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Abstract 

The COVID-19 outbreak and increasing natural disasters have intensified concerns about effective 
water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) practices in Fiji’s tourism sector. Whilst Indigenous values 
and customs are recognised in tourism development, socially inclusive WASH research in the 
sector has inadequately addressed Indigenous cultural nuances, especially in Pacific communities. 
Drawing from the Fijian Vanua Research Framework (FVRF), a Pacific research methodology 
that incorporates Fijian values, relationship protocols, and ways of knowing, this research designed 
a culturally-sensitive and socially-inclusive methodology to respect traditional Fijian protocols, 
and examine hotel staff and host communities’ WASH practices. The research identified 
differential access to, and gaps in, the provision of WASH, and provided guidelines for future 
change. This paper presents the challenges of, and the lessons learnt from, the application of the 
methodology to field research. The methodology provided invaluable intellectual detail, resulting 
in the development of contextually appropriate recommendations and tools, and strengthening 
long-term working relationships. 
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Introduction 

Tourism development “is a socio-spatial and socio-economic phenomenon” (Hartman, 2018:152) 
which transforms destinations into leisure and recreational spaces (Guzeller and Celiker, 2019). 
Tourism drives socio-economic development in Fiji; it is geographically dispersed, employs a 
significant number of women, is a substantial consumer of water, and is a source of solid waste 
and wastewater (Movono and Hughes, 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic and increasing natural 
disasters have triggered a keener focus on hygiene, cleanliness, health and safety for visitors, hotel 
staff and host communities.  

Effective workplace water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) services and practices are 
needed to support a sustainable recovery from Fiji’s COVID-19 border closures, because tourists 
will demand trustworthy COVID-safe WASH practices in hotels and resorts. On 15 October 2020, 
Tourism Fiji launched the Care Fiji Commitment to offer destination-wide assurance that Fiji can 
safely welcome travellers. The enhanced safety standards include health protocols, tracing, a 
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COVID Action Plan and staff trained in COVID mitigation practices (Fiji Hotel and Tourism 
Association, 2021). 

Effective WASH services and practices are integral to the revival of Fiji’s tourism sector, 
but research methodologies examining WASH-at-Work often inadequately address Indigenous 
contexts, knowledge and cultural nuances. This project’s methodology was specifically designed 
to be culturally-sensitive and socially-inclusive. While all members of Fiji’s local communities are 
entitled to improved WASH services, some require consideration of their specific needs to ensure 
equality of access. 

The concept of accessible and inclusive tourism (AIT) recognises the needs of women and 
adolescent girls, pregnant women, gender diverse people, people with disabilities, the elderly and 
children (Liasidou et al, 2018). AIT involves “collaborative processes between stakeholders that 
enable people with access requirements, including mobility, vision, hearing and cognitive 
dimensions of access, to function independently and with equity and dignity through the delivery 
of universally designed tourism products, services and environments” (Darcy and Dickson, 
2009:34). Past studies have examined the accessibility of tourist destinations for children with 
disabilities and their families in Romania (Tecau et al, 2019), Spain and Australia (Vila et al, 
2015). AIT is beneficial because it can combat ‘seasonality’ and increase occupancy rates, due to 
tourists travelling outside the high season, in groups or with family, and for longer durations 
(Machado, 2020). Nonetheless, existing tourism spaces can remain dominated by male and 
Western preferences, requiring female and non-Western travellers to navigate gender and safety 
risks (Yang et al, 2017). 

Existing WASH-at-Work frameworks (UNICEF, 2019) consider employers’ roles in 
providing access to WASH services at work, and training to safeguard staff. They advise how 
businesses can ensure WASH services (such as water supply systems, sanitation and waste 
management services) in supply chains and within surrounding communities. They expand 
established hotel standard operating procedures focused on food and personal hygiene to address 
specific business sector needs. Tourism businesses profit from destination-wide benefits through 
investment in WASH via increased productivity (WaterAid Canada, 2017), improved social 
license to operate (USAid, 2017), and increased financial sector investment in environmental, 
social and corporate governance opportunities. 

WASH-at-Work programmes can improve social inclusion when combined with the wider 
adoption of adaptive, locally-generated, problem-solving approaches that recognise and validate 
Indigenous knowledge (Eversole, 2012). When allied with the concept of gender equality, 
disability and social inclusion (GEDSI), which ensure that women, people with disabilities and the 
socially vulnerable are part of decision-making processes about water access and allocation, 
hygiene, the provision of sanitation infrastructure, and natural disaster management, genuinely 
‘Inclusive’ WASH-at-Work programmes can be designed (Johannessen et al, 2014).  
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GEDSI acknowledges the need for gender equality and the empowerment of women, as a 
human right and a Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) #5 (United Nations, 2015) that helps to 
drive economic growth, development and social stability, as a valuable component of risk and 
impact management, and because the Pacific region generates significant challenges to gender 
equality and women’s empowerment (DFAT, 2016). GEDSI prioritises the human rights of people 
with a disability by working with them, their representative organisations, and partners (Kompak, 
2018:2) and extends human rights to ‘social inclusion’, incorporating youth and children, the 
elderly, gender diversity, and cultural, ethnic, and religious minorities (Reichert, 2011).  

Tourism assists ‘development’ by providing direct and indirect employment to an 
estimated 118,000 people (IFC, 2020); in early 2020, tourism contributed an estimated 17% to 
Fiji’s GDP. According to the National Fijian Tourism Development Plan, tourism has been the 
source of both national and familial income due to its capacity to provide skilled employment; it 
supports, on average, one-third of Fiji´s total labour force (IFC, 2020). Although tourism has 
contributed to poverty reduction, commitments to ensure that development leads to improved 
WASH for all in tourism destinations range from informal to non-existent. The literature is skewed 
towards water resources and conflicts at the expense of WASH, while behaviour and Government 
strategies have not considered how GEDSI intersects with existing WASH services to contribute 
to sustainable tourism. In contrast, an Inclusive WASH-at-Work programme, generated with and 
for the tourism sector and local communities, and supported by Government, can promote socially-
inclusive WASH access and services within hotels and surrounding tourism operations, enhance 
knowledge of effective hygiene practices across the whole-of-workplace, and improve awareness 
and behaviours for all members of local communities in a culturally-sensitive manner that 
addresses their needs. 

