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Women participating in simulated voting exercise, Kmaga Village, Isabel Province, 2016. UN Women/Kiri Dicker
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Despite numerous efforts by government, donors and
civil society stakeholders, the 2014 Solomon Islands
National General Election saw only one female candidate
elected. This made her the third woman MP ever to
serve in the history of the Solomon Islands Parliament,
where women’s representation currently stands at 2%.1
While the total number of votes for female candidates
did increase from 2010 to 2014, their overall share
of votes only improved marginally from 4%? to 6%.3
Women have fared marginally better at the provincial
level, where there are currently four women serving,
however there are no women elected to the Honiara
City Council.* Not only do women have difficulty getting
elected at all levels of parliament in Solomon Islands,
but evidence would suggest that female candidates,
at least at a national level, are not becoming more
competitive over time.®

The following report presents the outcomes of a
qualitative research study conducted in four provinces,
which was commissioned by UN Women to inform and
improve programmatic responses to advancing women'’s
political participation in Solomon Islands. Using a
creative and participatory methodology, it explores the
extent to which gender attitudes and norms influence
voter preferences, and how these attitudes and norms
interact with other factors, namely the widespread
belief that the main role of a MPs is provide materials
resources for their constituents.

The findings of this research suggest that while cultural
beliefs and restrictive gender attitudes towards women
do present a barrier for female candidates, they alone
do not sufficiently explain why voters prefer male
candidates. Instead, this research finds that voters are
willing to vote for female candidates, so long as they
meet two basic prerequisites: a deep understanding

1 Inter Parliamentary Union Women in National Parliament’s
Database. http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm

2 Wood (2014). Solomon Islands Election Results, The Centre for
Democratic Institutions School of International, Political & Strategic
Studies, Australian National University, Canberra.

3 Solomon Star 27th November 2014 & 10th December 2014 issues.
There is currently one woman on the Honiara City Council, although
the position is appointed, not elected.

5 Wood, T. (2014). ‘Why Can’'t Women Win? Impediments to Female
Electoral Success in Solomon Islands’, Centre for Democratic
Institutions (CDI) Discussion Paper 2014/01. Australian National

University: Canberra.

A woman casts her vote during the simulated voting exercise,
Lau Valley, East Honiara, 2016. UN Women/Kiri Dicker

of community needs, evidenced by a track record
of community service; and willingness to ‘help’,
evidenced by providing cash and material resources to
individuals and families. It is suggested that while these
prerequisites are likely to be apply to both male and
female candidates, women face significantly greater
barriers in achieving them.

Even if women can meet these prerequisites, it is far from
enough to ensure success at the ballot box. In addition
to being held to a higher standard than men in terms
of their personal behaviour and circumstances (e.g.
marital status), female candidates must convince voters
that they can actually win an election, and therefore
alleviate voter fears that their vote will be ‘wasted’ on
an unsuccessful candidate. In a country where women
present a minority of candidates and an even smaller
minority of MPs, overcoming the perception that women
candidates will be unsuccessful is near impossible.
This results in a self-perpetuating ‘feedback loop’, in
which women are unlikely to win an election, because
they are unlikely to win. This is further compounded
by prevailing gender and cultural norms, in which male
elders are responsible for dictating the votes of women
and young people in favour of their chosen candidate,
who is almost always male.

The influence of gender attitudes and norms
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Women participating in simulated voting exercise, Kmaga Village, Isabel Province, 2016. UN Women/Kiri Dicker

While these findings may paint a rather bleak outlook for
aspiring female candidates, they do identify a number
of opportunities that, if effectively incorporated into
advocacy and programs, may assist women to better
navigate the current system. These include leveraging
the support of grassroots women’s organisations and
networks to support female candidates, and exploring
opportunities to improve female candidates’ access to
resources. While these efforts may elicit some success,
particularly if deployed intensively in constituencies
that are at the ‘tipping point’ of change, it remains
unlikely that women will be elected in great numbers
in Solomon Islands until there is significant systemic
reform, namely to the Rural Constituency Development
Fund, which drives a transactional political culture at
the detriment of women’s political participation.

8 ‘ The influence of gender attitudes and norms
on voter preferences in Solomon Islands

Until this happens, this research recommends that
donors and other stakeholders support continued civil
society advocacy for the introduction of Temporary
Special Measures in the form of reserved seats of
female candidates. While the success of past efforts
(led by the multi-stakeholder group WISDM) have been
hampered by a lack of political will in an almost entirely
male parliament, recent developments, including
the introduction of the Political Parties Integrity Act
(2014), the appointment of the only female MP as
the Minister for Women, Children, Youth and Family
Affairs and a strong endorsement of Temporary Special
Measures (TSM) in the recent concluding observations
of the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of
Discrimination Against Women Committee, mean that
the time may be right for Temporary Special Measures
to be back on the political agenda.



