handicraft marketplace infra-
structure was destroyed by the cyclone. These women faced significant
difficulty recovering as governments did not prioritise the reconstruc-
tion of this market infrastructure on which they depend: “[they]
forget all about us” (Port Vila handicraft market vendor, personal
communication, 2018).

Drought is also significantly affecting livelihoods, particularly in
terms of gardens and crops. The women highlighted a particularly dry
phase after Cyclone Pam in September 2015. All crops, excluding some
root crops which are advantaged by being “much lower in the soil”
(Marobe market vendor, personal communication, 2018), are increas-
ingly deteriorating in quality and quantity due to drought: “it wasn’t
getting green, it was all getting dry… it didn’t look fresh enough to eat”
(Emua market vendor, personal communication, 2018). With poor soil
quality and crop growth, dry seasons pose intensive labour burdens on
women as they must work harder in gardens to secure food.

Official recovery processes in response to Cyclone Pam were wide-
spread with NGOs and government departments distributing a range of
critical resources such as seeds, crops, tools, tarpaulins and clothing.
Critical resources such as crop stems or seeds (for reviving destroyed

3 Information provided in brackets includes description of focus group par-
ticipant, type of communication and year the focus group took place.
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gardens), however, were distributed weeks or months after the cyclone,
leaving households to recover independently in the immediate after-
math. The distribution of relief was also inequitable: “some of her
[group] members received the seeds, some never” (vendor from Nguna
selling at central market, personal communication, 2018). To enhance
recovery from the livelihood impacts of cyclones and drought, a series
of strategies emerged among women and these are discussed below.

4.2. Women as social capital mobilisers: using informal social networks to
support an inclusive response and recovery process

Women’s roles as recovery enablers are facilitated by the high social
capital emanating from informal social networks (within and between
islands and communities) which are fostered and strengthened by the
interactive nature of marketplaces: “… we don’t know each other be-
cause we are in different villages, but then we come over to the mar-
ketplace and then we started to talk together and then we start sharing”
(Marobe market vendor, personal communication, 2018). These in-
formal networks ensure inclusive response and recovery processes pri-
marily through the sharing of critical resources (such as crops, seeds,
tools and food). As one woman stated, “if you don’t have any of these
tools… you ask your other friend or other sister to give you her tool to
use… you have the opportunity to ask another mother to help”
(Paungunisu market vendor, personal communication, 2018).

Informal networks also provide opportunities for women to access
desired resources and meet urgent needs during response and recovery.
For example, a food exchange system that emerged after Cyclone Pam
allowed women on different islands to trade for desired materials (e.g.
sugar and soap) and, through this, meet their needs:

They have a relationship with the other women in Epi, Ambrym and
Palma [other islands]. So they would meet each other and say… ‘can
I give you this so you can give me some nangai?’ [type of nut]… she
would call her husband back at the island and [he] sends whatever
she needs and then she would take the carton of food back (vendor
from Nguna selling at central market, personal communication,
2018).

Informal social networks also support inclusive financial recovery
processes in several ways. The food exchange system, for example,
supported women’s post-disaster income streams as those who are
waiting for their crops/trees to recover after the cyclone were able to
sell products obtained through these exchanges: “She makes orders to
other islands, to other women…that have nuts… they send it over to
her and then she resells it and gets her money, but she pays them
[through] exchange with food” (vendor from Nguna selling at central
market, personal communication, 2018). Some women also undertook
financial risk-sharing whereby “they get together and do a little saving
kind of scheme with each other” (Epule market vendor, personal
communication, 2018). In these systems, women contribute a small
percentage of their incomes which are combined to act as grassroots
insurance for speedier recovery and reconstruction processes (e.g.
communal rebuilding efforts). Five days after Cyclone Pam, for ex-
ample, one village was able to use accumulated funding to rebuild the
destroyed roof of a marketplace with corrugated iron, rendering it more
resilient against future hazards. Through this system, women can also
“help each other for death ceremonies, marriage, wedding… emergency
money” (Epule market vendor, personal communication, 2018).

These networks also promote inclusive financial recovery processes
through mitigating potential exclusions to income opportunity stem-
ming from inequality or high workloads. Social networks among
women market vendors allows those who are less abled or burdened by
heavy workloads (as a result of disasters) to rely on other, more-abled
women to sell products for them, thereby maintaining post-disaster
income flow and supporting recovery: “After the cyclone, all the wi-
dows and those that are weak, that can’t go to the market[place],
prepare their food and give it to someone who is stronger to go and sell”

(Epau market vendor, personal communication, 2018). Some women
receive a commission while others, who are cognisant of their own
vulnerabilities, partake in this system voluntarily in hopes that others
may sell for them in the future.