Initiatives that acknowledge and incorporate Indigenous peoples’ world-views and 
institutions in all aspects of the water management cycle are needed to inform sustainable tourism 
(Jimenez et al, 2014). While Indigenous values and customs are recognised in tourism (Scheyvens 
et al, 2021), Inclusive WASH research in the tourism sector has inadequately addressed Indigenous 
contexts and cultural nuances, which also act to inspire sustainability in Indigenous tourism 
enterprises, advance SDGs (United Nations, 2015), and inform resilient development for 
Indigenous communities (Hutchinson et al, 2021). 

The methodology was tailored to Indigenous contexts because many Western research 
methodologies have not been adapted to effectively conduct research with Pacific communities. 
To successfully provide Inclusive WASH-at-Work programmes, stakeholders’ broader socio-
cultural systems must be considered (using a culturally-sensitive and socially-inclusive 
methodology) (Jimenez et al, 2014); here the Indigenous cultural contexts in which people are 
included as equal actors in the research process inform the design of WASH programmes (Movono 
et al, 2017).  
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This paper presents an overview of tourism in Fiji, a literature review relating to WASH 
programmes, and an outline of the ‘decolonisation’ of Pacific research design and practice. It 
discusses the ways in which research methodologies can be tailored to suit the tenets of a Fijian 
research framework. The paper describes case study areas where research was conducted, the 
culturally-sensitive and socially-inclusive methodology that was employed, and the challenges 
encountered and the ‘lessons learnt’ from the field. It concludes with some recommendations that 
may assist future researchers in Fiji. This can be read in tandem with the research report1, which 
details the data and findings. 

 

Literature Review: Tourism and WASH, ‘decolonisation’ of research, and 
tailoring a Fijian research framework 

 Tourism and WASH 

The COVID-19 pandemic, and its consequences such as international travel bans and reduced 
tourist activity, have triggered devastating economic impacts on Fiji, pushing the country into a 
negative gross domestic product (IFC, 2020). The increase in natural disasters, including severe 
cyclones in late 2020 and early 2021, has exacerbated existing social and health vulnerabilities, 
and threatened tourism sustainability through its impacts on water quantity and quality. While 
large hotels and resorts act as anchor investments in destinations, most services are provided by 
micro-, small- and medium-sized enterprises and village communities that depend on tourism for 
their revenue (IFC, 2020). As the tourism sector moves to address development challenges and to 
attract international visitors, research is required to enhance the understanding of, and more 
effective implementation of, Inclusive WASH in tourism. An innovative approach that supports 
the inclusion of hotel staff and all members of host communities, plus more effective coordination 
between stakeholders, can work to ensure sustainability and enable tourism’s stronger emergence 
from COVID-19 (UNWTO, 2019). 

The successful provision of Inclusive WASH services and practices recognises the social 
complexity of community participation. Previous tourism research has examined GEDSI via the 
inequality of its embedded, gendered, power relations (Duffy et al, 2015; Ferguson, 2011), the 
differential impacts of tourism on women and men, and the gendered impacts of tourism in relation 
to WASH and/or water (Cole et al, 2020; IASC, 2018; World Bank 2010). 

WASH services provided by, and practices learnt in, the workplace can influence host 
communities by the adoption of practices absorbed from social exchanges between local people, 
tourists and the tourism workplace (Warren et al, 2016). Yet Indigenous Fijian communities are 
complex, multifaceted, interrelated and mutually affective socio-ecological systems which, over 
time, are subject to multiple adaptive cycles to which people continually adjust to cope with 

                                                           
1 The report is located at https://www.watercentre.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/FINAL-IS4W-FR-Case-Study-
Summary-Fiji_v5-17-March-2021.pdf 
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development changes. Residents are active participants who are aware of emerging changes, and 
purposefully adjust to tourism-related developments (Movono et al, 2017). Despite people’s 
adaptive agency, there are operational, structural and cultural limitations to community 
participation in tourism development, generated by minimal to no consultation with local 
community members in agreements established within the private sector of foreign investors 
and/or local élites (Saufi et al, 2014). 

 Decolonising Pacific research 

The growth in aid-funded projects in the Pacific has increased the prevalence of multicultural 
teams of professionals conducting research in communities with differing cultures, values and 
social norms (Goforth, 2020). However, Western research methodologies require significant 
critical reflection and adaptation if they are to be relevant to Pacific communities. ‘Decolonisation’ 
of research methodologies has been defined as a progressive process to undertake research with 
Indigenous communities that positions “indigenous voices and epistemologies in the centre of the 
research process” (Smith, 1999:2). ‘Decolonisation’ requires researchers to develop the skills to 
be critical of their own ‘gaze’, to reflect on the situational ‘truth’ of their own interpretations, and 
to acknowledge the potential for alternative explanations and ways of knowing to be marginalised 
(Thambinathan and Kinsella, 2021). Imperial and colonial representations shape the researcher’s 
‘gaze’ to dominate, in turn, the ways that Indigenous knowledges are represented. Yet the concept 
of ‘decolonisation’ should not be used as a “substitute for ‘human rights’ or ‘social justice’ but as 
a demand for an inclusive indigenous framework, indigenous sovereignty and indigenous ways of 
thinking” (Datta, 2018:1). 