While research is undoubtedly lacking, it could fairly
be argued that more is known about voter perceptions
towards female candidates in Solomon Islands than any
other Pacific Island country. This is largely attributed
to the Regional Assistance Mission to Solomon Islands
(RAMSI) People’'s Survey, which was conducted
annually between 2006 and 2013 (except for 2012),
and included a number of questions relating to voter’s
perceptions of women’s leadership ability, beliefs about
women'’s political participation, willingness to vote for
a female candidate and even support for reserved seats
for women in parliament.® In 2014, the Young Women'’s
Parliamentary Group (YWPG) commissioned further
quantitative research, focusing specifically on voter
perceptions of female candidates, although the sample
was much smaller and limited to Honiara.” These
quantitative studies, particularly the RAMSI People’s
Survey, have been subject to a limited amount of
secondary data analysis, which has been complemented
by 1-1 interviews with past female candidates.®

The most obvious explanation of female candidates’
poor performance in Solomon Islands elections is that
in patriarchal cultures that favour male leadership,
women are not seen as suitable or capable politicians.
As a result, Solomon Islanders possess an inherent
preference for male candidates. The evidence to
support this assumption, however, is lacking. For
example the results of the RAMSI People’s Survey
have consistently revealed high and increasing support
for women’s leadership, greater numbers of women
in parliament, and special reserved seats for female
candidates, among all ages and genders.® This was
supported by the 2014 Voter Behaviour Study, which
was conducted immediately prior to, and directly after,
the 2014 National General Election (NGE), which found

6 Regional Assistance Mission to the Solomon Islands (RAMSI)
People’s Surveys 2006-2013. ANU Enterprise. Canberra, Australia.
Available online at: http://www.ramsi.org/media/peoples-survey

7 Roughan, K. & Wini, L. (2015). Report on Voter Behaviour Towards
Women Candidates Before and After the 2014 S| National General
Election. National Parliament of the Solomon Islands.

8 Wood, T. (2014). Why Can’t Women Win? Impediments to Female
Electoral Success in Solomon Islands. CDI Discussion Paper
2014/01. Austrsalian National University, Canberra.

9 Regional Assistance Mission to the Solomon Islands (RAMSI)
People’s Surveys 2006-2013. ANU Enterprise. Canberra, Australia.
Available online at: http://www.ramsi.org/media/peoples-survey/

that 98% of men and women surveyed demonstrated
notional support for more women in parliament.'® These
findings suggest that at least in an abstract sense,
Solomon Islanders are not necessarily opposed to voting
for female candidates.

There is now a large body of sociological evidence that
demonstrates that knowledge and attitudes are not
necessarily the best predictor of human behaviour.!! In
other words, just because someone believes that women
should be in parliament, does not mean that they will
vote for a female candidate on election day. This is
supported by research in Solomon Islands, which clearly
shows that high levels of notional support for women’s
political participation do not translate into votes for
female candidates. For example, in 2009 the RAMSI
People’s Survey found that despite the fact that 81% of
men and 86% of women said they would vote for a ‘good’
woman candidate!?, not a single woman came close be
being elected in the 2010 National General Election the
following year. Furthermore, the 2014 Voter Behaviour
Study found that despite nearly unanimous notional
support for more women in parliament, only 38% of
women and 24% of men intended to vote for a female
candidate and only 26% of men and 27% of women
actually did. This further suggests that most voters make
a conscious decision not to support a female candidate
well in advance of election day.

Past studies reveal some key factors that may explain
why female candidates fail to get elected, even when
voters are not ideologically opposed to voting for them.
For example, when asked in the 2009 RAMSI People’s
Survey why women candidates always lost to male
candidates, the two most common responses were that it
is Solomon Islands custom/culture for men to be leaders
(suggested by 45% of men and 33% of women) and
that male candidates bribe voters (suggested by 41%

10 Roughan, K. & Wini, L. (2015). Report on Voter Behaviour Towards
Women Candidates Before and After the 2014 S| National General
Election. National Parliament of the Solomon Islands.

11 Hewstone, M., Stroebe, W. Jonas, K. (2015). An Introduction to
Social Psychology, 6th edition (pg. 192). Wiley Blackwell.

12 Regional Assistance Mission to the Solomon Islands (2009) People’s
Survey 2009. ANU Enterprise. Canberra, Australia.
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of men and 38% of women).!® This was supported by
the 2014 Voter Behaviour Study, which found that the
most common reasons why people believed that women
did not get elected was vote buying (34%), cultural
barriers (32%), and lack of resources (20%).1* Finally,
both the RAMSI People’s Survey and the 2014 Voter
Behaviour Study point to the fact that a large number
of voters, particularly women, experience pressure and/
or threats regarding their choice of candidate. In the
2014 Voter Behaviour Study, almost half of all people
surveyed said they had experienced pressure or threats
to vote for a certain candidate, with the most common
source of pressure and/or threats being relatives of the
respondent.!®

In 2014, Terrance Wood, an academic with the
Australian National University Centre for Democratic
Institutions undertook a comprehensive analysis of data
from the RAMSI People’s Survey, complemented with
qualitative interviews with past female candidates. He
concluded that there were three main structural barriers
that may prevent female candidates from getting elected
in Solomon Islands:

1) Gendered norms that result in female candidates
being held to a higher standard than their male
counterparts;

2) Lack of access to finances and material resources
required to run a successful campaign, which both
prevents women from contesting elections and
prevents voters from voting for them; and

3) The influence of powerful electoral ‘vote brokers’
who mobilise sections of the electorate, and whose
services are less accessible to women because of
patriarchal power networks in society.!®

13 Regional Assistance Mission to the Solomon Islands (2009) RAMSI
People’s Survey 2009. ANU Enterprise. Canberra, Australia.

14 Roughan, K. & Wini, L. (2015). Report on Voter Behaviour Towards
Women Candidates Before and After the 2014 S| National General
Election. National Parliament of the Solomon Islands.

