
  

Small Island, Big Talk: 

A Study of the Republic of the Marshall Islands‟ Capacity to Respond to Social Change  

Issues 

by 

Angela Saunders 

 

 

 

 

A Thesis 

presented to 

The University of Guelph 

 

 

In partial fulfillment of requirements 

for a degree of 

Masters of Science 

In 

Capacity Development and Extension 

and International Development 

 

 

Guelph, Ontario, Canada 

© Angela Saunders, August, 2013 

 

 

 



ii 

 

Abstract 

Small Island, Big Talk: 

A Study of the Republic of the Marshall Islands‟ Capacity to Respond to Social Change  

Issues 

Angela Saunders                                       Advisor 

University of Guelph, 2013                Dr. Glen Filson 

 

The Republic of the Marshall Islands (RMI) is a Small Island State (SIS) with 29 atolls 

and five islands, it is a geographically and logistically isolated region of the world that lacks 

infrastructure and social service delivery. The negative impacts of social change related to 

urbanization and loss of tradition are of concern. This thesis is an exploratory study, utilizing a 

capacity development framework, of the RMI‟s ability to respond to social change issues. The 

objectives are; to characterize the current social change issues, to identify the current capacity of 

the government and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to respond to social change issues, 

and to prioritize the gaps in government and NGO programming to address social change issues. 

Through qualitative methods the results identified that government and NGOs have an 

understanding of the root cause of social change issues, but lack capacity at the enabling 

environment and individual levels.
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Introduction 

 The following chapter outlines the overall structure and goal of the thesis, Small Island, 

Big Talk: A Study of the Republic of the Marshall Islands‟ Capacity to Respond to Social 

Change Issues. A brief overview of the rationale, objectives, significance, methods, and 

organization is provided. 

Rationale 

Small Island States (SIS) are a unique group of countries that face a myriad of 

development issues (McGillivray et al., 2010).  The Republic of the Marshall Islands (RMI) is 

one such country. With 29 atolls, five single islets and a population of 53,158, the RMI is located 

in a region of the world in which it is geographically and logistically challenging to run programs 

and deliver services. Driven by global warming, rising sea levels and foreign aid dependency, a 

shift in social patterns is taking place towards urbanization. This impacts tradition and affects the 

existing the social structure.  The social change issues that exist in the RMI are comparable to 

other marginalized and isolated communities found throughout the world. Consistent with all 

marginalized and isolated locations the RMI has a history and cultural nuances that result in a 

situation that is unique. The long-term social change issues need to be appreciated in light of this 

fact. There is limited recent academic research conducted related to the economic, sociological, 

geographical and political factors that contribute to social change trends in the RMI. Despite the 

small population size and disbursed population there are individuals and organizations in the 

RMI that, while small, are working diligently toward solutions, they are talking the big talk of 

positive change.  
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A handful of Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) have been established in 

response to emerging social change issues in the RMI. Most notable are Women United Together 

in the Marshall Islands (WUTMI) and Youth to Youth in Health (YTYIH), both of which work 

on social change issues in the country, most often in the urban communities. These two 

organizations are physically located in the capital, Majuro. A few government ministries also 

work towards solutions to these issues, notably the Ministry of Education (MOE) and the 

Ministry of Internal Affairs (IA). Effective communication and collaboration between 

stakeholders regarding important issues such as domestic violence, sex education, substance 

abuse, suicide, gender equality in leadership, and parental involvement in education is a 

necessity for all organizations and successful program implementation 

Given the RMI‟s geographical characteristics and unique history, NGOs and the 

government encounter many logistical challenges. The two urban centers of Majuro and Ebeye 

each have over ten thousand inhabitants. The remaining population is spread into smaller 

communities that have limited infrastructure (e.g. electricity and cellular services). 

Communication and solidarity on social change issues is a challenging and slow process for the 

Marshellese. Limited academic research has been conducted in the RMI to understand how the 

above mentioned organizations are conceptualizing the issues of social change and are 

collaborating to create solutions, nor to understand what their current capacity is to address these 

issues and what is needed for success. This thesis is a study of the RMI‟s ability to respond to 

social change issues and identify possible solutions for the future.  

Research Goal and Objectives 

The goal of this study is to research the development of the capacity of government  and 

NGOs to address social change issues in the RMI.  There are three main objectives in this study. 
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The first objective is to characterize the current social change issues in the RMI. The second 

objective is to identify respondents‟ perceptions about the current capacity of the government 

and the NGO sector to respond to said social change issues. The third objective is to prioritize 

perceived gaps that exist in the government's and the NGO sector's capacities to address social 

change issues in the RMI.  

Significance 

This research regarding the capacity to respond to social change issues is significant to 

both the academic community and the RMI, as limited empirical research on this topic has been 

conducted in this country prior to this study. A few authors have written about social change 

issues in the RMI in particular (Marsella, Austin, & Grant, 2005; Kupferman, 2011) and in the 

Pacific in general (Diaz & Kauanui, 2001; White & Tegan, 2001; Teresia, 2001), but there is a 

gap in literature regarding the capacity of NGOs and government to adequately address these 

issues. The recommendations section of this thesis as well as the qualitative evidence gathered 

can be used to direct further programming, apply for funding and training programs. It adds 

depth to qualitative literature regarding the social change issues in the RMI and the Pacific. In 

addition, it will contribute to the capacity development and international development literature 

on SIS.  

Organization of the Thesis 

 This thesis is organized into seven chapters. Chapter One: Introduction provides a brief 

introduction to the topic and outlines the goals and objectives of the study and how these were 

met. Chapter Two explores relevant literature; it looks at capacity development theory, theories 

of social change, and the current status of research and social change in the RMI and a discussion 

of the conceptual framework. Chapter Three takes a deeper look at what is currently happening 
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in the RMI and at urban versus rural settings, and provides an overview of the current NGO and 

government structures. Chapter Four presents the epistemological perspective taken in the study 

and the methods used in the study to identify and characterize the capacity of the NGO and 

government sectors to respond to social change issues.  This is followed by Chapter Five that 

presents the findings of the research. Chapter Six is a discussion of the findings in relation to the 

literature. Lastly Chapter Seven is a summary and conclusion of the results ending with 

recommendations for the NGOs and government in the RMI. 
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Chapter Two: Relevant Literature  

Introduction 

This chapter provides an overview of relevant contributions from literature on the 

concept and practice of capacity development, theories of social change, and historical 

perspectives on development within the region of the North Pacific and the RMI. The relevant 

bodies of theoretical knowledge draw on contemporary literature focusing on Bolger‟s (2000) 

work on capacity development incorporating social change and international development for a 

holistic approach to understanding. The conceptual framework for this research is based in a 

constructivist approach of understanding.  

Defining Capacity Development 

 Theories of capacity development will be discussed because it is vital to understand how 

it can be utilized as a method of understanding capacity. Capacity development is a conceptual 

approach that can be used as a tool in development practice. According to Bolger “capacity 

development refers to the approaches, strategies and methodologies used by developing countries 

and/or external stakeholders, to improve performance at the individual, organizational, 

network/sector or broader system level” (2000, p. 8). Morgan (2006), on the other hand, outlines 

five central characteristics of the concept of capacity, which are empowerment and identity, 

collective ability, systems phenomenon, potential state, and the creation of public value. Morgan 

drew on Amartya Sen‟s (2000) concept of capabilities in his book Development as Freedom that 

challenges the mainstream approach to assessing the success of development efforts. 