These factors demonstrate how women and their informal networks
have significant influence on the equity and inclusiveness of response
and recovery processes, especially in relation to safeguarding financial
security and meeting needs. Social capital, therefore, constitutes a un-
ique resource that women mobilise to support recovery processes of
themselves and their households as well as others.

4.3. Women as collectivising and leading forces: lobbying for needs and
rights during response and recovery

Another critical role of women was demonstrated through their
ability to collectivise (through formal associations and networks) and
exercise voice, which became critical in response and recovery pro-
cesses. This is especially evident at times when assistance from gov-
ernments and NGOs were perceived as inadequate after Cyclone Pam.
Women in the Efate marketplace association (SVMVA), for example,
independently explored avenues for securing sources of support in the
face of barriers: “If we are having difficulties [in securing formal help]
…we take initiative first to find somebody who can work with us”
(member of SVMVA executive team, personal communication, 2018).

In the post-cyclone period, strong female leadership was also ex-
emplified by one woman who established a group, from the existing
marketplace association, to collectively lobby against organisations that
she perceived as excluding them from formal response and recovery
activities:

The distribution [of seeds] after Cyclone Pam was an improvement
because most organisations, they just take maybe young people and
men… I just went there to force that they take some ladies there…
That’s when I find out that we empower women so that we will
never face another disaster… We know where we can use our
women… Not just stand there and let other people do it. We can do
it (member of SVMVA executive team, personal communication,
2018).

Despite these abilities to take initiative, women’s voices are some-
times filtered through one main manager (usually male) before
reaching higher levels of government.

When the handicraft marketplace on Efate was destroyed by
Cyclone Pam, women also collectivised as a leading force against the
government’s response which directly conflicted with women’s prio-
rities and would be damaging to their livelihoods. The government’s
strategy involved sidelining the rebuilding of the marketplace and, in-
stead, asking women to relocate to an area with little prospective cus-
tomers. Women involved in a Vanuatu arts and crafts association col-
lectively lobbied against this and successfully negotiated with local
government agencies for approval to share space and sell at other
marketplaces usually reserved for produce. Although some issues with
overcrowding in marketplaces emerged, this group of women were able
to counter potentially detrimental government strategies and better
secure their post-disaster incomes, thereby supporting recovery. This
was a critical outcome as the women perceived there to be hundreds of
people (including the women themselves, their husbands and children)
who were reliant on this income stream: “that would be a social pro-
blem if we were not served” (Port Vila handicraft market vendor, per-
sonal communication, 2018). The importance of integrating women’s
voice to drive conversations, projects and initiatives around response
and recovery is evident.

4.4. Women as innovators: reducing potential losses through adaptive
farming behaviours and collecting seeds

Enduring crop destruction from droughts and cyclones has
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prompted women to utilise local knowledge and adapt behaviours in an
effort to prepare for future disasters: “from everything [droughts and
cyclones], their lessons learned was to prepare… we’ve changed the
way we’re planting now” (Paungunisu market vendor, personal com-
munication, 2018). More specifically, through experimentation and
innovation, women have devised a series of adaptive farming beha-
viours that will support future recovery through lessening initial da-
mage from future hazards. This includes regularly trimming crops such
as yam sticks to reduce the extent of damage when cyclones hit,
planting different crops depending on rainfall (e.g. taro and manioc in
drier seasons) and cyclone season (e.g. only plant taro because manioc
is likely to be damaged by cyclones), as well as changing the location of
certain crops based on susceptibility to damage (e.g. resilient crops
placed higher up the hills while sensitive crops planted closer to homes
so they can be attended to quickly after cyclones hit). Similarly, some
women have started implementing rotational cropping to tackle poor
soil quality from drought, while others have generated a system of re-
dundancy among garden plots that acts as insurance in the face of cy-
clones:

They’re planting more little gardens everywhere within their own
land, so if water [from the cyclone] comes down the hill one time
and destroys one, they will [have] reserve garden left…she has
another three more to survive (Emua market vendor, personal
communication, 2018).