15 Ibid.

16 Wood, T. (2015). Aiding Women Candidates in the Solomon Islands:
Suggestions for Development Policy. Asia and the Pacific Policy
Studies, vol. 2, no. 3, pp. 531-543. Crawford School of Public
Policy at the Australian National University. Canberra.
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Participant gathering during the simulated voting exercise,
Lau Valley, East Honiara, 2016. UN Women/Kiri Dicker

These findings are broadly supported by the 2014
Voter Behaviour Study, which concludes that the three
greatest impediments to women getting elected are:

1) The expectation of money by voters and women’s
inability or unwillingness to ‘buy’ votes;

2) Gendered cultural perspectives on leadership, largely
attributed to cultural beliefs; and

3) Male feedback loops, which result in voters choosing
male candidates who they perceive as being more
likely to win.'”

This research seeks to revisit these barriers and
examine the complex ways that gender attitudes and
norms influence voter preferences, including how they
interact with other factors such as local and ethnic
voting practices. In doing so, it fills a gap in existing
research by providing rich, first-hand qualitative data
on the factors that influence voters’ final decisions at
the polling booth.

17 Roughan, K. & Wini, L. (2015). Report on Voter Behaviour Towards
Women Candidates Before and After the 2014 S| National General
Election. National Parliament of the Solomon Islands.



The research was conducted in five locations, three in
the provinces and two in Honiara.

Figure 1: Breakdown of participants by
location

B Malaita

B Isabel
Choiseul
East Honiara

Honiara
Central
Market

Research sites were selected using a combination of
theoretical sampling and convenience sampling. A range
of provinces that have demonstrated varying degrees of
notional support for women'’s leadership and political
participation were included in the sample. To determine
this, we used the results of the 2011 RAMSI People’s
Survey questions: ‘Do women make good leaders?’
and ‘Should there be more women in Parliament?'18
According to this data, Choiseul and Malaita ranked
lower on notional support for women’s leadership and
political participation than lIsabel and Honiara. We
also included a mixture of urban and rural sites in the
sample, based on research that indicates urban sites
are more gender progressive than rural sites, largely due
to the higher levels of educational attainment.!®

Convenience sampling was used to select the
constituency within each province in which to conduct
the research. In order to ensure the results were most

18 Regional Assistance Mission to the Solomon Islands (2011) RAM-
S| People’s Survey 2011. ANU Enterprise. Canberra, Australia.

19 Asian Development Bank, 2015, Solomon Islands Gender Country
Assessment.

useful in informing future programming to improve
women'’s political participation, constituencies where a
female candidate contested the 2014 National General
Election were selected. Actual research sites were
selected against a number of other criteria, including ease
of access, safety considerations and willingness of the
community to participate in the research. A decision was
made not to publish the names of villages/settlements
where the research was conducted, so as to protect the
privacy of participants.

Participants at each site were selected using a
combination of purposeful and convenience sampling.
Local ‘brokers’, including chiefs, pastors and community
leaders were used to recruit research participants, which
in some cases resulted in bias (see limitations section).
The research team specifically requested that men and
women of all ages were included in the research sample.

A total of 172 men and women of voting age participated
in the research. At the conclusion of data collection, a
decision was made to exclude people from the sample
who didn’t cast a vote in the 2014 National General
Election (N=16), which left a total sample size of 156.

The sample comprised of 45% men (N=70) and 55%
women (N=86). Of the male participants, 47% were
young men under the age of 30 (N=33). Of the female
participants, 36% were young women under the age of 30
(N=31). In total, 41% of participants were young people
under the age of 30 (N=64). There was a reasonably
equal distribution of the sex and age of participants in
all locations except for East Honiara, where no adult men
were included in the sample (see Limitations).

Participants at each site were selected using a
combination of purposeful and convenience sampling.
Local ‘brokers’, including chiefs, pastors and community
leaders were used to recruit research participants, which
in some cases resulted in bias (see limitations section).
At the recommendation of key informants, participants
took part in the research in same-sex groups: women on
the first day, followed by the men.

The influence of gender attitudes and norms
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Figure 2: Breakdown of participants

by age and gender
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The majority of participants who voted in the 2014
National General Election voted in the same constituency
where the research was conducted. The responses of
participants who voted in a different constituency were
retained in the sample, however it is worth noting that
these represented only a small number of respondents
(N=10) and no female candidates contested the election
in any of these constituencies.

Figure 3: Where participants voted in the
2014 NGE

48

23

West Are Are

B Maringe Kokota

B North West Choiseul
East Honiara
Central Honiara
West Honiara
Other

The influence of gender attitudes and norms
on voter preferences in Solomon Islands

This research used a participatory qualitative research
methodology, consisting of three key data points:

This research used a participatory ‘mock’ election to
collect data on voter preferences and rationale in a
fictional scenario. In creating this method, the research
team took inspiration from the field of human-centered
design, which uses prototyping to test the way users
interact with possible future (or in this case, past)
scenarios.?® The method was created specifically
for this project and the research team are not aware
of it being used elsewhere. In the mock election,
participants were asked to vote for one of four fictional
candidates based on information provided to them. In
additional to being a creative way to engage participants
in discussion about the factors that influence voter
preferences, this method was selected because it
allowed external factors to be somewhat controlled. In
other words, it was assumed that the results of a mock
election would provide a more realistic representation of
gender attitudes towards candidates, as external factors
(including coercion, local and ethnic voting) were not at
play. Based on this assumption, researchers have drawn
a number of conclusions by comparing the results and
decision-making processes used by voters in the mock
election, with the 2014 National General Election.