Traditionally, economic indicators (in the form of commodities, goods and services) were the 

main measurement tools of success or failure of a development project. Sen (2000) views 

development as much more than these indicators; he believes that development is about 
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increasing the options for socio-economic growth, that individuals have through improvement of 

their capabilities. The way that Sen (2000) approaches this situation is by focusing on the 

freedoms for individuals that are produced as part of the development project as opposed to just 

the conventional outcomes of the project.  The focus is put on freedom that individuals have to 

exercise their capabilities in a manner of their choosing. For example, development is more than 

creating a project that provides jobs for marginalized individuals, it is about giving those people 

the capabilities and the freedom (economic, social, political and otherwise) to choose their own 

path. It moves beyond development as outcomes and towards development as a process that 

involves a holistic approach and participation (Morgan, 2006, Sen, 2000). Capacity development 

is an approach that can be taken in the international development field.  International 

development in the past has shaped how current development work is approached, which 

includes addressing social change issues through capacity development methods to increase the 

capacity and capability of people to act within a system that allows them more freedom of 

choice.  

Capacity development is viewed as a process. This process is often messy and 

unpredictable, but the end goal is that those involved in the capacity development activity benefit 

in a way that allows them to better support themselves and their communities (Bolger, 2000, 

Chambers, 1997, Kaplan, 2000). One of the challenges of working in the capacity development 

field is that there is no single model or theory that is dominant over the others. It is a constantly 

changing paradigm that thrives on the cornerstone idea that capacity development is a process 

that must include a holistic understanding of the issues being addressed and is a long-term 

process (Bolger, 2000, Chambers, 1997, Kaplan, 2000). While this is a challenge when it comes 

to providing an easy definition or fitting into the broader development field that is built on loans 
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and grants that require short term outcomes and definable benchmarks, there are many useful 

methods and theories from capacity development scholars and practitioners that can be used in 

the field (Bolger, 2000, Chambers, 1997, Kaplan, 2000, Servaes, 2008, Dutta, 2011, Maton, 

2008, Tseng, et al., 2002). 

 The first step in capacity development work is to take a holistic or systems approach to 

understanding the problem at hand. Chambers (1997) writes about the ability of individuals to be 

agents of change in their own communities. The underlying idea behind both of their methods is 

that all individuals and communities have the inherent capacity to create change. A community 

can be defined as a geographical location or a group of individuals with common identity (Kenny 

& Clarke, 2010). How members of different communities are able to communication and interact 

is an important aspect of capacity development. Open dialogue of communication that makes all 

members of the community participators in the local capacity development activities and become 

engaged as part of the community is important for capacity development (Dutta, 2011). This 

steps away from the idea that all information, in whatever form, should be a top down 

dissemination process; instead it advocates for a shared process of creation and teaching that will 

be more contextually appropriate. Chambers advocated for the acknowledgment of the capacity 

of rural communities (Chambers, 1997, Dutta, 2011). He created the participatory rural appraisal 

(PRA) approach that focuses on participatory methods that are holistic and facilitate the active 

involvement of local communities (Chambers, 1997, Dutta, 2011). This method was a response 

to the top down methods of early development practice, as mentioned above. It has resulted in 

the fact that “an increasing number of international organizations, funding agencies, academic 

institutions, campaign planners, and non-governmental organizations have started incorporating 

participation in their communication for social change processes” (Dutta, 2011, p. 247).  
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 The process of capacity development can address many kinds of capacities depending on 

the specific context of the situation in question. Bolger‟s (2000) matrix of capacity development 

encapsulates the literature presented above. These capacities are best represented by the 

framework in Figure 2:1 

 

Figure 2:1 Capacity Development Conceptual Framework (Bolger, 2000, p. 8) 

 “Enabling Environment Level” refers to the larger geo-political environment in which a 

capacity development project takes place. For example, a corrupt government may not be a very 

enabling environment because with any work that is being done there may be bribes that have to 

be paid first. However, sound policies and commitment at high levels of government can be an 

enabling factor to positive change and increased education. Change at this level is often a very 

long-term endeavor and it takes time for the sustainable change to be seen (Bolger, 2000). 
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“Sector/network level” addresses issues of coordination and collaboration to strengthen 

policy development and program implementation.  To identify and work with established 

networks, or to improve network connections would be a goal of this level of capacity 

development. Again, this takes time and careful understanding of all networks involved, the 

formal and the informal (Bolger, 2000).  It may involve different NGOs working together to 

address the same issues and share resources. It could also include an enhanced understanding 

amongst sectors/networks of the types of programs others are involved in to prevent overlapping 

programs.  

“Organizational level” looks to the ability of organizations to function in many ways, 

including collaborating with other organizations at the network level, technical ability, budgets 

and infrastructures. With traditional development work this is where almost all of the focus 

would occur. The idea that if you build the infrastructure the business will expand and the effects 

will trickle down to the most marginalized populations in practice does not work (Dutta, 2011, 

Servaes, 2008). Capacity development activities at this level work with the other levels of 

capacity development to address the issues in a holistic manner by understanding the 

complexities and interconnectedness of these different levels. The capacity development 

interventions at this level also contribute by addressing the needs of specific organizations as 

distinct from a one-size fits all approach to development (Bolger, 2000).  

Lastly,  “individual level” deals with individuals as actors in the levels mentioned above. 

For example, it strives to assess how individual actors such as farmers or mechanics, function 

within the broader system and how their capacities can be increased in tandem with the changes 

at all other levels. If development projects too narrowly consider only the individual level 

without considering the other levels the program could fail. For example, training individuals in 
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computer programming is a great skill, but if there is no place for the newly trained computer 

experts to work when finished the benefits will not be as significant (Bolger, 2000). But, if the 

training is completed at the same time as new funding to hire experts becomes available it could 

have increased capacity at the enabling environment level as well. 

The arrows on the conceptual framework illustrate that it is important to understand how 

the process takes place in all directions. Programs are most effective when they attempt to 

address the issue, or at a minimum to understand the issue, for all the different levels. There are 

other ways to conceptualize the same basic theories represented here, as was mentioned in the 

previous social change section with the micro, meso and macro level.  These could be viewed as 

the individual, organization and sector/network levels of this framework (Bolger, 2000, Dutta, 

2011, Servaes, 2008, Figueroa, et al., 2002). According to Sen (2000) the most effective increase 

in capabilities would take place when there is institutional change at the enabling environment 

level while providing individuals new or increased capabilities and the platform to increase the 

capabilities at the organizational and sector/network level.  

There are many strategies for capacity development at the various levels that draw on 

different methods and tools. A few strategies outlined by Bolger (2000) include eliminating old 

or inappropriate capacities, strengthening current capacities, creating new capacities, or creating 

an engaging space for innovation and creation of new capacities. Each capacity development 

effort will look different, as will the results. Sometimes the results of a capacity development 

program may reach farther than initially expected and result in broader impacts. The results are 

often hard to measure and are long-term. They encompass systematic problems as well as 

individual issues. Use of participatory methods throughout the entire capacity development effort 

will yield the best results (Dutta, 2011, Servaes, 2008, Figueroa, et al., 2002, Maton, 2008). 
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Theoretical Perspectives on Social Change 

Social change can manifest in many different shapes and take various paths. It cannot be 

compacted to a single dimension as it crosses socio-economic boundaries. Thus the process of 

social changes lacks control and understanding (Garonna & Triacca, 1999). When speaking 

about the study of social change Garonna & Triacca (1999), who are experts in socio-economics 

and statistics, state,  

“Above all, we have become aware of a thriving, turbulent and often painful process of 

social change underway. We perceive more strongly shocks and crises; but it is 

undeniable that changes in life-style, improvement in education, wider circulation of 

information and ideas are also creating new opportunities… Family structures and life-

styles have clearly evolved, affecting patterns of family formation, marriage and 

cohabitation, sex and friendship, fertility and mobility, divisions of tasks and power in 

the household, social networks, community work and leisure, etc. The degree of 

„openness‟ of societies has increased, matching the corresponding rise in the openness 

of economic systems; exposure to immigration pressures, worldwide circulation of news 

ideas and fashions, tourism and travel, common forms of entertainment music art and 

culture are simulated by growing education levels, telecommunication technologies and 

better and wider knowledge of languages and civilizations. Values, those profound 

beliefs making up the fabric and the sense of a community‟s identity, are shifting; from 

entitlements and social commitment to individual responsibility and self-help, from 

need to merit, from regulation and public support to education and competition (1999, p. 