Many previous research approaches to health, social and economic development in the 
Pacific have been dominated by Western conceptual frameworks that fail to accurately reflect the 
diversity of cultural knowledge, beliefs and practices within the region (Cammock et al, 2021). In 
tourism research, critical voices emanate primarily from Western scholars with limited 
engagement with Indigenous and local peoples and epistemologies in the co-creation of tourism 
knowledge (Chambers and Buzinde, 2015). There is an historical pattern of theorising, data 
collection and knowledge creation established by ‘outside’ researchers on Pacific people, whereby 
the researchers become the tellers of the stories of ‘the researched’ (Vaioleti, 2006). Indigenous 
researchers can bridge such gaps. The process of ‘decolonising’ knowledge includes challenging 
notions that assume Western perspectives are universal, that Western methods are ‘objective’, and 
that human experiences within Western contexts are core whilst de-centring other cultural 
perspectives (McNamara and Naepi, 2018). ‘Decolonising’ research prioritises and re-centres the 
voices of Indigenous communities, particularly in the tourism sector which, while it is based on a 
Western business model, can be managed beneficially via partnerships. ‘Decolonising’ is critical 
to research that directly impacts local communities, or aims to generate beneficial outcomes for 
local people, such as Inclusive WASH in tourism. Consequently, the development of researchers’ 
capacities in Pacific countries must open spaces within communities to critically engage with what 
is ‘Pacific’ or ‘Indigenous’ about their research methodologies and methods, and how they might 



Gibson, Vada, Bibi, Masau, Powell, Movono, Loehr, Guthrie, Hadwen & Johnson               | 105   
 

differ from others (Suaalii-Sauni and Fulu-Aiolupotea, 2014). Within academic research, for 
example, ‘decolonising knowledge’ can refer to restoring Indigenous worldviews and pedagogies, 
building bridges between Western and Indigenous research methods, and ensuring academic peer 
reviewers and publishers provide hospitable conditions that enable Indigenous scholars’ voices to 
be heard (Movono et al, 2020). 

From a basis of critical reflection, researchers can design methodologies to enable the 
alliance of multicultural team members to combine their knowledge(s) to create bridges that 
produce positive outcomes for local communities. In this project, facilitated by their already-
established relationships with hotels and local communities, the researchers designed, then 
applied, a culturally-sensitive and socially-inclusive methodology which required immersion and 
engagement through close, long-term interaction with people to learn about, and to understand, 
their beliefs, motivations, and behaviours (Palmer, 2005). COVID-19, low tourism numbers, and 
an initial lockdown in Fiji required and enabled data to be collected over time, in discrete activities. 

 Tailoring a Fijian research framework to the project’s methodology 

Due to its focus on Fijian Indigenous society, its potential to decolonise research, and its localised 
research methods, Nabobo-Baba’s (2008) Fijian Vanua Research Framework (FVRF) was adapted 
to ensure that Indigenous Fijians could participate in decisions, processes and methods relating to 
which data were collected. 

The FVRF reinforced the culturally-sensitive and inclusive methodology by valuing the 
socio-cultural context within which research was conducted. i-Taukei culture is a hierarchical 
‘hereditary chief’ system in which chiefs and elders are respected community leaders possessing 
ultimate authority and power (McCarthy, 2011). As Gibson explains, “where there is strong 
leadership, respect is mutual between chiefs and their people” (Gibson, 2014:155). Within the 
system people have responsibilities while chiefs, who are predominantly male and elders, “serve 
and give leadership” (Niukula, 1995:24). This benevolent autocratic/paternal relationship is widely 
socially accepted and structures many Fijian organisations (Gibson, 2019). 

Nonetheless, significant power differentials exist within the two main ethnic cultures of 
Fiji (i-Taukei/Indigenous Fijian and Indo-Fijian), and the existence of “unequal distribution of 
power within [South Pacific] institutions and society is generally accepted” (Saffu, 2003:64). For 
example, in some Pacific societies mature entrepreneurs are often well-established members of the 
local community and are more likely to receive the respect and status necessary for their business 
to function profitably. Gender norms and stereotypes that perpetuate socio-economic inequality 
also are deeply embedded in Fijian society. Despite unprecedented gains by women in education 
and access to jobs many continue to cluster in sectors characterised as ‘female’ and in low-paying 
occupations (Chattier, 2013). Notwithstanding such inequalities, support for the design of a 
socially-inclusive methodology is provided by the Fijian Government’s acknowledgement of 
existing socio-cultural, political and economic challenges to gender equality and social inclusion 
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via the National Gender Policy, which aims to improve the quality of life of all women, men, and 
children through the promotion of gender equity and equality (Fijian Government, 2014). 

In addition to Government policies, contemporary i-Taukei culture has two further key 
influences: the Church, and the i-Taukei community or vanua (Niukula, 1995). The term vanua 
has physical, social and cultural connotations in relation to members of a group who co-relate 
socially, politically and culturally (Overton, 1999), and refers to the land area with which a person 
or group is identified, together with its flora, fauna and landscape. Talanoa, as the process where 
two or more people converse, share ideas and stories (Movono and Becken, 2018), is valuable to 
methodological design because it is a popular and preferred means of communication that 
embodies Pacific traditions and protocols and can be adapted to Western semi-structured interview 
techniques as a culturally-appropriate research method in Pacific contexts (Farrelly and Nabobo-
Baba, 2014).  

The FVRF follows protocols in planning, seeking permission from the vanua, talanoa, 
appropriate gift giving, and reporting back, practices which collectively all contribute to forming 
a lifelong connection between researcher and researched (Nabobo-Baba, 2008); and they enhance 
the benefits to members of local communities who have offered their knowledge to ‘outsiders’.  