Candidate profiles were deliberately created to resemble
‘likely’ candidates in a real Solomon Islands National
General Election, based on profiles of past candidates.?!
They were also constructed to test two specific variables
that past research has shown to be influential in voter
preferences; the candidate’s sex (and associated gender
attitudes and norms); and the candidate's access to
financial resources and willingness to ‘help’ individuals
and families in the community. Although there were
no doubt other variables that affect voter decision-
making (including candidate qualifications and family
relationships), it was decided that testing additional
variables was beyond the scope of this research.

20 More information about human centered design methods can be
found at http://www.designkit.org/human-centered-design

21 See Wood, T (2013). Of But Apart. Profiling Politicians in the
Solomon Islands. State, Australian Journal of Political Science
(2013) 48:3, 320-334.



Of the four fictional candidates, two were male and
two were female. Included in the profiles of one male
and one female (Hudson and Audrey) were statements
suggesting that the candidates possess personal wealth
and had a track record of providing for the community.
The remaining candidates (Joseph and Suzie) were
described as actively involved in their communities,
however specific references to personal wealth and
resource distribution were omitted. Attempts were made
to ‘control’ other information in the candidate profiles
(which was required to build a realistic scenario) by
making all candidates equal in other aspects (such
as church attendance, marital status, family size,
qualifications etc.). Despite this, it was found that some
of these factors did influence voter decision-making to
some extent (see limitations section).

Participants were provided with candidate profiles,
consisting of short statements written in Solomons Pigjin
(See Annex A: Candidate Voting Materials). Participants
were also given a verbal description of the candidates,
to cater for lower levels of literacy. Participants were
given as long as they needed to vote for their candidate,
and were specifically instructed not to discuss their
choice with anyone else in the room. Once participants
cast their vote on the ballot paper provided (using a real
voting box provided by the Solomon Islands Electoral
Commission), they proceeded to a 1-1 interview and
questionnaire.

A questionnaire was developed to gather more detailed
information on how and why each participant they made
their decision about who to vote for, both in the mock
and in the 2014 National General Election. Additional
quantitative questions were included in order to collect
data to inform a subsequent evaluation of UN Women'’s
Strongim Mere programme. Final questions were
validated by a group of stakeholders at the beginning of
the research, however resource constraints meant that
the questions could not be pre-tested with individuals.
As a result the questions evolved throughout the data
collection phase (see Annex B: Questionnaire V1 and
Annex C: Questionnaire V2). Questions and responses
were translated from English to Solomons Pidjin in
real time by the researchers. While both researchers
were fluent Pidjin speakers, one was a foreigner, which
may have contributed to a small amount of bias in the
information gathered (see limitations section).

Once each participant completed the 1-1 questionnaire
and interview, the group re-gathered and the results of
the election were revealed. Following this, participants
took part in a focus group discussion, where the mock
election results were discussed, including how they
compared to the results of 2014 National General
Election. All of the focus groups were same-sex, and
where possible, were further broken down according
to the participant’s age (over 30 or under 30). There
was some atrophy in participant numbers throughout
the day, so while all of the participants who cast a vote
in the mock election attended a 1-1 interview, not all
participants who attended a 1-1 interview participated in
the focus group. Additionally, participants in the Honiara
Central Market data collection did not participate in a
focus group, as it was not practical to do so. A list of
focus group discussion questions is included at Annex
D: Focus Group Discussion Questions.

A consent procedure, suitable for low literacy contexts,
which was in keeping with UN Women standards and
expectations for ethical research, was used (see Annex
E: Consent Script and Form). Completed consent forms
were stored in a sealed envelope and delivered to UN
Women at the conclusion of the research. Aside from
the consent forms, participant names were not used
on any other research materials. Upon registering for
the research, participants were given a number (in
chronological order) written on a coloured ‘sticky dot’,
which indicated their age and gender.

The use of convenience sampling, both in the selection
of research sites and the use of local brokers to select
participants, is likely to have resulted some bias in
the data. For example, in Solomon Islands elections,
candidates generally poll better in their own ward
or village. The research team did not consider this,
consequently some of the research sites were in the
same ward as the female candidate, while others were
not. Furthermore, unbeknownst to the research team, in
one of the participants who assisted to recruit research
participants in East Honiara was married to one of the

The influence of gender attitudes and norms
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; F |
Poroporo village, Choiseul Province, 2016. UN Women/Kiri Dicker

male candidates in the 2014 National General Election.
Similarly, in Malaita, a significant number of the research
participants were members of the Rokotaekeni Women's
Association, therefore the results showed significant
support for the Association’s founder, who was a
candidate in the 2014 National General Election. This
bias is to be expected in the Solomon Islands context,
where communities generally comprise of people related
to each other by clan group and people vote in family
groups. It is difficult to determine the extent to which this
bias may have affected the results of the mock election,
however the fact that the results of the mock election
were largely consistent across all research sites, suggests
that bias was minimal. Having said this, the results of
each research site should not be seen as representative of
the province as a whole.