50). 

 

The process of social change affects all aspects of life, as is reflected in the passage above. It 

encapsulates the multitude of factors to be considered and used as a conceptual backbone of 

understanding for discussion and research on social change. Social change is not a new 

phenomenon of the twenty first century, however this complex and multi-dimensional change 

can still, at times, catch individuals and organizations quite unprepared (Garonna & Triacca, 

1999, Castles, 2001). The scope of the research will begin with literature in the twenty first 

century. It is during this period that the change from agricultural subsistence livelihoods shifted 

to a system based off of agriculture and non-subsistence opportunities (Aglietta, 1999). This 
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change has important societal changes taking place, particularly in the area of education, health, 

and infrastructure that impact all areas of life, both private and public (Yabiku & Schlabach, 

2009). It is during this change from subsistence to non-agriculturally based incomes that parents 

begin to place value on education and the relationship dynamics within a family begin to change 

(Yabiku & Schlabach, 2009). While there are often many positive improvements from social 

change such as increased educational opportunities and gender equality, there are also many 

negative aspects that must be considered.  

 With globalization, outside forces for many cultures and communities create changes that 

undermine local ideologies, which can create conflict, unrest and confusion (Garonna & Triacca, 

1999, Castles, 2001).  The negative aspects of this can manifest between groups, between 

individuals, between governments and individuals, and many other combinations. Social change 

affects the individual, and therefore how that individual functions as part of a group, or interacts 

with a group as an outsider. An individual‟s identity is something very personal, but is also 

constructed via history and culture (Reicher, 2004). Social change can lead to increased or 

decreased capacities, depending on an individual‟s relationship with individuals and groups 

(Reicher, 2004).  

Social change is a fluid process that is molded by the historical context and cultural 

nuances of the community in which it is taking place (Garonna & Triacca, 1999). With an 

understanding of how social change can be manifested, as discussed above, is it is then important 

that appropriate attention be paid to historical context and cultural nuances of the region, 

community or group to understand what influenced the change (Tseng et al, 2002, Stroud & 

Corbin, 2008, Figueroa et al., 2002, Dutta, 2011, Garonna and Triacca, 1999).  Before research 

or work is conducted in the field of social change it is extremely important that a holistic 
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approach to understanding the historical and cultural context of the community in question be 

considered. While some generalizations can be drawn about general practices and frameworks 

for working in the field of social change, it is important to understand that systems are flexible 

and adaptable (Tseng et al., 2002, Figueroa et al., 2002).  The existing literature shows that 

approaching social change research using a systems-based process as opposed to an outcomes 

based process is an effective method (Tseng et al., 2002). Regardless of whether a social change 

project is outcome based or processed based it is still important that there be some underlying 

goals that are agreed upon by the community and any agents of change. Even though social 

change is a process that can happen spontaneously or purposefully there must still be goals to 

work toward, for example increased HIV/AIDs education or a reduction in shoreline population 

(Figueroa et al., 2002). The literature shows that a participatory approach to social change leads 

to the greatest success (Maton, 2008). Gaining the involvement and support of the local 

community creates ownership over the process and subsequent changes. The most common 

reasons for social change programs to take place are firstly, to promote positive (as defined by 

the community) change, for example gender equality, and secondly, to face a perceived negative 

social change issue that has arisen, like drug or alcohol abuse (Tseng et al., 2002, Maton, 2008). 

According to Maton (2008) “one of the primary missions [of social change] as a field is to help 

change disempowerment and non-empowering settings into empowering ones” (p. 5). This 

includes a host of different activities, from social action, to social movements, to NGO growth. 

Again, it must be stressed that the process must take into careful consideration and grow from, 

the specific needs, goals, desires and challenges of local communities (Maton, 2008, Tseng et al., 

2002). The inputs to social change, the manifestations of social change and the conceptual 
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approaches to addressing negative social change issues have been discussed above, next 

methodologies will be discussed. 

The existing literature provides many methods through which social change issues can be 

addressed (Tseng et al., 2002, Maton, 2008). One way to treat the different approaches is to 

break them down into two opposing categories: prevention of negative behaviour change and 

promotion of positive behaviour change (Tseng et al., 2002).  These approaches have the ability 

to curb negative social change behaviours, the result of which might be no social change or new 

positive social change or new negative social change. The underlying goal of both approaches, 

through their individual methods, is based on community needs to facilitate positive results at the 

individual level. The prevention approach is to prevent negative social change from happening or 

negative behaviours, as defined by the local community. Different projects that might fall under 

this type of programming would be no-smoking campaigns or HIV/AIDs prevention campaigns. 

The underlying rationale behind such campaigns is that they prevent a specific behaviour or 

activity from happening before it becomes a problem. This method is most successful if the 

historical understanding of the social change issues is fully understood as stated previously 

(Tseng et al., 2002, Figueroa et al., 2002). The method of promotion looks to support positive 

social change initiatives not through prevention, but by supporting a positive behavioural change 

that can, but does not always, lead to social change that will provide more opportunities for 

empowerment and growth for individuals and communities (Tseng, et al., 2002). Promotion 

campaigns aim to help at a grassroots level to create long-term sustainable change through 

individual behavior change. They look, however, wider to the social level and expect that they 

can build the local capacity of communities to address local issues. In order to be successful, 
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such campaigns must include a very holistic approach to understanding the problem and its 

possible solutions.  

Another aspect of the importance of understanding the ability of programs to successfully 

address negative social change issues is to consider how messages are communicated. This topic 

can fall under both prevention and promotion, but also includes how change is understood at the 

micro, meso, and macro levels of society (Dutta, 2011, Servaes, 2008). When social change 

related projects or programs take place in marginalized communities the methodologies used are 

often influenced by contemporary ideologies of development (Dutta, 2011, Tseng et al., 2002, 

Waisbord, n.d., Kaplan, 2000). In the 1970‟s scholars such as Paulo Freire (2006) and Robert 

Chambers (1997) realized that the previous theories and methods of development projects might 

not be creating long term sustainable change. In the 1970s Paulo Freire wrote Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed, which has influenced how to communicate for social change. Drawing from his 

experience as an educator in Brazil he thought that if social change communication was to have 

the greatest possible effect it must be an open communication dialogue that is participatory in 

nature. This would help to create an atmosphere of trust, cultural identity, ownership, 

empowerment and commitment within the social change process (Figueroa et al, 2002, Dutta, 

2011, Servaes, 2008). His work has been influential to both social change communication and 

capacity development approaches. Another important author who has taken the methods of 

Freire forward is Budd Hall, who works on participatory research methodologies as an approach 

to social change (Hall, 1985). Futhermore, Ira Shor‟s work in some ways puts into practice 

Freire‟s ideas in the classroom (1987). Shor is known for his dialogical pedagogy that creates a 

student-centered classroom, placing importance on the student experience and moving away 

from the authoritative teacher role (Shor, 1987).  
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Two of the most important ideas that were put forward by Freire and colleagues were the 

inclusion of participants in the social change process and the importance of acknowledging that 

for programs to be successful they must move away from the top down development model 

addressed above and take a more inclusive approach (Figueroa et al., 2002, Dutta, 2011, Hall, 

1986, Shor, 1987). This aligns with theory on public spheres, that there should be a place that is 

autonomous and open for citizens to create a dialogue of change within the given community to 

facilitate the process of social change (Dutta, 2011). Dutta (2011) believes that the participatory 

process is the key to any successful communication for social change. The participatory process 

aids individual actors in local communities to become engaged and empowered to create change 

against oppressive power structures that exist socially, economically and politically. Dutta states, 

“participation brings about social change through the presence of subaltern populations whose 

marginalization has been symbolically and materially achieved through history through their 

erasure from the mainstream spaces of society” (2011, p. 266). 