Further, in response to the extensive damage to gardens from
Cyclone Pam, several women have also created seed banks. Every year,
they keep a collection of seeds from important crops (e.g. watermelon,
corn, cabbage and cucumber) which act as reserves that can be used to
replant gardens and immediately mitigate losses after disasters. This is
critical for recovery as external assistance is often delayed by weeks or
months: “I know that if one disaster comes now, I’ve saved some
seeds… Don’t wait [for external assistance]” (Epau market vendor,
personal communication, 2018). Similarly, to revive gardens, some
women were travelling to local marketplaces in the disaster aftermath
to collect damaged or inedible produce for access to seeds: “She col-
lected waste tomatoes; brought them back; dried them up; got the
seeds; planted… Improvise” (vendor from Nguna selling at central
market, personal communication, 2018). Some women sometimes
share or sell their collected seeds with others “if someone is in need”
(Paungunisu market vendor, personal communication, 2018) or if seed
distributions from government and NGOs are insufficient.

These adaptive behaviours and strategies minimise levels of initial
damage from future hazards, allow for contingency plans and provide
quick access to seeds, demonstrating that women have innovative and
creative ways of supporting disaster preparedness, risk reduction and
speedier future recovery from cyclones and drought.

4.5. Women as entrepreneurs: independently maintaining post-disaster
income flows

Women are also supporting recovery processes through their lead
role in sourcing and maintaining post-disaster income flows for their
households, especially through entrepreneurialism and income di-
versification. After Cyclone Pam, for example, several women were
taking advantage of the arrival of international aid workers by selling
them locally-made handicrafts: “as they arrived at the airport, instead
of seeing sad faces, they see smiling faces… so they [volunteers] would
like to bring something back home as a souvenir” (Port Vila Handicraft
market vendor, personal communication, 2018).

Women are also increasingly recognising the risk of depending on
climate-sensitive income streams. In response, with the support of
training from external agencies, many women are diversifying their
livelihoods by selling a wider range of products at marketplaces (e.g.
firewood, dry coconuts and fish) or using savings to springboard into
other livelihood activities (e.g. guesthouses, canteens, handicrafts, t-

shirt printing, poultry, jam-making, sewing and weaving). This is
summarised by one participant who stated, “I see that women, they
grow in business. There are a lot of women in business now… they are
doing all this stuff for money” (member of SVMVA executive team,
personal communication, 2018).

The importance of women’s informal social networks re-emerge
here as they support the sharing of ideas and knowledge related to
income diversification: “having other information from other women,
how they’re actually earning money, she’s doing [it] now [too]… she’s
doing other things to gain money” (Emua market vendor, personal
communication, 2018). This means that after disasters, women teach
and expose each other to different income streams. Increased income
stream diversity promotes speedier recovery processes by ensuring that
there are other stable sources of income if one source is destroyed in a
disaster.

Women’s increasing roles as primary income earners has led to a
flourishing ‘business-woman’ identity. This has nurtured a growth in
self-esteem and generated some changes in household roles and re-
sponsibilities, the latter of which has the potential to transform gender
relations. Due to the developing financial independence among women,
some men are becoming increasingly involved in household work and
some women are acquiring more financial control in how to spend
earnings: “The husbands give the support. They help… they look after
the homes. To me, there are changes… Before, maybe the fathers take
the money… [but now] we work together as a team at home” (Port Vila
Central market vendor, personal communication, 2018). In some cases,
women are giving money to husbands as payment for helping in gar-
dens.

Despite this potential for transforming gender relations, this change
is not ubiquitous or automatic as some women still “have to show the
Papa the money” (Paungunisu market vendor, personal communica-
tion, 2018) and transfer earnings to husbands for determining spending.
This illustrates how, despite women’s critical roles in economic re-
covery, restrictions to financial decision-making can still exist in the
home.

5. Discussion: implications for practice and policy

This paper, in alignment with previous studies, demonstrates how
women have critical contributions to response and recovery processes
(but also risk reduction and preparedness) in the face of acute and
gradual disasters. Overlooking these roles and contributions locally and
nationally results in the underutilisation of women’s capacities and the
neglect of their specific needs and vulnerabilities (Scanlon, 1998),
which then undermines prospects for recovery (Soares and Mullings,
2009; Yonder et al., 2009). Women should be, alongside men, central to
disaster response and recovery conversations, policy and practice, and
not at the margins (Soares and Mullings, 2009; Charan et al., 2016;
Ganapati, 2012). The findings highlight the need for disaster policy and
practice that is conducive to social capital (i.e. formal as well as in-
formal women’s groups or networks), women’s unique traditional
agricultural knowledge and innovations as well as women’s leading role
in economic recovery and mitigating losses.