When creating the profiles of fictional candidates in
the mock election, attempts were made to control all
other variables except for the two variables being tested
(candidate sex and access to resources). During the
questionnaire it was found that despite these efforts, some
of these other factors did influence voter decision-making
to a degree. Specifically, participants often mentioned
Suzie's youthfulness (as the only candidate under 50)
and Joseph'’s desire for fairness as reasons why they voted
for them. By coincidence, one of the candidates (Audrey
Kikolo) was the owner of a ‘big shipping company’, and
one of the female candidates who contested one of the
constituencies includes in the research also managed a

The influence of gender attitudes and norms
on voter preferences in Solomon Islands

shipping company. Again, the fact that the results of
the mock election were largely consistent across all
research sites, suggests that bias was minimal.

Another limitation of the research is that the research
team consisted of one Solomon Islander and one
foreigner. Although both spoke fluent Solomons Pidjin
the presence of a foreigner may have created a degree
of social desirability bias in the results. As with other
limitations, the fact that the results of the mock
election were largely consistent across all research
sites, suggests that bias was minimal.

Finally, itwas originally planned toonly collect datain one
Honiara constituency (East Honiara), however, because
there were no adult men available to interview on the
day of the research, a second collection was undertaken
at the Honiara Central Market, which deliberately only
included people who had voted in one of Honiara’s three
constituencies (East, West and Central). Unlike the
other limitations, the results of the mock election in the
East Honiara sample were inconsistent with the three
other provincial samples (although broadly consistent
with the Honiara Central Market sample). It is proposed
that these differences are attributable to the difference
in preferences by urban and rural voters, not necessarily
voter sex. This is discussed further in the report.



It has been sufficiently proven that there are high levels
of notional support for women'’s political participation in
Solomon Islands, in other words the belief that women
should and can be Members of Parliament.?> What's
more, it has been shown that rates of national support
for women’s political participation are increasing over
time.?® Contrary to popular opinion, the findings of this
research suggest that Solomon Islanders are also willing
to vote for a female candidate, as long as a number of
prerequisites are met. Willingness to vote for a female
candidate is important, because it is the first step on a
path towards actual support. We propose that this stage
occurs in between the ‘notional support for women’s
leadership’ and the ‘intending to vote for a woman’
stages identified in the 2014 Voter Behaviour Study.?*

Figure 4: Revised trajectory of support for
female candidates

Support the notion of women as )
candidates National Support

- Actual Support
Willing to vote for a woman

Intending to vote for
a women

Time

Votes for

awoman

The key findings conclude that just because a female
candidate meets these prerequisites, it doesn't mean
that voters will vote for them. They then face an
additional set of gendered barriers.

22 Roughan, K. & Wini, L. (2015). Report on Voter Behaviour Towards
Women Candidates Before and After the 2014 S| National General
Election. National Parliament of the Solomon Islands; Regional As-
sistance Mission to the Solomon Islands (RAMSI) People’s Surveys
2006-2013. ANU Enterprise. Canberra, Australia. Available online
at: http://www.ramsi.org/media/peoples-survey/

Ibid.

Amended from Roughan, K. & Wini, L. (2015). Report on Voter
Behaviour Towards Women Candidates Before and After the 2014
S| National General Election. National Parliament of the Solomon

23
24

Islands.

In the mock election, Audrey Kikolo (the female
candidate with access to resources) was the winning
candidate across all provincial locations, while Joseph
(the male candidate without access to resources) was
the losing candidate. The remaining two candidates
(Hudson Matangi and Suzie Valevao) polled almost
equal, but with great variance between locations.
Suzie's overall ranking was lifted due to her popularity
among women in Malaita, which was a larger sample
size than the other locations and contained some bias
towards support for female candidates (see limitations
section). However, in Choiseul and Isabel, Hudson was
a clear favourite among men and women.

In Honiara, the results of the mock election were notably
different, Suzie Valevao (the female candidate without
access to resources) winning and Joseph Ausuta (the
male candidate without access to resources) coming

second. Nonetheless, in all locations, the winning
candidate was a woman.

Figure 5: Mock Election Results (by location)
Honiara
Choisuel

Isabel

Malaita

Total

Total = Malaita Isabel = Choisuel
Suzie Valevao 35 15 4 4
W Joseph Ausuta 23 4 6 2
[l Audrey Kikolo 65 24 15 18
Hudson Matangi 33 7 10 8

The influence of gender attitudes and norms
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The variance between Honiara and provincial areas is
attributable to the fact that urban voters were more
concerned about political malpractice and showed
a distinct preference for candidates without access
to personal wealth. For example, 28% of the Honiara
sample (combined) made no mention of resources at
all in their mock election decision, compared to only
15% of the provincial sample. Furthermore, of the
84 respondents for whom access to resources was
the dominant factor influencing their mock candidate
choice, only 20% were in Honiara and the remaining
80% were in provincial areas.

Audrey Kikolo was also the winning candidate among
voters of all ages and genders, but especially young
women. Hudson Matangi (the male candidate with
access resources) also polled well among men (including
young men), although women voters preferred Suzie as
the second favourite candidate.

Figure 6: Mock Election Results
(by age/gender)

Suzie Valevao
[ Joseph Ausuta
I Audrey Kikolo

Hudson Matangi

Adult Men

Total

The mock election results show that voting decision-
making is influenced by the intersection of gender and
resources. Access to resources and a willingness to
distribute resources directly to individuals and families
appears to be the most significant factor influencing
voting preferences. While discrimination against women
throughout their lives makes them less competitive in
this regard, the results of the mock election reveal that
both women and men will vote for a female candidate
that has access to resources and are perceived to be
willing to distribute resources directly to individuals and
families. Interestingly, when presented with a male and
a female candidate with equivalent access to resources,
participants still voted for the female candidate.
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This is true across all ages, locations and genders.
This poses the question: why can women win a mock
election but not a real one?