The team comprised Australian colleagues based at Griffith University in Brisbane, 
Australia and Fijian colleagues as researchers from the University of the South Pacific in Suva, 
Fiji. The Fijian team became essential to data collection, pragmatically due to international 
COVID-19 travel bans, and methodologically due to their knowledge of the i-Taukei language and 
the cultural sensitivities of research in Indigenous communities. The research team considered the 
capacity building required to incorporate Indigenous knowledges into preliminary project design 
and how, by ‘decolonising’ the research process, hotel staff and local community perspectives 
could be made central to data collection (Cochran et al, 2008; Datta, 2018). The team learnt that 
while a methodology combining the FVRF framework and talanoa sessions with qualitative 
Western methods required time and budget, it enriched the research findings, supported context-
specific analysis, and created detailed knowledge in response to research questions (Molina-
Azorin and Font, 2016). Session outcomes enabled communities to feel validated, provided 
opportunities to discuss the issues and challenges which they require hotels/resorts and 
Government to address, and presented recommendations for inclusion in reports and discussion 
with other stakeholders.  

Figure 1. Fiji Vanua Research Framework adapted from Nabobo-Baba (2008, p.146). 
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Figure 1. Fiji Vanua Research Framework adapted from Nabobo-Baba (2008, p.146). 

The research sites – Suva and the Coral Coast, Viti Levu 

Suva, and the Coral Coast on Viti Levu were chosen as the project’s case study areas because 
tourism is economically vital, there are many operators of multiple scales, WASH-related health 
issues exist, and the Fijian team had conducted previous research in, and maintained enduring 
relationships, with the communities in those locations. 

The capital of Suva, located in Viti Levu (Central Division), is the administrative hub 
where government decisions regarding policies, regulations, and management of natural resources 
are made. As Viti Levu and Vanua Levu are the largest islands and main economic bases of the 
archipelago, their societies provide income stability and, consequently, the majority of the Fijian 
population has settled there. Most Central Division land is owned by Indigenous communities, 
divided according to their traditional social hierarchy (Naidu, 2013), and partially leased for 
agricultural or tourism purposes.  

Development of the southern Coral Coast was initiated by construction of the Queen’s 
Highway in 1942 by the United States’ Army. In 1952, Fiji’s first resort was constructed in 
Korolevu, with the Warwick Resort in 1972; both neighbour the village of Votua. The Naviti 
Resort (at Votualailai) in 1974 followed, and then the Tambua Sands and Hideaway resorts were 
established in the 1980s. The operation of major hotels and resorts has stimulated the establishment 
of small-scale tourism businesses such as backpacker accommodation, ecotourism experiences, 
dive centres and home-stays. Prior to COVID-19, the Coral Coast was Fiji’s third most visited 
destination (an estimated 303,000+ international visitors annually) and was home to 40 licensed 
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establishments (Fijian Government, 2019). Tourism is perceived as the Coral Coast’s lifeblood as 
it has contributed to local communities’ development through employment, land lease benefits and 
tourism related activities (Kado, 2007). However, tourism has also been a factor in some of the 
negative socio-cultural changes such as cultural commodification and alterations in social 
structures and relationships within its districts (Samy, 1980). 

The Fijian researchers, in consultation with their Australian colleagues, engaged in an 
extended period of research in two case study areas. Case studies are valuable in qualitative 
research to study specific issues or contexts in detail (Stake, 2000:435). Past case studies on 
Vatuolailai village (Movono et al, 2017) and Wakaya Island (Gibson, 2019) have provided rich 
data through “an analysis of the context and processes involved” in evaluating the challenges for 
Indigenous budget tourism operations in running successful businesses (Hartley, 1994:209), and 
in studies of organisational behaviour, community studies, business, and marketing (Xiao and 
Smith, 2006). However, case studies can also be limited by time, budget and labour constraints, 
and difficulties in gaining and maintaining access to an organisation such as a hotel or resort and 
its employees (Hartley, 1994). 

 

Bridging western methodologies and Fijian Indigenous knowledges in tourism 
research 

To examine how Fijian hotels and resorts can contribute to sustainable tourism development 
through the provision or improvement of Inclusive WASH-at-Work and in communities, Western 
qualitative data collection methods such as key informant semi-structured interviews, focus group 
discussions and Q-Method were combined with a methodology informed by the FVRF. Q-method 
provides useful information in critical tourism research concerning the exploration and comparison 
of subjectivity (Lee and Son, 2016). Q-method identified the values and significance stakeholders 
allocated to factors influencing a tourists’ choice of a hotel such as environmental and social 
sustainability, social inclusion; hotel brand, value, facilities; location and local experiences; safety; 
and WASH impacts on surroundings and guests. 

Qualitative methods were adopted to gain insights into the implicit reasoning and 
motivation for human and organisational behaviour and to ensure a detailed description and 
analysis of the WASH needs, interests and concerns of different hotel/resort staff and local 
communities. The methodology integrated GEDSI into data collection because it is consistently 
revealed as a critical cross-cutting element for improving access to WASH, for the effective 
realisation of water as a human right (GWA, 2019; WfW, 2019), and to ensure GEDSI data were 
integrated into a tailored Inclusive WASH-at-Work framework. 

The research drew from relationships the Fijian researchers had with host communities that 
had been established through previous studies in Suva and the Coral Coast at seven resorts, plus 
five local communities - Suvavou and Naivikinikini in Suva, and Votualailai, Korotogo and Yadua 
on the Coral Coast.  
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Data collection was undertaken during January - October 2020. This included semi-
structured interviews with hotel staff and villagers, and community talanoa sessions to prompt 
discussion about themes that included demographics, health risks, water supply, hygiene and 
sanitation practices, water management, policy and government regulations, knowledge and 
empowerment, and COVID-19. There were equal numbers of women and men, and data was 
disaggregated by gender, age and disability. People were observed “across the different settings 
that make up their life worlds” (Van Maanen, 2006:15), at the hotel/resort (as work site) and the 
village (as social environment) to understand their ways of being from an ‘insider’ perspective 
(Tedlock, 2000:457). 