The results of successful social change initiatives are hard to categorize. They can come 

in many forms and are often felt but not quantifiable. Some results of positive social change 

initiatives in response to or in preparation for changing societies are an increase in the leadership 

capacity (Maton, 2008). A broader discussion regarding capacity development tools and 

measurements will follow. Leadership capacity can improve in both the formal and informal 

sector, and in direct or indirect ways (Maton, 2008). There may also be empowered communities 

who have more ownership over what is happening in their communities and how to improve not 

only individual well-being, but also community well-being (Maton, 2008, Dutta, 2011). Just like 

in the preparation stages for social change planning, community involvement is needed to 

evaluate the success of the social change process that has taken place.  
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Many gaps between theory and practice exist when working on social change projects. 

Therefore a need exists for a systematic understanding of the underlying principles at work in the 

social change field. Examining the critical link of establishing a framework that includes an 

analysis of values, customs, language, and the many other facets of a cultural and social context 

for programs to be successful (Tseng et al., 2002, Dutta, 2011).  Especially with regard to 

participatory communication, much attention has been given to scholarly theories, but research 

using participatory communication methods is still in its infant stages. The practical roadblocks 

to using these methods must still be addressed in practice and brought back to the academic 

theory (Servaes, 2008).  For the remainder of this thesis, social change will refer to negative 

social change outcomes. As was presented above, there are positive social change issues, but also 

many negative issues. The interest of this thesis research was primarily on the negative issues.   

Social Change in the Pacific 

As discussed social change can be manifested in many ways and is influenced by history, 

culture and globalization. In the Pacific there is a sense of shared history, prior to and tied 

through colonialism and decolonization (Peoples, 1993). The Pacific is often missing from 

mainstream history textbooks, even though “long before modern theories of plate tectonics, or 

postmodern epistemologies, Pacific Islanders have enshrined this dialectic in cosmologies and 

performance, as well as in seafaring technologies and dynamic cartographies” (Diaz & Kauanui, 

2011, p. 316). Micronesian countries such as Kiribati, the RMI, the islands of the Carolines and 

Federate States of Micronesia are even less familiar to historians and anthropologists than other 

pacific nations in Polynesia (Peoples, 1993). According to research by Peoples (1993) 

geographical characteristics of the high volcanic islands and low islands influence sociopolitical 

and societal complexities in the Micronesian region. Islands in Micronesia with more resources, 
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specifically the Federate States of Micronesia that are mountainous, have more complex 

hierarchical social structures then the low lying islands. With more resources the socio-political 

control of resources was more complex. The hierarchical structure helps distribute food in times 

of need and plenty, as well as acting as a focal point for political and social cohesion (Peoples, 

1993, Loeak et al., 2004). The island political system used this hierarchy giving chiefs “some 

authority over decision-making about public labor and resources and control over some kinds of 

conduct” (People, 1993, p.4). The hierarchy affects social stratification and social change as it 

occurs throughout different time periods.  

The effects of colonization can be seen throughout many of the North Pacific countries, 

especially in the form of government structures and policies (Stroud & Corbin, 2008). According 

to Diaz & Kauanui (2011) “understanding the struggles of Pacific Islands to become sovereign 

and resist the benevolent and malevolent assimilation into larger, more powerful” (p. 318) 

Western, or European, entities must be noted when working in the pacific. How the colonial past 

has literally helped to write history with the voice of an outsider looking in must also be 

understood. In a sense SIS in the Pacific was impacted when the Westerners arrived and the oral 

histories that were originally chants, songs and narratives were written and translated; “such 

processes of translation can allow the original to be infected by the class, ethnicity, gender, 

education, political persuasion and biography of the interpreter” (Stroud & Corbin 2008, p. 208). 

The arrival of the Westerners negated the past, reducing the histories of many diverse and unique 

countries with complex histories into a single phenomenon (Stewart, 2007, Stroud & Corbin, 

2008).  

The political and economic history of the North Pacific and the current social structures 

present must be understood for capacity development projects to be successful. . “The culture, 
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history, politics, and demography of the Pacific Islands cannot be ignored in the debate about 

globalization because they are shaping its forms and effects in this part of the world” (Stewart, 

2007, p. 126). Looking at how SIS have come to be where they are holistically is helpful for any 

sort of capacity development project that will be taking place. The SIS can be divided into two 

general regions, as a result of the process of decolonization after World War II, which has lead to 

two different political formations. The first is in the Southwest Pacific, known as Melanesia, 

which are more indigenous states. In the Northern and Eastern Pacific, known as Micronesia and 

Polynesia respectively, there is more colonial influence and quasi-autonomous types of states 

(White & Tegan, 2001). Micronesian countries, including Kiribate, the Federate States of 

Micronesia, the RMI, and Chuuk are strongly influenced by the United States of America (USA). 

After World War II these countries were given to the USA as a Trust Territory by the United 

Nations (UN) (Kiste, 1986, Gale, 1978). Since then, they have been gaining independence to 

various degrees. While the RMI is an officially sovereign country, there is still a heavy USA 

presence as a result of a Compact of Free Association and large amounts of USA aid money that 

is given to the RMI each year (Loeak et al., 2004). The process of decolonization along with 

globalization has resulted in some negative outcomes, “rather than being predictable, the 

situation is complex and variable and the outcomes are potentially negative” (Stewart, 2007, p. 

130). It is important to remember that globalization has brought with it capitalism and a new 

economic paradigm that is not congruent with the history of SIS‟s (Stewart, 2007). 

The new economic and social paradigm that has come to the SIS has resulted in rapid 

change in all countries. There is a shift to democratic politics and a move away from traditional 

leadership roles and land rights ownership. Historically democracy is a challenging system to 

implement in many counties, the USA included, “out in the Pacific it is doubly so” (Useen, 
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1946). Many of the SIS communities were small and dispersed and because of this, they worked 

together to share common resources and supported each other in times of need. With the arrival 

of capitalism and democracy there is more pressure for economic growth, leading to 

urbanization, a focus on individualistic economic gain, and a move away from shared 

community living. The result has been a breakdown of social structures, urban poverty, and a 

reliance on foreign aid and social welfare (Loeak, et al., 2004, White & Tegan, 2001, Prasad, 

2008, Rudiak-Gould, 2011).  The socio-economic difficulties in the SIS are mostly the result of 

“weak economic growth, increasing population, poor employment creation, and weak 

governance” (Prasad, 2008, p. 931). This has resulted in an increase in alcohol abuse, theft, 

domestic violence, corruption and many negative developments. It is necessary to understand the 

unique social structures and historical context of each country's situation in order to put in place 

better economic policies. Improved good governance measures will help improve the overall 

capacity of the government to act, leading to more efficient government sectors (Prasad, 2008, 

White &Tegan, 2001, Stewart, 2007).  The socio-economic issues facing SIS countries include 

climate change, large public sector spending, high debt levels, poor infrastructure and poor 

delivery of public services. These issues all perpetuate and contribute to the negative social 

change issues that are being seen as well (Prasad, 2008).  

Land rights are an issue in many of the SIS states and in Melanesian countries often end 

in violent conflict over land. Property rights issues can cause problems over resources not only at 

the family and community level but it can also impede economic development, due to corruption 

and the lack of appropriate environmental protection (Prasad, 2008). However, the land also 

provides a lot for SIS in the Pacific, both physically and culturally. Physically the land is life 

itself, and for many islands with such a small amount of land it must be taken care of and treated 
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with respect. There is an undeniable link between ineffective resource management and 

increased public health risks (Diaz & Kauanui, 2011). According to Hunt,  

There are two main economic factors which are contributing to the un-sustainability of 

present resource use on the atolls. The first is the lack of designated rights over the use of 

resources, resulting in “open access”. The second factor is the lack of enforcement of 

rights, both of government created rights, for example, on lands leased by government 

from traditional owners, and of the traditional rights, for example concerning local fish 

resources (1996, p. 221).  