In addition to conducting a mock election, this research
also asked participants the gender of the candidate they
voted for in the 2014 National General Election. A total
of 38% of participants included in this study (N=60)
(42% of women and 34% of men) voted for a woman in
the 2014 National General Election, however there was
significant variance between research sites. In Malaita
and lIsabel, the relatively high percentage of people
that voted for a female candidate is likely because the
research sites were in, or close to, a village where the
female candidate resided.

Figure 7: People who voted for a woman in
the 2014 NGE (by location)

East Honiara
sabel [
Choisuel I
Malaita F
0 | 5‘3 1‘0 15 20 25 30

Total number of people who voted for women

These results are broadly reflective of the 2014
National General Election results for female candidates
in the constituencies where the research took place.
For example, the female candidates from West Are
Are (Malaita) and Maringe Kokota (Isabel) where our
research was conducted received 18% and 19% of the
total votes in their constituencies respectively, ranking
them second and third in their fields. On the other hand,
the female candidates for East Honiara and Choiseul
only received 0.2% and 1% of the total votes cast in
their constituency.?®

25 Unofficial results for female candidates in the 2014 National
General Election. UN Women Solomon Islands Country Office.
Unpublished data, n.d.
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More importantly, they show that there are a significant
number of men and women who are willing to vote for a
female candidate, in the right circumstances.

Based on the findings of this research, we propose that
there are two main prerequisites that need to be met
before voters (both male and female) are willing to vote
for a female candidate:

1) Voters must believe the candidate understands
the needs and daily realities of their constituents,
usually demonstrated by residing in the
constituency; and

2) Voters must believe that the candidate possesses
personal wealth and will contribute additional
resources to the community.

The word ‘believe’ is crucial here, because not only do
female candidates have to meet these standards, but
voters have to be convinced of it, something that is
not only subjective, but heavily influenced by cultural
beliefs and gender attitudes and norms. It is also
important to note that just because a candidate meets
these prerequisites, it doesn't mean that a person will
vote for them, but it does mean that if they are not met,
they will almost certainly not vote for them.

In Honiara and Choiseul, where female candidates
gained virtually no support (both in our sample and
according to the 2014 National General Election
Results), voters believed that the candidates were out
of touch with community needs and therefore unlikely
to support them.

“She lives far from our community. Her village is
on the other side of this Constituency. She also
lives in Honiara and not in our village. We don’t
know her, so she may forget all about us if she
gets elected.”

Adult woman, Choiseul

“She did not come to campaign in our community,
so we did not know her plans on how she will help
us women, our families and communities. If she
had come to us we will educate other women to
support her. We do not know her.”

Adult woman, East Honiara

“I really liked that woman but she never came here
except to campaign, she just went back to town
(Honiara) so I didn’t know what she would be like.
Custom spoils us, it says that women can’t ‘talk’,
but | don’t agree with that.”

Adult woman, Choiseul

“She didn’t stay at home, she stayed in Honiara.
We want someone who can come back and tell
us news about government. We will not have any
feedback from her.”

Adult man, Choiseul

“She is from this constituency but she doesn’t
live here, even if she wins she will be still living in
Honiara. If she lives with people she will know their
situations and their needs.”

Adult man, Choiseul

In all research sites, women’s personal wealth and
willingness to provide financial and material support to
the community was called into question. This was more
evident in Choiseul and Honiara where there was a strong
belief that the contesting female candidates lacked the
resources to be considered legitimate candidates.

“I was thinking to vote for a woman but.... | know
women can be good MPs...| wanted to vote for
a woman but | didn’t think she would be able to
support me because she didn’t have any money.”

Young woman, East Honiara

“My family asked her for things like kopa (for
house) or fare or my child to go to hospital, when
he broke his arm but she said she did not have any
money, so | did not vote for her because she can’t
help.”

Young woman, Choiseul

“She also didn’t have a lot of resources, she only
had one campaign manager and he was young,
also she arrived with only a fifteen horsepower
engine, so that showed me that she didn’t have a
lot of resources to share with the community.”
Adult man, Choiseul

The influence of gender attitudes and norms
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“If a woman stood from our community | would
have voted for her if she convinces me that she
will address my financial needs.”

Adult female Malaita

Lack of access to material resources is discussed in
more depth later in the report, as it reappears as a
barrier a number of times during a woman’s election
journey, both at the point where voters decide which
candidate to align themselves with (the ‘intention to
vote’ stage), and in the days and hours leading up to
election day.

Women's inability to get elected in Solomon Islands
is frequently attributed, by policymakers and citizens
alike, to ‘culture’ and its implicit patriarchal gender
attitudes and norms that result in women being seen as
unsuitable leaders. In this context, as with other parts
of the Pacific, Solomon Islanders use the word ‘culture’
interchangeably with the word ‘custom’ to describe a
series of ideas, values and behaviours associated with
pre-colonial times.?® The influences of cultural beliefs
and gender attitudes on voter preference are presented
separately in this report, however it is important to keep
in mind that cultural beliefs and gender attitudes are
not mutually exclusive concepts, rather, they overlap
and compound each other in complex ways.