Recognising the importance of talanoa, as a culturally-preferred mode of engagement, to 
share knowledge and discuss personal and social issues, was crucial to successful data collection. 
In gathering and talking informally whilst drinking yaqona (kava) around the tanoa (kava bowl), 
i-Taukei became more open and spontaneous in their responses (Gibson, Pratt and Movono, 2012), 
their participation became voluntary and potentially empowering and they were supported to form 
partnerships to identify problems, needs and prospective assistance. 

The FVRF informed the combination of qualitative research activities with talanoa to 
bridge Western and Fijian ways of knowing. Centring Indigenous Fijians supported their ‘voice(s)’ 
being heard and sharing of their local knowledge in ways that respected their cultural contexts. 
The culturally-sensitive and socially-inclusive methodology was maintained by meeting 
traditional protocols (which ensured the respect, safety and protection of the Fijian researchers), 
creating rapport with local communities, and developing a relaxed and friendly environment that 
placed people at ease and encouraged their participation. 

 

Lessons from the field 

A number of lessons emerged through the process of designing a culturally-sensitive and socially-
inclusive methodology and undertaking field research. 

 Culturally-sensitive and socially-inclusive project design, planning and 
implementation 
In terms of project design, planning and implementation, a vital factor was the acknowledgment 
of the time and budget that was required at the commencement of the project, to ensure that the 
consultation process was culturally-sensitive and socially-inclusive. The team scheduled and 
budgeted for a six-month inception period, which was used to consolidate cross-border team 
working protocols and to establish and strengthen relationships with research assistants, key 
government stakeholders, hotel and resort operators, and local communities. Fijian Government 
and Australian University ethical approvals were obtained. Due to travel restrictions the Fijian 
team was tasked with full responsibility for data collection.  

  



Pacific Dynamics 6 (1)                                             | 110                                       
 

Lessons learnt by the Australian team 
As research in Fiji is often donor-funded, it is encumbered by the constraint that it is led by 
international researchers. In this project the Australian researchers learnt from the Fijian team that 
it was important to agree on communication protocols (e.g. identifying communication channels 
that worked effectively for all team members), regular team meetings where time was allocated 
for field researchers to debrief, i.e., share experiences, observations and knowledge gained through 
informal conversation, and provide opportunities for all to express their expectations around 
responsibilities, capacity building, needs and opportunities, and authorship of publications. As half 
the team was unable to travel, due to restrictions from COVID-19, open communication about how 
the Australian researchers could support in-country team members (without having their 
contextual knowledge) was established. In addition, workshops were held to provide regular 
updates and validation of findings to top-level decision-makers and feedback to local communities, 
and a budget for costs was allocated. 

To overcome research fatigue, i.e. where communities have been ‘over-researched’ and are 
tired of ‘talking’ about their problems to researchers, particularly where previous projects have 
failed to deliver tangible outcomes, meetings and workshops were arranged by Fijian partners with 
government stakeholders, hotel managers and village leaders during the inception period, to obtain 
their input about what they required from the research. There was positive feedback from 
community participants and appreciation for consulting with them during the inception period. 

“Thank you for choosing us as your case study. We like it when you come and include us. 
It helps us when we learn from you and you let us share our culture and what we know.” 
(Village Elder Male) 

Participants’ expectations were managed by explanations of the research focus, 
highlighting expected outcomes, and minimising ‘promises’. The community participants stated 
that the consultative process provided a platform from which to raise their WASH issues. 

“Such research provides us the opportunity to raise issues and challenges concerning 
WASH which your team can raise to the relevant authorities.” (Village Elder Female) 

The inception workshop in Suva clarified the research aims, which were to work with 
hotels to create a tailored Inclusive WASH-at-Work programme that these hotels could enact via 
their Corporate Social Responsibility programmes, or in communities in partnership with the 
Departments of Education and Health. 

Financial incentives were not provided, because they could skew the research findings by 
participants telling researchers what they want to know (Gibson, 2014). However, in villages, 
‘gifts’ of yaqona and offering hospitality to participants by payment for catered lunches prepared 
by local women’s groups from fish and local farm produce were acceptable, ethical and 
appreciated. 
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Respect traditional protocols and customs 
When conducting research in an Indigenous Fijian village, it is critical to be aware of and respect 
traditional protocols and customs that include hospitality. Although they may be perceived as time-
consuming and costly, protocols are required to gain access to the community, while customs offer 
an opportunity to learn about stakeholders and their local contexts in detail, establish or consolidate 
relationships, and to show respect to communities. By taking these actions, communities become 
more willing to support research. 

To arrange the meeting with the clan chief, the researchers contacted the Turaga-ni-Koro 
(village headman), who then contacted the chief’s matanivanua (chief’s spokesperson), who then 
spoke to the chief. This protocol shows respect for the vanua, for which Indigenous Fijians have a 
special relationship, framed by a holistic worldview which sees humans connected with the 
environment rather than separate from their land (Ravuvu 1983:70). Given their dependency on, 
and interconnectedness with, the environment, they grow up caring and protecting their vanua. I-
Taukei abide by vakavanua (the ways of the land) and see their community as a key component of 
their identity (Nainoca, 2011). Villagers feel a sense of responsibility and stewardship for their 
environment, which they consider precious, and important for their survival (Gibson, 2014), a 
practice called mamaroroi or maroroya. Village children are taught to take care of their vanua, 
family, resources and environment for the future. 