 

While health risks related to resource management could be looked at purely scientifically, 

addressing the social issue implications. Taking a holistic perspective is needed to realistically 

address the problems. Before colonization there were of course problems that were often solved 

through war, but there were also family lineages that helped divide the land among heirs so that 

someone would always be responsible for caring for the land and sharing its wealth. Another less 

tangible gift from the land is the sense of place it provides. With such a vast ocean and so little 

land, every bit of land has a unique cultural story to tell, if one is willing to listen (Diaz & 

Kauanui, 2011). One view of the situation is that the economies of SIS will not work efficiently 

unless there are better land ownership laws to reduce the amount of disagreements over land and 

provide capital for investment (Stewart, 2007). The critique of this view is that it discounts the 

value of traditional ownership and value systems. Traditional ownership and land value systems 

are still vital in SIS, the connection to globalization has shifted the relationship with other 

commodities and bartering systems however.  

As a result of decades of receiving international aid, many Pacific SIS are presently very 

aid dependent. Previously ownership of land or commodities did not hold a dollar sign; it was a 

barter system and all things were relevant in price to each other. As a result financial 

management capacities tend to be weak in this (Aglietta, 1999). The RMI holds the top spot for 

the highest aid per capita out of all the Pacific Island countries, at nearly $1000 USD (Prasad, 
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2008). Recent research results have shown that social development has strong ties with economic 

development, when economic development grows social development tends to increase as well. 

But the reverse is not the same; economic development is not necessary for social development 

to take place, it can happen on its own (Prasad, 2008). As a result,  

…in the last 10 years emphasis of Australian aid and New Zealand aid programs have 

been to strengthen various political institutions in order to enhance better political 

governance. This includes strengthening the parliamentary systems, building capacity of 

the legislative staff to deliver better and timely services to politicians and other 

stakeholders (Prasad, 2008, p. 914-915).  

 

Some of the potential ways that might resonate well with Pacific indigenous populations 

are storytelling and dramatic performance, fiction writing, video and theater (White &Tegan, 

2001). According to Prasad,  

The importance of education in creating human capital and of health in ensuring a 

productive workforce is recognized and the links between growth and equity are gaining 

ground. Social capital and trust are also becoming important elements in ensuring 

economic development (2008, p. 933).   

 

There are many government agencies as well as NGO working in the SIS to tackle the current 

social change issues. These agencies are working at all levels including at the grassroots, 

national, regional and internationally (Diaz & Kauanui, 2011).  There have been regional 

movements such as the Women Campaign for a Nuclear Free and Independent Pacific dating 

back to the 1960s. The goal of this group was to promote peace and safety in the region as well 

as internationally (George, 2011). This is just one example of regionalism that is taking place. 

There are others like the Secretary to the Pacific States (SPS) and many more.  There are also 

many local, grassroots movements happening from the bottom up across many countries to 

address local social change issues. There are also broader international agencies such as the 

United Nations Children‟s Fund (UNICEF) and Oxfam that are working in some locations. The 
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work happening is varied and unique to each country depending on the needs and capacity of 

each community (Loeak, et al., 2004).  

Social Change in the Republic of the Marshall Islands 

The RMI first became a Republic in 1986 after being a Trust Territory of the Pacific for 

nearly 30 years (Kiste, 1986). The RMI has a small population of 53,158 dispersed over a large 

geographical area (five islets and 29 atolls spread over 2 million square kilometers of ocean with 

only 181 square kilometers of land). Given its geographical characteristics and unique history the 

RMI is a case like no other. With two urban centers, Majuro and Ebeye, that continue to grow 

and share over 74% of the country‟s inhabitants, with the remaining population spread into 

smaller communities with limited infrastructure such as electricity and cell services, 

communication and solidarity with regard to social change issues is a challenging and slow 

process (deBrum, 2012). The most densely populated location in the RMI is Ebeye where there 

are 9,614 people living on 0.31 square kilometers; this results in a population density of 

31,013/square kilometers (deBrum, 2012). It is noted in the 2012 census that there is a lot of 

migration to Majuro and Ebeye from outer islands. 

Basic societal composition details will now be discussed. Children ages 0-14 account for 

40% of the population, but the birth rate is declining slightly.  School enrolment rates are high, 

with 80% of children 5-9 in school and 92% of ages 9-14 in school (deBrum, 2012). Of all the 

SIS countries the RMI ranks second, only behind Kiribate, in the amount spent on education as a 

percentage of GDP as of 2004, almost half of the spending is at the primary level (Prasad, 2008).  

Despite these statistics the level of educational attainment and literacy rates among the 

Marshallese are far below the desired levels. Fortunately, there is no gender gap in enrolment or 

literacy rates; boys and girls are performing equally well (deBrum, 2012).  
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The RMI appear to have a very high employment rate, with unemployment on average 

only equaling 4.7% but this apparently low number is misleading. It was noted, for example, that 

if someone answered that they were involved in „home production‟ he or she was counted as 

employed. This included fishing and making handicrafts which are indeed employment, but 

extremely inconsistent and with very low pay (deBrum, 2012).  

The RMI has seen negative growth from 1999-2006, but despite this out of all the SIS 

countries the RMI spends the most on health care, around 14% of the GDP in the RMI, a direct 

result of USA aid and funding (Prasad, 2008). Social protection spending varies a lot within the 

SIS, but the highest is in the RMI at 13.5% (Prasad, 2008). When compared to other SIS 

countries the RMI is an outlier on the growth and government effectiveness indicator. The 

government is becoming slightly more effective without proportional growth like the rest of the 

SIS countries from 1999-2006 (Prasad, 2008). All these figures indicate that while spending is 

high, there is still poverty and a need for more sustainable growth in the future. 

With respect to indicators for social change and development, the RMI is performing 

moderately in some places and not so well in others. The RMI scores relatively high on the 

Human Development Index (HDI) compared to other SIS countries 1999-2006, since 2006 the 

RMI has not been ranked as a result of incomplete data (UNDP, 2013, UNDP 2011, UNDP 

2009, UNDP 2007, UNDP 2006, Prasad, 2008). However, the social structures in SIS countries 

have more inequality than other small countries in other parts of the world. The RMI has a Gini 

coefficient of over 0.50 (Prasad, 2008). This means there is a lot of inequality, some of which 

could be attributed to the lack of women in government posts and the rest to huge income gaps 

between the iroj (kings/landowners) and the rijerabel (the workers).  
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All of the above mentioned factors contribute to the social change issues currently taking 

place in the RMI. There are a number of actors working both independently and collaboratively 

to address the needs of the Marshallese. In an anthropological study looking at perceptions of 

climate change in the RMI Peter Rudiak-Gould (2011) asked 145 random citizens on the road 

what they thought the most important issues in the RMI were and the top two answers were 

money and a change in lifestyle/values.  There was an emphasis placed on the shift from a 

traditional outer island way of life that allowed individuals to survive sustainably off of the land. 

There is now a shift towards urbanization and modernity, which leads to increasingly more 

capitalist development, which is proving to be unsustainable at this time in the RMI (Rudiak-

Gould, 2011, Loeak, et al., 2004). There are many push and pull factors for urbanization in the 

Pacific and in the RMI. The urban areas are more attractive to the outer islanders because of the 

potential for jobs, better education and for access to services that are unavailable on the more 

remote outer atolls (Clement, 2010, Cocklin & Keen, 2000). The result is migration to the city 

centers, which leads to increased population density, depletion of natural resources and urban 

poverty (Loeak et al., 2000). The result is a breakdown of traditional social structures that then 

perpetuates existing and creates new social change issues that must be addressed. There are no 

studies to date that have identified the most pressing social change issues in the RMI. 