This study found that 37% (N=57) of research
participants believe that ‘culture’ or ‘custom’ play a key
role in why women fail to get elected into parliament,
either in their constituency or in Solomon Islands more
broadly. These findings are similar to those of both the
2014 Voter Behaviour Study, which found that 32% of
respondents thought that ‘culture’ was the main reason

26 McLeod, A (2007). ‘Literature Review of Leadership Models in the
Pacific’, State Society and Governance in Melanesia Program —
Targeted Research Papers for AusAID. ANU: Canberra.
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why women didn’t get elected,?’” and the 2009 RAMSI
People’s Survey, which that 45% of men and 33% of
women believed that custom/culture was the main
reason why men always get more votes than women.?®
Further analysis of the data, however, indicates that the
influence of cultural beliefs on voter decisions may not
be as significant as the above statistics would suggest.
Despite 37% of participants stating that culture/custom
is the reason women don’t get elected in Solomon
Islands, only 12% (N=18) cited cultural or customary
beliefs as a reason why they either voted for a male or
didn’t vote for a female candidate, either in the mock
election or in the 2014 National General Election.

All but two of these respondents were male.

“I voted for a man because in my culture we can’t
make women ‘big’. That is my cultural belief.”
Young man, Malaita

Our culture is another reason. She talks down
to men. She raises herself too much so the men
didn’t feel good, so we didn’t want to vote for a
woman.”

Adult man, Choiseul

“Men are more suited to be in Parliament than
women for cultural reasons.”
Young woman, East Honiara

This finding is consistent with the findings of the 2014
Voter Behaviour Study, which found that while 32%
of respondents thought culture/custom was the reason
why women didn’t get elected, only 4% of respondents
listed ‘culture’ as a reason why they themselves were not
intending to vote for a woman.?®

These findings clearly show that while it is widely
believed that Solomon Islands’ cultures and customs
preclude women’s political leadership, these cultural
beliefs do not have a significant influence on individual
voting behavior and can therefore not fully explain
why women do not get elected in Solomon Islands.

27 Roughan, K. & Wini, L. (2015). Report on Voter Behaviour Towards
Women Candidates Before and After the 2014 S| National General
Election. National Parliament of the Solomon Islands.

28 Regional Assistance Mission to the Solomon Islands (2011)
RAMSI People’s Survey 2011. ANU Enterprise. Canberra,
Australia.

29 Roughan, K. & Wini, L. (2015). Report on Voter Behaviour Towards
Women Candidates Before and After the 2014 SI National General
Election. National Parliament of the Solomon Islands.



This research also explored the extent to which gender
attitudes directly influenced participant’s voting
behaviour, both in the 2014 National General Election
and the mock election. To do this, participant responses
were coded by the research team into one of four
categories.

1) Restrictive gender attitudes that hinder women'’s
leadership.

2) Restrictive gender attitudes that support women’s
leadership.

3) Transformative gender attitudes/norms

4) No mention of gender.

The findings show that men and women who expressed
restrictive gender attitudes that hinder women’s
leadership were much less likely to vote for a woman
in the 2014 National General Election. On the other
hand, both men and women who were supportive
of women’s leadership were more likely to vote for a
woman, regardless of whether their support stemmed
from restrictive or transformational gender attitudes.
Most importantly, the large percentage of voters did not
mention gender at all when describing why they voted
the way they did in the 2014 National General Election.

Figure 8: Gender attitudes and voter
preference in the 2014 NGE

Restrictive/Supporting

M Restrictive/Hindering

M Transformative/Supporting
Not mentioned

Unclear

When asked why they voted for either a male or female
candidate in the 2014 National General Election, 32% of
the sample (N=50) expressed gender attitudes that were
‘restrictive’, or in other words, attitudes that assigned
men and women specific and rigid roles according to
their gender. Of these, 40% (N=20) are women and
60% (N=30) are men. In half of these instances (16%
of the total sample), these attitudes hinder women'’s
leadership, and in half (16% of the total sample), the
attitudes support women's leadership.

Men were much more likely to express restrictive gender
attitudes that hinder women’s leadership. Of the 25
participants who expressed restrictive gender attitudes
that hinder women’s leadership, 76% are men and
24% are women. All of these people voted for a male
candidate in the 2014 National General Election.

“She talks down to men. She raises herself too
much so the men didn’t feel good, so we didn’t
want to vote for a woman.”

Adult man, Choiseul

“During her campaign her husband didn’t come
with her, she went alone, so | thought that if she
was elected she would work alone.”

Adult man, Choiseul

Women are more likely than men to express restrictive
gender attitudes that support women’s leadership. Of
the 25 participants who expressed restrictive gender
attitudes that support women's leadership, 66% are
women and 44% are men. Almost all (92%) of men and
women who expressed restrictive gender attitudes that
support women’s leadership voted for a female candidate
in the 2014 National General Election.

“Women are the mothers of the house, they look
after what the family needs so | know when she
goes to Parliament she would look out for the
needs of everyone, especially the women.”

Adult woman, Honiara

“One advantage of women in Parliament is that
they have the experience of raising families, so
she would have the qualities of looking after
people and the heard for the needs of the people.
Some women do not want to be out the front and
be seen as bossy.”

Adult man, Isabel

The influence of gender attitudes and norms
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17% of participants (N=27) expressed transformational
ideas about women’s leadership, that is, their support
for women'’s leadership extends beyond, or challenges,
women’s traditional gender roles. Of the 27 participants
with transformational attitudes, 44% are men and 56%
are women. Of the men and women who expressed
transformational ideas about women’s leadership,
82% voted for a woman in the 2014 National General
Election.