Upon visiting Suvavou and Naivikinikini in Suva, and Votualailai, Korotogo and Yadua 
on the Coral Coast, the researchers presented their i-sevusevu, (gift) of yaqona roots (piper 
methysticum) to request permission to enter the village, outline the research and conduct talanoa 
sessions. The team obeyed the village dress code of sulu for men and jaba (traditional i-Taukei 
dress) or long dress with sleeves for women. No sunglasses were worn, and caps, backpacks and 
handbags were carried rather than worn over the shoulder. 

As it is considered rude to start interviewing directly following the i-sevusevu and to leave 
immediately after research has been completed (Nind, 2014), adequate time was allocated to 
gaining entry and familiarising the team with the location and participants. Following the 
ceremony, initial talanoa began, to make introductions and identify any traditional links by birth. 
Following the i-sevusevu and initial talanoa, a few days were spent becoming familiar with the 
village, its people, and the resort managers, and preparing for the interviews. Talanoa sessions 
were conducted with the villagers whilst sitting on mat-covered floors. Lunch was offered, 
prepared by the village women’s and youth clubs and funded by the research team. 

It is important to enable each community to cater food. Catering for i-Taukei communities 
is complex as Indigenous Fijian clans have i-cavuti (totems) that represent where they come from 
and their role within the greater i-Taukei social structure (Gibson, 2014). Early Western writings 
about Fiji show that Indigenous Fijians used a system of totems in the form of a plant, seafood or 
fish, and, in some cases, an animal, which cannot be eaten by the clan or tribe to which they belong 
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(Barr 1999:8). Many yavusa2 still venerate a bird (e.g. kingfisher, pigeon, heron), an animal (e.g. 
dog, rat, or even man), a fish or reptile (e.g. shark, eel, snake), a tree (especially the nokonoko3 
(ironwood), or a vegetable, claiming one or more of these as specifically their own, and refusing 
to injure or eat them. It is probable that each totemic group originally recognised a complete series 
of three totems: manumanu (living creature, whether animal, bird or insect), ika (fish) ... and kau 
(tree) (Derrick, 1957:13). In the present, great respect is paid by elders to the principal totems; the 
tree totem must not be cut, except to procure its leaves or branches as a personal decoration in 
dances; the animal totem might not be eaten without incurring death or the anger of the spirits. 
While younger generations are less particular, they retain a respect for the animal totem. Strangers 
passing through the territory of another tribe may not eat the tribal totem and are strictly forbidden 
to mention its name aloud.  

On completion of the talanoa session an i-tautau is presented to request permission to 
leave. The team learnt that respecting and complying with Fijian communities’ protocols and 
customs created increased willingness to expend the time needed for rich data collection, provided 
detailed, candid answers, and assured villagers’ inclination to participate in future research. 

 Value Indigenous researchers’ ethnicity, knowledge and lived experience 
The complexity of Pacific societies can provide a rich context to understand communities’ ability 
to adapt to tourism development. Western researchers can learn from Indigenous studies that 
describe the importance of recognising Indigenous knowledges and adapting methodologies to 
local contexts (Movono et al., 2018). Methodologies adapted to each country’s differences in 
language, dialect, traditions and totems enable researchers to appreciate local people’s perspectives 
and to valorise them within a Western social science framework (Jackson, 2004: 34).  

Through some previous research with Indigenous Fijian people, strong relationships 
between researchers and community members have been established. A study of the Naviti Resort 
on Fiji’s Coral Coast for example, examines how “the development of the Naviti Resort, a water 
catchment dam, a causeway and a man-made island have created substantial changes in totem 
associations, livelihood approaches and traditional knowledge structures within Vatuolailai 
village” (Movono et al., 2018:.451). Gibson (2014) examines the cultural challenges of 
Indigenous-owned budget resorts in the Yasawas, suggesting that for success, introducing 
culturally-accepted limits should enable entrepreneurs to meet their broader social obligations.  

Key informant interviews for this present project included talanoa and veivosaki-yaga 
(worthwhile discussion) sessions with managers, hotel staff and communities. Veivosaki-yaga was 
a culturally-appropriate Indigenous research approach to data collection (Tagicakiverata and 
Nilan, 2018), because it uncovered in-depth understanding of locally significant WASH issues. As 
stated by one informant: 

                                                           
2 Largest social unit for indigenous communities, usually comprising several mataqali (land-owning unit). Direct 
agnate descendants of a single kalou-vu (deified ancestor). 
3 Native form of beach she-oak found on coastal areas and low hills in the Yasawas.  
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“The village has traditional flowers that could be used a deodorant or perfumes e.g. 
senicevuga, a white flower, uci, mokosoi or makita" (Elderly male) 

Worthwhile discussions were held by the team leader with village elders, with the informal 
talanoa sessions being conducted by research assistants. In Fijian society respect is given to elders 
(Niukula, 1995); respect was accorded the team leader due to her age and status as a qase ni vuli 
torocake (university lecturer), which gave her access to male village elders (Gibson, 2014).  

In Fiji, the vanua is structured into yavusa (different social units), consisting of people 
from the same village and comprising a mataqali (land-owning unit), which has, in turn, a number 
of tokatoka (clans) (Ravuvu, 1983). While the Fijian research team hold similar “values, 
perspectives, behaviours, beliefs and knowledge of his/her indigenous/cultural community that is 
under study” (Greene, 2014:3), in Fijian social systems everyone is related, but their relationships 
are based not on knowing each other but where they are from. As one of the research assistants is 
an i-Taukei with paternal and maternal links to the Province4 of Rewa, during introductions in the 
community and to staff at the hotels and resorts, she would present herself by name and her birth 
province. The interviewee/participant then would identify with her as their kai (i.e. whether they 
were from the same province of Rewa, Nadroga, which includes the Coral Coast, or from other 
provinces within the same confederacy5 of Burebasaga), tauvu6 (traditional siblings) or naita and 
were thus instantly at ease, and sharing information because of the traditional links that had been 
established. People who address each other as naita are from different areas and share a mutually 
jovial relationship (Veitayaki, 2002). Time-honoured connections are rekindled, establishing 
affinities and allegiances which augur well for interviews to follow. Such knowledge of local 
culture and dialects is important when negotiating access to communities and undertaking 
research, even where the respondents speak English. Tauvu relationships usually involve mild, 
friendly jokes and exchanges which vary in intensity based on the existence of a shared traditional 
history. 