Regardless, there is work being done to address these issues, but again no study has looked at the 

capacity present in the RMI to respond to these social change issues.  

The main government actors in the RMI who are responding to social change issues are 

the Ministry of Health (MOH) and the Ministry of Education (MOE).  There is more happening 

with NGOs, which include WUTMI, YTYIH, Waan Aelon in Majol (WAM), and the Marshall 

Island Conservation Society (MICS). There are smaller NGOs that are building momentum as 
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well as independent consultants and individuals who are creating change and building the 

capacity of the RMI to respond to social change issues (Loeak, et al., 2004). These groups work 

on a variety of issues with a variety of programs. WUTMI is well known for its work on 

women‟s issues and the promotion and protection of culture and tradition. WUTMI was 

established in 1987 and really began to take off in the early part of this century (Loeak, et al., 

2004). Like many of the NGOs working in the RMI they are completely reliant on donor funding 

to run their programs, requiring them to comply with donor regulations, which can limit 

innovation. Regardless, WUTMI is well-connected in the community and a well-respected NGO 

in the RMI. They have chapters on all outer islands except Enawatak and are very active in 

Majuro, as well as Ebeye.  

Another NGO achievement is WAM, which works with out of school youth to train and 

educate them about traditional canoe building and sailing techniques. This organization grew out 

of the realization that traditional sailing knowledge was quickly being lost with the introduction 

of gas-powered boats. WAM not only aims to help at risk youth, it also promotes cultural 

preservation and respect (Loeak, et al., 2004, Miller, 2010). WAM is located on Majuro and like 

WUTMI depends on donor funding to function. YTYIH has been working in the RMI for over 

25 years. Their mission is to promote health with a youth to youth methodology. They are most 

well known for their work on sex education and healthy living promotion. Throughout the years 

they have worked on various methods of educating Marshallese youth about healthy living, 

especially related to sex. They use drama and music to connect with youth and broach the taboo 

topic of sex, which is a challenging topic to address in Marshallese culture. They have an office 

in Majuro, as well as two smaller locations in Ebeye and Laura. They visit outer islands when 

possible by partnering with the MOH, but most of their work is done in Majuro. YTYIH also 
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depends on donor funding to function (Loeak, et al., 2004). MICS works on resource protection, 

which has recently shifted more toward climate change issues and the promotion of sustainable 

livelihoods. MICS has a presence in the outer island communities helping local governments and 

traditional councils establish resource management plans for a more sustainable future (Loeak, et 

al., 2004). They are an important part of the social change equation because if the resources are 

depleted then there will be even less economic opportunity and resources for sustainable 

livelihoods, resulting in increased urbanization and poverty. They are also key actors in climate 

change education, which is both a scientific as well as a social issue (Loeak, et al., 2004). 

There are many examples of success in the RMI and there are long established 

organizations working towards a better future. But there are still some gaps in understanding 

how these processes are taking place. First, there is no research being conducted to determine if 

the most pressing social change issues in the RMI are being addressed, or even what the most 

pressing issues really are. Second, there is no research or data on the capacity of the individuals, 

organizations or sectors to adequately respond to these issues. There are numerous programs 

taking place, but it is unknown if they are creating sustainable long-term capacity improvements 

or if they are working at a superficial level to meet donor requirements to secure more funding.  

Lastly there is no available data on how these different actors are working together to address the 

programs. By better understanding the network connections between these organizations, 

ministries and individuals there can be more efficient capacity building and sharing.  

The conceptual framework to understanding the complexity of social changes issues in 

the RMI is an approach that looks at the conceptualization, through a constructivist lens, of the 

problem of government and NGOS, the capacity of government sectors and NGOs, and the 

relationships present between these groups. Each NGO and government sector has their own 
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understanding of what social change issues need to be addressed and why, what the appropriate 

response methods are and their own capacity. Understanding how these organizations interact 

and what their individual capacities are, combine with the enabling environment capacity and 

individual capacities, will provide a framework to understanding where gaps in programs exist 

and why. 

Summary   

 This chapter explored the complexities involved with addressing social change issues 

through relevant theory. Beginning with the capacity development approach to development 

anchored in the work of Bolger (2000). Theories of social change were discussed which 

emphasized the need to use a holistic approach of understanding to successfully employ social 

change methods when responding to social changes issue. During the twentieth century the North 

Pacific underwent changes with intense outside influences that affect the socio-political structure 

of countries. Despite close ties with the USA the RMI still faces many socio-political challenges 

that government ministries and NGOs focusing on.  



 29 

Chapter Three: Research Context 

Introduction 

 This chapter provides an overview of current socio-economic trends in the RMI with 

regard to social change issues and addresses differences in geographical contextualization. It 

speaks to the differences between outer island life and that in Majuro and Ebeye. An outline of 

the status of current NGOs and the government structures in the RMI is provided. 

The Republic of the Marshall Islands 

The Population 

As previously mentioned the RMI is a small country with 53,158 persons (27,243 males 

and 25,915 females) and a population growth of .04% since the 1999 census. While .04% is a 

small population increase there are two noteworthy points. This increase has been happening 

exponentially over the past 40 years. Until 1970 growth was stagnant, but the RMI has since seen 

a rapid population growth (deBrum, 2012). First, this plays a key role in migration, population 

density, urbanization, and environmental degradation which are factors that affect social change. 

There has been a fairly equal population growth by gender according to population the 

population comparison provided in the RMI 2011 census (deBrum, 2012). The second note 

regarding population increase is that the increase is not as large as expected, with projections 

suggesting an increase to 60,000 people. The reason for this is that, an estimated 11,000 

individuals have emigrated to the USA since 1999. This is significant to note as it illustrates a 

possible lack of opportunity within the RMI and a desire to seek education and employment 

outside the RMI (de Brum, 2012). This migration pattern can literally be seen when driving from 

one end of the capital island to the other, as 1,369 (most in Laura) out of 9,214 houses are 

vacant. Many individuals move to Laura, a small community in the North Western part of 
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Majuro atoll, and work until they have enough money to buy a one-way ticket and leave for the 

USA (deBrum, 2012).  

While this is an extremely small population, the geographical contextualization section 

illustrates the challenges it creates for development. Of the population, 40% are under the age of 

14, 46% are age 15-59, and 4% are age 60+ (deBrum, 2011). There are slightly more males than 

females and dependency ratios have been coming down slightly. There are still a significant 

number of school age children in the population regardless of these decreases. Of those aged 5-9 

only 80% are enrolled in school.  Enrollment increases at age 10-14 to 92% and then drops off 

sharply to only 38% for ages 15-24 (deBrum, 2011). Of those aged over 25 only 28.6% have not 

finished high school, which is a significance amount of the population (deBrum, 2011). Despite 

the low completion rate the estimated literacy rate (defined as the ability to read, write and 

understand a simple sentence in any language) is 90.6% (deBrum, 2011).  Throughout all of the 

above statistics it is important to note that there is no gender gap, males and females have equal 

access to education and are graduating at equal rates (deBrum, 2011).  

