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• Prime Minister of Independent Samoa, Tui 
Atua Tupua Tamasese Taisi Efi:  “I am not an 
individual:  I am an integral part of the 
cosmos.  I am not an individual, because I 
share my. tofi (inheritance) with my family, 
my village, and my nation.  I belong to my 
family and my family belongs to me.  I belong 
to my village and my village belongs to 
me...this is the essence of my sense of 
belonging.” (Tui Atua, 2003).    



•  



How are you 
coming into this 
space? 

•  What do you hope to take with 
you today?



•  



It began with many meetings…
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Project Activities & Outcomes





Guiding Principles

• Fa’aSamoa – perspective & values

• Feminist Principles – approach & methods
Discovery by and for fa’afafine. 

Fa’afafine voices prioritized and empowered in safe environments. 

Ethical protocols guide data collection, analysis, and reporting. 



Final Outcome

A culturally tailored, 
fa’afafine informed plan

to build a community-based 
coordinated response to

the needs of fa’afafine 
suffering from domestic 
violence and sexual assault 





Method

When methods, which hold values 
intrinsic to western cultures are 
applied to non-western communities, 
they contribute directly to exclusions 
and misrepresentations.

A mixed-methods assessment was 
conducted by the Alliance and SOFIAS 
and overseen by the Advisory Cohort 
comprised of Samoan fa’afafine.



Completed Activities

6-member fa’afafine 
Advisory Cohort who 
oversaw data collection and 
planning

200 surveys (10% of total 

Fa’afafine community) collected 
from fa’afafine and 
analyzed by October 2022

16 interviews and 24 
surveys completed with 
service providers by January 
2023.

22 focus group participants 
who strengthened the 
depth and breadth of survey 
result



   Survey aims:

(1) assess the health impacts and social 
experiences of fa’afafine in American 
Samoa, 

(2) identify their social service and 
health needs, and 

(3) identify factors to target through 
public/community health interventions

conducted January-October 2022 via Survey 
Monkey or paper form which was manually 
input to Survey Monkey. 

Inclusion criteria include: 

• age 18 years and over plus 

• self-identifying as fa’afafine 

• written consent before proceeding. 



Survey Highlights
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Q26: If you needed help from the police, how comfortable would you feel 

asking them for help?



Survey Indicators

• Fa’afafine are aware of gender-based inequities but only a small number 
stated they experience them, for example, in the past year . . . 

 8 were denied equal treatment or service in the past year 

 23 were denied access to a public bathroom (male or female) in the past year

• They are not accessing social services

• 70 cited ‘personal factors’ as being the most challenging for the fa’afafine 
community around DVSA issues. 

• They are experiencing violence, for example, in the past year . . .

 17 were physically attacked because they are fa’afafine

 16 were physically attacked by strangers in public because of their gender

 34 were verbally harassed because they are fa’afafine



Talanoaga
Key Informant Interviews and Focus Groups with 

Fa’afafine

Aim: document the help-seeking practices and specific needs of adult 

fa’afafine who experienced, or are witness to another’s experience, of domestic 

violence and sexual assault

Three questions guided the recorded discussions. 

• What are needs of fa’afafine who experience DVSA? Do they need help?

• How do fa’afafine victims of DVSA get help when experiencing DVSA?

• What resources are needed to support fa’afafine victims of DVSA?

Five survey participants agreed to be interviewed via Zoom, twenty-two 

survey participants participated in one of three focus groups



What are needs of fa’afafine who experience DVSA?

• Social norm change

   “A lot of times the feeling of shame reinforces the idea that all fa’afafine are 
good for is sexual actions against them.”

• Needs are rooted in interpersonal relationships 

• “We call them girls with no license…remember living dual lives without licenses 
of approval from their parents.”

• Help fa’afafine discuss DVSA issues

   “I know personally, in our community we have a culture of keeping things 
under wraps, like in our families…silencing the issue…translates into keeping it 
hidden.”



Where do fa’afafine 
victims get help?

• SOFIAS

   “They would seek comfort through the SOFIAS 
community for counsel, advice, stuff like that.”

   “SOFIAS is already the go-to…and the Alliance.”

   “She would probably go to someone older or 
another fa’afafine.”

• Nowhere 

   “I saw a young fa’afafine on Tik Tok telling her story 
about being sexually assaulted by her neighbor so 
that tells me she had nowhere else to go.”

   “They wouldn’t report it (to police) unless they’re 
really beat up.”

   



What resources are needed to support 
fa’afafine victims of DVSA?

• Single support system run by fa’afafine for fa’afafine

   “Help fa’afafine develop their own skills so when these issues arise my 
guess is that the first place they go is to SOFIAS so SOFIAS should have 
training and like an action plan.”

• Safe spaces

   “Like, a center to go to for shelter, help…provide education to the 
community about the issues, professional help like real mental health 
resources, advice, and counsel.”

   “An intervention, support group, helping parents know how to be 
supportive of their fa’afafine child.”



Underlying Themes

• Need for leadership in the fa’afafine community

   “SOFIAS has all these educated fa’afafine…we should establish a non-profit 
and collect our own data.”

   “We need a better route to support fa’afafine. SOFIAS should prioritize help 
for victims.”

• Need for an ‘official’ space for the SOFIAS to offer services including 
training, education, shelter, safety, counseling, direction.

• Marginalized but Mighty

   “…the name calling – it’s built us to become strong people.”

   “…we push our own forward.”



Summary

• Barriers to help-seeking are found in both the fa’afafine community and social care 
services. Most are rooted in interpersonal, relational, issues like lack of effective 
communication, unstable relationships, a paradox between Christian values and 
fa’afafine lifestyles.  Survey respondents cite ‘jealousy’, ‘self-acceptance’, ‘gossip’, 
and other relational issues which jeopardize their confidence and self-efficacy.

• Fa’afafine are wary of systems-based services and prefer an individualized, personal 
approach to service interventions.  Even if adequate support systems were in place 
respondents are unsure of whether fa’afafine would trust them enough to utilize 
those services.  Key informants advocate for services by and for fa’afafine.

• The family and social network of fa’afafine is best placed to provide care for 
fa’afafine experiencing domestic violence.
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• 50% believe fa’afafine experience challenges when accessing services 
because of their gender.

• 25% cite gender based physical and verbal violence experienced by 
fa’afafine

   “(they) struggle with coming to terms with their sexuality and gender 
expression and may succumb to peer pressure leading to harmful behaviors 
like self-harm, paranoia, body dysphoria.”

• 17% witnessed fa’afafine feel and voice that they are… 

   “uncomfortable when placed in an all-male (hospital) room and being 
forced to share one bathroom’ and 

   ‘refusing treatment due to (their) being fa’afafine’.



Key Informant Findings



Last Words

• ‘Safe Space’ - a place or person of safety 
or protection - a physical place or state of 
mind, or a collective feeling of solidarity as 
a member of a family or village.  
Participants reveal that they do occupy a 
unique space in their families and 
communities – one characterized by 
reciprocity, service, and caregiving.  They 
find safety in groups: “close friends and 
family”, in the ‘SOFIAS’, with “sister 
fa’afafine”.  However, they also express a 
strong need for an ‘official’ safe space 
designed and occupied by their own 
community.

• Empowering the fa’afafine community by 
training fa’afafine to be advocates for 
their own will move them towards a 
position of strength and independence.  



Fa’afetai 
tele lava!

Manuia le 
po!
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