People from the provinces of Tailevu, Lomaiviti and Naitasiri considered her naita and 
would engage in naitabani (traditional banter performed among clans from her birth location). 
Their established relationships improved villagers’ willingness to participate in discussions. Being 
i-Taukei and understanding the local dialect helped, as English terms were translated into the 
Bauaun dialect (considered Fiji’s lingua franca) (Pawley and Sayaba, 1971), and then translated 
for the interviewee/participant into their local dialect, thereby supporting their understanding of 
information sought and questions asked. 

                                                           
4 There are 14 Provinces in Fiji excluding the island of Rotuma. 
5 The 3 confederacies in Fiji include Kubuna, Tovata and Burebasaga. 
6 Relationship between two groups with the same ancestral Gods and origin. The relationship allows them certain 
privileges and to engage in privileges of appropriation, coarse joking and ill-mannered banter called veitauvutaki 
(Hocart, 1913:101). 
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The second research assistant was from the province of Cakaudrove of the Tovata 
confederacy, whose traditional relationships with communities along the Coral Coast (Nadroga 
Province) are that of Dreu (similar to siblings). When she introduced herself, and mentioned her 
province, the host community members reciprocated her greetings with cheerful, hearty repartée, 
which is usually accorded family members whom they have not met in a long time. Their 
relationships and exchanges guarantee that people help each other (Veitayaki, 2002) and set the 
tone of the research, because the participants are placed at ease, and share ‘from the heart’. The 
talanoa sessions became casual interactions in which she led discussions with thematic statements, 
enabling the flow of conversation, shared jokes about Nadroga’s proficiency at rugby and the 
suitability of their men as husbands given that they are more sophisticated because of their years 
of mixing with tourists. There were jokes about men in the area being too involved with rugby, 
most women employed in tourism, thus leaving hardly anyone to undertake community work such 
as WASH.   

The team leader is a Fijian kailoma (citizen of mixed race) with a detailed understanding 
of Indigenous i-Taukei culture. Her Indigenous Fijian ancestry is from Rotuma and Ra, both part 
of the Kubuna Confederacy (Veitayaki, 2002). The different relationships and her elder status 
established trust, provided ease of access to the variously related communities, and respect based 
on age, social rank and gender (Nayacakalou, 1978: 15). As a tourism and hospitality academic 
and traveller she had gained broad knowledge of tourist behaviour, expectations, and motivations, 
an ‘insider’ perspective that facilitated winning participants’ trust, and a detailed grasp of 
community members’ perspectives through participant observation and similar lived experience. 

The team also learnt that researchers who are not Fijian and do not have paternal or 
maternal links to research sites can work with local Ministries, universities, communities and, in 
Fiji, the Ministry for i-Taukei Affairs is able to provide them with relevant local contacts and 
experienced research assistants. 

 Ensure sensitivity to i-Taukei culture 
Several challenges arose during the field research, which required a sensitive approach to culture: 

 Ensuring people attended pre-arranged meetings. Meetings were arranged through the 
turaga ni koro (village headman) with announcement of the meeting delivered at least two 
weeks prior at the weekly village meeting. 

While it was helpful to be flexible and allow an hour or two for the start and ending times of 
meetings and talanoa sessions, it was important that the research team arrived on time and did 
not show impatience. If lunch was planned for 1.00pm, it could begin at 2.00pm due to 
unexpected events such as the late departure of a school rugby team billeted at the local 
community hall. 

 Adapting to COVID-19. COVID-19 stimulated an increased level of interest in WASH and 
tourism research because it was having a severely negative economic impact on Fiji’s tourism 
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sector, with closure of 50% of hotels/resorts and others operating with reduced staff (IFC, 
2020). When meeting with hotel managers, supervisors, staff and villagers to explain how 
Inclusive WASH may prevent disease and promote health and hygiene, examples such as 
reduction in cases of diarrhoea, transmission of colds, influenza and (potentially) COVID-19 
were given, which piqued participants’ interest. Some elders saw a potential to increase their 
influence, as one said: 

“COVID-19 has been good as it has made our people go back to farming, fishing and 
adopting traditional lifestyles.” (Village Male Elder) 

 Ensuring data were disaggregated by gender, disability and age. Consultations for women 
and men of different ages were held separately in hotels and communities and were seen as 
beneficial. The following statements illustrate this notion: 

“This GEDSI WASH project is important for our health and the safety of our people.” 
(Village Male Elder) 

“Research refreshes practices of healthy living, hygiene and sanitation in the home and 
village.” (Village Elderly Female) 

“Glad the group is representative of women who don’t work but live in the village as we 
can also contribute to issues of WASH in the community.” (Village Elderly Female) 

Discussion commenced with the expression vosoti au (‘excuse me for asking’), or ‘I’m sorry’, 
when asking about a potentially embarrassing or sensitive topic. All findings were numerically-
coded and password protected to guarantee anonymity, and no raw data were available to in-
country government personnel. 