The result is a working age population (15 years old and above) of 31,307, with a labour 

force of 12,924. Of the working age population less than 50% are in the labour force, and from 

that there are 612 who are unemployed leaving an unemployment rate of only 4.7%, down from 

30.9% in 1999. However, it must be noted that the 2011 census included home production such 

as fishing, making handicrafts, and farming as employment. These are mainly subsistence living 

activities and do not yield much financially. Approximately two-thirds or 8,417 individuals in 

the labour force are males, and only 4,507 females (Alfred, 2011). There is a gender imbalance 

in the work force, which is important to note in regard to social change issues (deBrum, 2011). 
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Geographical Contextualization 

 

Figure 3:1 Map of the Marshall Islands 

The RMI is a small country in the middle of the North Pacific, situated from 

approximately 4*N to 16*N and 160*E to 174*E as shown in figure 3:1. As previously 

mentioned, the RMI has a population of 53,158 distributed on over five islets and 29 atolls and 

distributed over 2 million square kilometers of ocean with only 181 square kilometers of land 
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(deBrum, 2011). The above map illustrates the many atolls and islands of the RMI. Each atoll 

has its own social structure and land formation, some having only one inhabited island while 

others have up to nine or ten inhabited islands.  Majuro on Majuro Atoll, and Ebeye on 

Kwajalein Atoll, are the two main city centers that are identified in figure 3:1. Together they 

share 74% of the country‟s population, or 39,337 people in total. The result is very small 

communities of 25 to 1000 people living in extremely remote and isolated areas of the country.  

A census comparison from 1980, 1988, 1999 and 2011 show there has been a steady 

decrease in population on outer islands over the past 40 years. Between the 1999 and 2011 

census only three outer islands/atolls, Jaluit, Lae, and Lib, experienced population growth of 

0.6%, 0.6%, and 0.4% respectively (deBrum, 2012). It is important to note that Jaluit Atoll has a 

boarding high school and new fish exporting business, which accounts for some of the growth. 

The reasons why Lae and Lib continue to see population growth when the remainder of the outer 

islands do not is unclear. Populations in the urban centers of Majuro and Ebeye continue to grow. 

Ebeye is the most crowded with a population density of 9,614 per square mile (deBrum, 2011). 

Ebeye is densely populated because it acts as a bedroom community form the US military 

research station on Kwajalein Atoll. Many people move to Ebeye looking for employment on the 

research station, which is reached by a 20-minute ferry ride. It is extremely difficult to get a job 

there, as fluency in English and clearance from the US government are needed. The trend has 

been that once a family member receives employment on Ebeye, many will come to live with 

them if they are unemployed. This has resulted in an extremely densely populated part of the 

country that is suffering both socially and environmentally.  

Infrastructure in the RMI is weak, degraded and dysfunctional. There is a publicly owned 

airline, Air Marshall Islands (AMI) and a publicly owned shipping agency, the Marshall Islands 
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Shipping Corporation (MISC) that owns four field ship trip boats used for shipping food and 

collecting copra. AMI runs two airplanes, a 14-seat plane and a 30-seat plane. Not all islands 

have the capacity to have a plane land and very few have paved landing strips. Most islands are 

only serviced by MISC every three months (or up to six months or longer) or by commercial 

boats when chartered. None of the boats in the RMI operate strictly as passenger ships. Only a 

few of the outer islands have the infrastructure for a boat to dock. Most boats must anchor off 

shore and ferry passengers and cargo to the beach. Travel can be quite precarious, inconsistent, 

and unreliable, which has implications for education and health care.   

A majority of the outer islands are now functioning with solar power through a variety of 

grants donated through Taiwan and the European Union in the last six years. Majuro is powered 

by diesel power and suffers from frequent power outages. Households on outer islands use rain 

water catchments as their main source of water, used for drinking and cooking. In addition, most 

households also have an open well (deBrum, 2011). Majuro and Ebeye have access to larger 

aquifers and water desalinization plants that act as a source of running water for their 

populations.  According to the 2011 census, of all houses in the RMI only 53% were considered 

to be in good condition; 43% were classified as needing major repairs (deBrum, 2011). 

Overview of the Government Structure 

 The RMI is a self-governing democracy that has been in a Compact of Free Association 

with the US since 1971. Parliament is held in the Nitijela where the legislative body consists of 

33 members. The Nitijela elects a president, who must be chosen from the winning party. The 

President then selects a 10-member Cabinet. The President also appoints an 11 member Council 

of Iroj (Chiefs) who are responsible for the oversight of traditional and customary matters. To 

date there have been no female Presidents elected and women lack representation in the Nitijela. 
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Each atoll or islet votes to elect a representative for the Nitijela, with some larger areas gaining 

more representatives. While the election process is democratic and allows for anyone to win, 

there has only been one President since inception who was not an Iroj and of traditional power. 

The traditional structures and customs of rule are still very much present throughout the country.  

Day-to-Day Life 

 Day-to-day life is still not very easy for most Marshallese, with urban and rural areas 

posing different challenges. On the outer islands it is still mainly a subsistence way of life. A few 

individuals have a teaching position or work for the government as part-time law enforcement or 

work at the medical center. Most men collect, husk and dry mature copra (coconut) to sell to the 

MISC ships when they arrive. Harvesting copra is hard work that does not yield high financial 

returns even though it is highly subsidized by the government. Besides this men are responsible 

for fishing and are more likely than women to be active in government at the local level. Women 

spend a lot of their working time on cooking, doing laundry, and making amimono (handicrafts). 

With no washing machines on outer islands, a lot of time is spent cleaning the family‟s clothes. 

Most families on outer islands still use the various parts of the coconut for fire to cook all meals 

on. Sometimes kerosene is used because it is more convenient, but it is hard to get and is costly.  

 In the downtown area of Majuro and Ebye there are much more populated areas than on 

any outer island. Population density is taxing on resources such as water, available land for 

growing food and fishable ocean areas. Water is purchased and while modern amenities are 

available such as laundromats it is expensive. There is often electricity and fewer or no 

traditional methods for cooking and cleaning are used. In some cases there is a lack of coconut 

trees because of over-population. Men in urban areas do not collect copra because they most 

often do not have their own land on which to cultivate coconut trees. They also fish less because 
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of the over fishing and degradation that have taken place in the urban areas. There is very little 

arable land in the RMI overall because of the nature of coral atolls and this is only compounded 

by urbanization. There have been some successful farming initiatives run by Taiwanese funding 

which are continuing today. There are very few naturally available food options, and most are 

very labour intensive to prepare. Introduced imparted imported foods such as rice, canned food 

and American style meals have quickly become staples.  This has led to an increase in diabetes 

throughout the country as it is not cost-effective nor is there an appetite for healthy imported 

food. 

The land tenure system in the RMI is an important factor for individual‟s mobility as well 

as their identity and emotional well being. The RMI works under a complex customary land 

ownership system where wato (land plots that run from ocean to lagoon across the island) are 

divided up to families under the guidance of the lerooj or irooj (king or queen). There is 

collective ownership within a matrilineal-based system that provide women the primary link to 

the land and it‟s rights, even though men tend to be more visible in the public (Huffer, 2008, 

Loeak, et. al., 2004). There are multiple levels of ownership allowing inheritance to the next 

social level, or multiple landowners at one time. An iroojlaplap would own many watos, with an 

irooj or lerooj caring for plots of land within the larger area. Aleps (landowners or land workers) 

are next in line and are responsible for the maintenance of the land and insuring that the rijerbal 

(workers) are producing as they should. This system also functions under the knowledge that 

positions are held in order of oldest to youngest in the family. In 2003 the Land Registration Act 

was created by the government. It is a legal framework that was put in place to allow voluntary 

land registration. The concept behind this was to clarify land ownership, reduce disputes and 

allow for foreign investment and development (Huffer, 2003). The effects of this Act are still be 



 36 

understand as it has the potential to shift the power and gender structures within the RMI 

(Huffer, 2008, Loeak, et. al., 2004). 

Current Social Change Trends and Research 

 There is very little research and data collection being completed in the area of social 

change in the RMI, although a few grants have recently been received to look at these issues. 