Women’s informal social capital and networks emerged as critical
for mitigating losses and speeding up recovery as they support the
sharing and trading of critical resources after disasters, enable financial
risk-sharing as well as encourage equal opportunity among women in
terms of post-disaster income flows (see also Ganapati, 2012; Islam
et al., 2014; Viñas, 1998). Other studies have similarly recognised that
customary kinship networks (Wentworth, 2019), trust and reciprocity
(Warrick et al., 2017) are critical for adaptive capacity and mitigating
the effects of disasters in Vanuatu and the Pacific. Women’s capacities
should be utilised through generating disaster recovery policy and
practice that is conducive to building as well as mobilising women’s
social capital in disaster-stricken communities (see also Drolet et al.,
2015; Ganapati, 2012; Yonder et al., 2009). This may involve
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mobilising women through local leadership as well as creating spaces
that enable social capital formation (e.g. through face-to-face interac-
tions) (Drolet et al., 2015; Fisher, 2009; Ganapati, 2012; Yonder et al.,
2009). With study participants largely being marketplace vendors, the
criticality of local marketplaces as an interactive environment for
building and accessing social capital among women in Vanuatu should
not be underestimated.

Women’s groups also support civic consciousness and the capacity to
collectively lobby for needs and rights, as well as remedy issues over-
looked in formal relief efforts (see also Fisher, 2009; Ganapati, 2012;
Yonder et al., 2009; de Branco, 2009). This is critical as, in Vanuatu, it is
not new for external agencies to gloss over cultural values and commu-
nity priorities when administering aid (see Wentworth, 2019), or for the
government to distribute material aid through community committees
without consideration for unequal power relations or local politics
(McDonnell, 2019). The capacity of these women to secure sources of
political support and negotiate with local agencies despite structural
barriers and difficulties demonstrates that they are not passive victims.
For these reasons, women’s groups have previously been considered
natural allies of emergency planners seeking meaningful community
movement towards disaster resilience (Enarson, 2012). Supporting and
resourcing female leaders, women’s existing collective action efforts and
their involvement in local governance can contribute to the post-disaster
conditions needed for women’s empowerment and long-term redress of
gendered inequalities and power relations (Viñas, 1998; Fisher, 2009;
Yonder et al., 2009; Moreno and Shaw, 2018).

Studies have shown that although policy and practice conducive to
women’s groups act positively for women’s agency, it does not ne-
cessarily translate into decision-making authority in other institutional
sites and within homes (Rao et al., 2019). It may, therefore, also be
critical to support women’s economic capabilities as this has led to
some (potentially transformative but not automatic) change in house-
hold power relations, albeit this is highly contingent on local context.
This reminds us that gendered aspects of disasters can be temporary and
shifting, and that women's roles in disasters can destabilise the re-
production of gendered roles and expectations (Resurreccion, 2011). It
is also important to note that the women in this context were largely
diversifying into stereotypical income-generating activities which can
perpetuate problematic perceptions of female identities and existing
inequalities (Angeles and Hill, 2009). This demonstrates how women
can both subvert and reinforce gender roles in responding to, and re-
covering from, disasters (Robbins, 2020).

As previously emphasised (e.g. Ariyabandu, 2003; Enarson et al.,
2007), the findings in this paper remind us that, despite critical roles in
recovery and some preliminary changes in household power and gender
relations, women are still operating in an inequitable and gendered
system. This was exemplified through the tendency of women to have
significantly high workloads, experience post-disaster emotional distress,
have their voices sometimes filtered through a male manager, have their
finances controlled by husbands and/or diversify into stereotypical in-
come-generating activities. It is, therefore, damaging to perpetuate the
narrative that women are critical recovery enablers without recognising
the hidden costs and necessary re-dress of power structures more gen-
erally (see also Arora-Jonsson, 2011; Tschakert and Machado, 2012).
Overlooking these aspects may further entrench pre-existing gendered
cultural expectations of women as ‘caregivers’ (Ariyabandu, 2003; Drolet
et al., 2015). We must be wary of the kinds of implications that centring
women may have on household tensions (Robbins, 2020) and existing
workloads (Angeles and Hill, 2009; Feeny et al., 2013). Given these
concerns, we make a warning: do not make women central or instru-
mental to disaster response and recovery processes without efforts to also
improve women’s wellbeing, agency, livelihoods and prospects.