From the disaggregated data the team learnt that women and girls had differing access to WASH 
services, i.e. women’s WASH requirements were taken for granted. One informant explained: 

“Women are expected to take care of their own menstrual hygiene needs.” (Village 
Female) 

Participation in WASH decision-making within the community was limited for women and 
youth, with power in the hands of sometimes autocratic male elders, as mentioned by one 
informant: 

“Women attend weekly village meetings but men ignore women's issues.” (Village Male 
Elder) 

Women reported working long hours for little reward, then performing their expected family 
duties on return home from work. A younger informant told the researchers that: 

“It would be good if those ladies working in the resorts/hotels could hold sessions of 
personal hygiene and basic housekeeping for the ladies in the village.” (Village Youth) 
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A village elder, whose wife worked at a resort, when asked if women brought home the training 
they had learnt, responded: 

“Our women work mainly in housekeeping. They clean the resorts and rooms but do not 
do this in their homes in the village. They work twelve hours a day and come home tired, 
do not clean, just sleep. In my house I do the cleaning and cooking, my wife is tired.” 
(Village Elder Male Personal Communication, 2021). 

Discussion and observation uncovered the lack of toilets and shower facilities for the disabled, 
elderly and children in the villages, limited access to hygiene facilities in the workplace, and no 
specialised toilets, showers or access for staff in resorts. The following informants’ observations 
illustrate this: 

“Women and youth receive training in hygiene from a women’s group Sogosogo 
Vakamarama.” (Village Elderly Female) 

“Currently, we have to walk about 50-100m, depending on where your house is to collect 
water from the water tank. For some of us, it’s too far to walk and carry buckets of water 
back to our homes.” (Village Female) 

 Investigating gender diversity. The team included gender diversity due to donor requirements 
and its presence within many Pacific societies. Due to the research assistants’ discomfort with 
questions relating to gender diversity, the team leader, as a mixed race elder, led discussions 
about relationships, WASH facilities, and community attitudes towards gender diversity. The 
team learnt that in many communities, gender diverse people were not formally acknowledged, 
often due to religious beliefs. Many chose not to express their diversity publicly or to voice 
their concerns, interests or needs due to fear of discrimination and abuse, as the following 
statement demonstrates: 

“I worked in resorts and on cruise ships for many years and each month sent money 
home to help my family. My family know I am gay but we do not discuss this 
openly.” (FDG015, Personal Communication).  

Gender diverse Fijians can live in communities where they experience significant social stigma, 
including marginalisation from state and non-state establishments and institutions (Zajac and 
Godshall, 2020). It can be difficult for many to publicly challenge discrimination for fear of a 
backlash from family, faith-based organisations, their workplace and friends (Fiji National Civil 
Society, 2014). An interviewee stated, “If I asked for separate WASH facilities, they would 
punch me”. 

While urban representatives of gender diverse civil society organisations were forthright about 
the need for improved GEDSI, rural residents stated they did not wish to cause trouble or 
inconvenience anyone, were happy to maintain the status quo because village resources are so 
limited, they were grateful to have water, toilets and showers, and perceived the idea of 
requesting separate facilities for gender diverse villagers as selfish. As one interviewee stated: 
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“We have one gay person and three lesbians in the village. It is tabu to talk about it. They 
do not have separate toilets and showers. They use whichever ones they want.” (FDG011 
Personal Communication, 2021).  

 

Recommendations to assist future researchers in Fiji 

Indigenous Fijian communities are heterogeneous, and continuously adapt in response to internal 
and external factors. Whilst communities have been significantly impacted by international border 
closures and tourism’s downturn, data collected in interviews, talanoa and veivosaki yaga sessions, 
revealed the strength of social capital and internal community relationships, and a return to 
traditional subsistence lives and resources which has helped people to develop the resilience 
required to survive during difficult times (Scheyvens and Movono, 2020). 

The team learnt that research designed to inform the development of Inclusive WASH-at-
Work programmes for the tourism sector, and conducted by using a culturally-sensitive and 
socially-inclusive methodology, is more likely to create meaningful outcomes for all involved 
when they adhere to the following practices: 

 Design field research methodologies to embrace and explore socio-cultural contexts; 
encourage effective consultations via a blend of qualitative methods with a recognition of 
Indigenous traditions, protocols, customs and hospitality; provide Indigenous communities 
with a voice through the use of ‘decolonised’ research methods and obtaining their permission 
to communicate Indigenous knowledges; 

 Employ in-country academics and researchers with public and private sector experience; and 
incorporate their knowledge and practices to build relationships of trust, communicate findings 
back to participants and deliver on outcomes promised; 

 Ensure there is sufficient inception period and budget to establish in-country relationships, 
potential partnerships, and pilot and adapt all research tools to allow for local distinctions; 

 Ensure that research discussions and data collection is included from public and private sectors, 
local community leaders, and from women and members of socially vulnerable groups; and 
raise awareness and fulfil the needs of Government policy-makers, industry stakeholders, 
academia and local communities; 

 Encourage the publication of academic research papers that recognise the value of bridging 
Western qualitative and Indigenous research methodologies. 

 

Conclusion 

The insights and access that Australian and Fijian researchers gained through the use of a 
culturally-sensitive and socially-inclusive methodology that respected traditional Fijian protocols 
and customs have provided detailed and nuancedfindings. The findings have resulted in the 
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development of contextually-appropriate recommendations and tools and have strengthened long-
term working relationships. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has provoked a range of stakeholders to re-evaluate the 
sustainability of the future Fijian tourism sector. Effective Inclusive WASH services and practices 
are integral to the sector’s sustainability, but previous Western methodologies designed to examine 
WASH and tourism have inadequately engaged with Indigenous communities. It is essential to 
connect with Indigenous communities in ways that respect their traditional protocols and customs. 
By valuing Indigenous researchers’ ethnicity, expertise and lived experience, knowledge created 
about, and from Indigenous peoples’ world-views, priorities and needs, interests and concerns can 
be enhanced.  

Western methodologies designed to ensure cultural-sensitivity and social-inclusion can 
work to bridge the gap between Western and Indigenous knowledges. They can be applied to 
beneficially inform the development, planning and implementation of future research in the 
Pacific, contribute to continuing discussion about research methodologies, and progress Inclusive 
WASH in the tourism sector. 
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