“If women are wise, they have the right to also
lead and be leaders. In our custom, women are
highly respected. So they should be able to be-
come good MPs and be leaders.”

Adult man, Isabel

“Until 2014 no women had ever stood for elec-
tions. Women are equal, women have as good
education and thinking as men.”

Adult woman, Malaita

When asked why they voted for the candidate of their
choice in the 2014 National General Election, 41%
(N=64) did not mention gender at all, and the remaining
10% (N=15) were coded as ‘unclear’.

“It wasn’t because he was a man or a woman,
they are the same, | just voted for what he said.”
Young man, Malaita

“It wasn’t because he was a woman or a man
but because of his attitude.”
Adult woman, Malaita

“If a woman stood | would listen to what she
says and if it is according to my liking then | will
vote for her. If not, | won’t”

Adult woman, Choiseul

There are small but significant differences in the extent
to which gender attitudes influenced voter preferences
in the mock election. Not only were participants much
more likely to draw on gender attitudes of any kind
in the mock election than the 2014 National General
Election, but these gender attitudes were significantly
more likely to be restrictive. We propose that gender
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attitudes expressed in the mock election provide a more
accurate representative of actual gender attitudes, as it
allowed for other factors influencing voter preference to
be controlled.

Figure 9: Gender attitudes and norms and
voter preference in the mock election
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B Restrictive/Hindering
B Transformative/Supporting
Not mentioned

Unclear

Overall, participants were twice as likely to show
restrictive gender attitudes in the mock election
compared to the 2014 National General Election (60%
of people in the mock election, compared the 32% in
the 2014 National General Election). In fact, gender
attitudes and norms were much more likely to come
into play overall in the mock election. Furthermore, only
17% of participants did not mention gender at all when
explaining their candidate choice in the mock election,
compared to 41% in the 2014 National General
Election.

One possible explanation for this difference is that in
a fictional situation such as the mock election, where
real resources are not ‘on the table’, gender attitudes
are more likely to influence voter decision-making.
Interestingly, 25% of people who expressed restrictive
gender attitudes and limiting beliefs towards women
in the mock election, still voted for a woman in the
2014 National General Election. This suggests that
voter preferences during elections cannot entirely be
explained by cultural beliefs or gender attitudes alone.



Politics and elections in Solomon Islands operate in a
unique socio-economic political context, driven by an
interplay of three main factors.

1) A need for resources, which is a direct result of
high rates of urban and rural poverty and low rates
of development.

2) A cultural expectation that leaders will provide for
their extended families (wantoks), which has its
origins in the Melanesian kinship system.

3) A supply, in the form of a Constituent Development
Fund (CDF) that is directly administered by
Members of Parliament (MPs).

Figure 10: The socio-economic-political
context of elections in Solomon Islands

Need

Expectation Supply

While the first two factors do not necessarily distinguish
Solomon Islands from other developing economies
in the Global South, the addition of the third factor,
specifically, the Rural Constituency Development Fund
(RCDF), does. Solomon Islands is one of at least 23
countries globally that have adopted or are considering
adopting Constituency Development Funds, and one
of an even smaller number where MPs have direct
influence over how these funds are disbursed.3°

30 Baskin, M. (2010). Constituency Development Funds (CDFs) as a
Tool of Decentralized

As a result, elections in Solomon lIslands are largely a
transactional event as opposed to a transformational
one. In other words, national elections are seen by the
majority of voters as an opportunity to secure resources
for themselves and their family, as opposed to an
opportunity to elect leaders capable of governing the
country toward long-term development goals. This in
confirmed by the results of the 2009 RAMSI People’s
Survey, which found that 42% of respondents believe
that the main job on a Member of Parliament (MP)
is to ‘assist those who voted for them’, compared to
16% who said the main job of an MP is to ‘govern
the country’.3! Research has found that transactional
political cultures are most attractive in conditions of low
productivity, high inequality, and starkly hierarchical
social relations.3?

This research found that the vast majority of men
and women voted for the candidate who they thought
would most likely give them resources. Terrance Wood
describes this phenomenon as ‘local voting’, which he
calls a ‘sensible act in a poorly governed State’.33 In
other words, given the fact the reach of government in
Solomon Islands into most people’s lives is minimal, and
because national political movements are non-existent,
the only way elections are likely to bring improvements
for voters is if they vote for a candidate who will help
them or their community directly.34

Across the sample, 64% of voters said that the reason
they voted for their chosen candidate in the 2014
National General Election was because they believed
that their family or community would benefit, or had
already benefited from resources provided by them.
People that demonstrated local voting were significantly
more likely to vote for a male candidate in the 2014
National General Election. For example, 65% people
that demonstrated local voting motivations voted for
a male candidate, compared to 35% who voted for a
female candidate.

31 Regional Assistance Mission to the Solomon Islands (2009)
People’s Survey 2009, pg. 133. ANU Enterprise. Canberra,
Australia.

32 See James Robinson and Thierry Verdier, “Political
Economy of Clientelism,” Working Paper
(University of California, Berkeley, 2001).

33 Wood, T. (2013). ‘The causes and consequences of local voting in
Solomon Islands’, State, Society & Governance in Melanesia In
Brief 2013/17. Australian National University, Canberra.

34 Ibid.
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