More needs to be done to address the root causes of these inequities
and vulnerabilities that can hinder women’s wellbeing and roles as
resourceful agents (Arora-Jonsson, 2011; Tschakert and Machado,
2012). Challenging traditional gendered patterns of labour and

responsibility (Ganapati, 2012; Jost et al., 2016), establishing necessary
support services (e.g. child care or transport) and providing material
compensation for involvement with disaster organisations (Gender and
Disaster Network, 2009) may be critical to avoid burdening women
with higher workloads. Addressing underlying gendered divisions of
responsibility may also be critical for ameliorating disproportionate
psychological problems (Ganapati, 2012). This is because women’s
emotional distress related to resource and family loss is usually inter-
subjective and produced through the imposed expectations from men
and larger society (Sultana, 2011). Efforts, however, should extend
beyond creating favourable household norms and workloads as the
wider issues of household poverty and poor material conditions must
also be addressed to enhance women’s agency and capability (Rao
et al., 2019). In sum, we need to find ways to both utilise, build on and
support women’s resourcefulness while also addressing broader un-
derlying vulnerabilities and embedded gendered social inequalities (see
also Ajibade et al., 2013; Drolet et al., 2015).

6. Conclusion

It has long been understood that disasters are experienced and re-
sponded to differently by different populations and groups, with gender
being considered a key differentiating factor. In response to limited
scholarship on gender in post-disaster recovery, reconstruction and
resilience in the Pacific, we showcased nuanced stories of response and
recovery among women in Vanuatu.

This placed-based research explored the post-disaster perspectives,
experiences and strategies of ni-Vanuatu women whose livelihoods are
dependent on marketplaces. We found that these women had four critical
strategies and roles as recovery enablers: social mobilisers, collectivising
and leading forces, innovators, and entrepreneurs. Women supported
inclusive recovery processes through sharing resources and helping each
other across informal social networks, demonstrating how social capital
is a unique resource that supports the recovery of women and their
households. Formal networks also acted as a social capital resource from
which women could collectivise and lobby for their needs and rights
during response and recovery. Women also demonstrated how they have
taken a lead role in maintaining post-disaster income flows through di-
versification and entrepreneurialism. This is further complemented by
women’s efforts to reduce the potential losses from future disasters and
support speedier future recovery through adapting farming behaviours in
creative ways and collecting seeds. These four roles are genuine seeds of
hope for future recovery prospects, like the literal seeds of hope these
women collected, shared and replanted following Cyclone Pam.

With these critical contributions, we reiterate that women should no
longer be sidelined but rather be driving conversations, projects and
initiatives related to disaster recovery and resilience alongside men. We
identify several contextually specific ways that disaster policy and
practice should build on women’s capacities: through being conducive
to women’s social capital, leadership, agricultural knowledge and in-
novations as well as leading roles in economic recovery.

We recognise, however, that women continue to operate in an in-
equitable and gendered system where, in this specific context, they are
not only burdened with high workloads but also tend to endure emo-
tional distress after disasters, have their voices filtered, have finances
controlled by husbands and diversify into stereotypical income-gen-
erating activities. We emphasise the warnings made by other re-
searchers and practitioners that it can be damaging to push for women
to be centred in disaster response and recovery without re-dressing the
larger power structures and inequalities that create these issues. We
need policy and practice that not only resources women’s leadership as
well as their preventative or mitigative efforts, but also focuses on
mainstreaming gender and occasioning fundamental social change to
improve women’s wellbeing. This may involve challenging existing
gender roles and responsibilities and/or relieving aspects of women’s
workloads. This would help to mitigate gendered disaster
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vulnerabilities, anticipate and reduce avoidable harm to women,
heighten overall community resilience and avoid new burdens.

Through exploring a nuanced understanding of a group of women as
recovery enablers, we provide critical insights for future gender-sensi-
tive policy and practice in Vanuatu and beyond. We acknowledge,
however, that exploring gender dynamics of disasters are not straight-
forward. Future studies should further refine, unpack and enrich these
findings in two core ways. First, studies should employ intersectionality
as an interdisciplinary paradigm and analysis tool (Crenshaw, 1991;
Hancock, 2007), to allow for multi-level analyses of categories of dif-
ference. This may provide further insight into how different women
with varying intersecting identities experience disadvantage, privilege
and stratification in certain contexts, and how these shape or influence
their roles and capacities in disaster recovery. Second, although some
preliminary insights relating to potentially transformative changes in
household decision-making power and agency emerged, future studies
should explore shifting gender relations in more detail, particularly by
including the perspectives and experiences of men and other genders.
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