The recent 2008 Bobrae Project has collected data in the area of substance abuse and teen 

pregnancy. While there are still many areas that need to be addressed, the initial results of current 

research in the area of substance abuse will be discussed.  To first contextualize the issues 

surrounding youth, which is the group targeted for the majority of data collection, youth 

unemployment rates in the RMI are extremely high for the region. High youth unemployment 

rates were seen in the early 2000, which can lead to drop outs, depression, substance abuse, and 

suicide (Alfred, 2011).  A youth alcohol use comparisons for SIS (RMI, American Samoa, the 

Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands, Guam, Palau) and the USA in 2007 showed the 

RMI is average compared to other nations in lifetime alcohol use. But when it comes to current 

use and episodic heavy drinking the RMI is at or near the top compared to its neighbours. The 

results are practically the same looking at cigarette use, with lifetime use being the lowest and 

current or frequent cigarette use highest in the RMI. It is clear that substance abuse issues need to 

be addressed in the RMI (Alfred, 2011).  

According to law all outer islands (islands that are not Majuro or Ebeye) are dry and thus 

not allowed to sell alcohol. This is not adhered to in reality. Alcohol is often brought in or local 

yeast is made (a combination of yeast, water and sugar that ferments and becomes alcohol). Men 

consume yeast most commonly, as it is not socially acceptable for women to drink it. The 

substance abuse issues perpetuate other issues of teen pregnancy and suicide or attempted 
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suicide. Teen pregnancy rates are high throughout the RMI, but are more prevalent in the rural 

outer island areas. Current teen pregnancy statistics in the RMI show there are double the teen 

pregnancies on outer islands compared to urban areas (Alfred, 2011).  

In the two urban centers, Majuro and Ebeye, women drink more than they would in outer 

islands, but still not to nearly as much as men. A study of sexual intercourse under the influence 

of alcohol showed that 30.5% of males and 4.1% of females in the RMI report having sex under 

the influence, which for youth can lead to unintended pregnancy and STI/STDs (Alfred, 2011).  

There is a huge gender gap as well between urban and rural dwellers, with 6.7% of males and 

1.5% of females in urban settings and 23.8% of males and 2.6% of females in rural settings 

having had sex under the influence of alcohol (Alfred, 2011). The percentages for women are 

quite low overall, but there are far more men having sex under the influence of alcohol in rural 

areas than there are in the urban areas which is interesting to note since it is the opposite of men. 

This pronounced geographical difference is important to take into consideration when 

developing social change programs because it shows that even though illegal, alcohol in rural 

areas it is still being consumed.  

Suicide is a serious issue in the RMI. The most recent statistics available date from 2007, 

but illustrate the current trends. For the period of 2000-2007 suicides ranged from four to 28, 

with the peak year seeing 28 in 2003 and the lowest years in 2005 and 2005. Attempted suicides 

followed the same trends (Alfred, 2011). While the numbers appear to have decreased in the late 

2000s there were also concerns of lack of data for these years (Alfred, 2011).  It is important to 

look at this information disaggregated by gender. It is shocking to learn that all but three 

completed suicides over the seven-year period were men, majority of suicides were young men 

aged 15-25 (Alfred, 2011). The same gender division can be seen in attempted suicides as seen 
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with completed suicides. There are more women who have attempted suicide than completed it, 

but it is still overwhelmingly men who attempt and succeed. According to Alfred (2011) roughly 

a quarter of the youth population in 2003, 2007, and 2009 seriously considered attempting 

suicide. A quarter of the youth population in the RMI has mental health concerns and the RMI 

lacks the basic capacity to address these kinds of issues.  

One of the survey questions being asked by Marshall Islands Epidemiological Prevention 

Initiative (MIEPI) is the acknowledgment of substance abuse issues at individual and community 

level. Approximately 90% of people regardless of age, sex or location believe that substance 

abuse is a problem in their respective communities (Alfred, 2011).  Samples for this survey were 

taken from four distinct regions in the RMI, covering urban and rural settings.  

Overview of Non Governmental Organizations (NGOs) 

WUTMI – Women United Together in the Marshall Islands 

WUTMI was established in 1987 and grew out of the Office of Women‟s Affairs in the 

Ministry of Social Services. It became an independent chartered NGO by 2000 and administers a 

number of different programs addressing domestic violence, capacity development, parental 

involvement in education and health, and protection and promotion of traditional culture. 

WUTMI‟s Strategic Plan can be found in appendix 1, it provides an outline of most recent goals 

and programs run by WUTMI (WUTMI, n.d.) 

YTYIH - Youth to Youth in Health (Jodrikdrik nan jodrikdrik ilo ejmour) 

 YTYIH was established in 1986 by Darlene Keju-Johnson. It is a peer education 

organization that provides youth leadership training and health services for youth in the RMI. 

The programs administered by YTYIH vary depending on available funding, but their main goals 

are substance abuse prevention, healthy lifestyles and life choices, suicide prevention, and 
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reproductive health. The mandate has changed over the years to address changing needs. YTYIH 

provides free health and reproductive health assistance at their two locations on Majuro and one 

in Ebeye. They are active in the community through schools and after school programs, and 

work on prevention and out reach initiatives (Alfred, 2011, Johnson, 2011).  

Bobrae Project 

 The Bobrae Project is a five year Strategic Prevention Framework State Incentive Grant 

(SPF SIG), 2009-2014 (Alfred, 2011). The goals of the Bobrae Project are to “reduce the onset 

and/or progression of substance abuse including childhood and underage drinking, to reduce 

substance abuse-related problems, and to build capacity and infrastructure for data-driven 

substance abuse prevention at the State and community levels” (Alfred, 2011, p. 13). The Bobrae 

Project helps coordinate different NGOs and government agencies working on similar issues, 

runs community development programs, and produces research reports (Alfred, 2011).  

MIEPI –Marshall Islands Epidemiological Prevention Initiative 

 MIEPI is an NGO and is part of SPF SIG that was implemented as the RMI Bobrae 

Project (Alfred, 2011). It was established in 2008 and it coordinates epidemiological monitoring 

and evaluation in the RMI. MIEPI‟s goal is to assist in implementing better data collection and 

response to substance abuse issues in the RMI (Alfred, 2009).  

WAM – Waan Aelon in Majol (Canoes of the Marshall Islands) 

 WAM is an NGO that came into existence through the work of Dennis Alessio and Alson 

Kelen in the mid 1990s (Loeak, et al., 2004). The main goal of WAM is to protect and encourage 

traditional Marshallese cultures and traditions, particularly through canoe building and sailing. 

This is done through basic education and training programs with at-risk youth. Those who 
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participate in the WAM program learn valuable life skills, vocational skills and community 

building. WAM is well-established in the community and known in the region for its successes.  

Summary 

 In summary, it is evident that the RMI faces unemployment, substance abuse, domestic 

violence and lacks infrastructure. There are differences between rural and urban settings that 

must be acknowledged to respond to current issues. Even though the RMI has a very small 

population there are still many infrastructure and social structure challenges to be overcome 

when dealing with social change issues. There are a five primary of NGOs and government 

sectors that have been established to address social change issues. The following chapter will 

discuss the research methods used to characterize the problem, understand current capacity and 

prioritize solutions. 
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Chapter Four: Research Methods 

Introduction 

This chapter will provide a definition and explanation of the methods used for data 

collection and analysis.  A mixed-methods approach was employed to understand the capacity of 

the NGO and government sectors to respond to social change issues in the RMI.  

Epistemological Perspective 

This is an exploratory and descriptive study of the capacity to respond to social change in 

the RMI. The chosen epistemological viewpoint is constructivism as a means of addressing the 

gaps in literature related to social change concerns and response in the RMI. Constructivism was 

chosen as an epistemological viewpoint because the view is that knowledge is socially 

constructed, that societal reality is constructed and that knowledge and reality are mutually 

constitutive (Guzzini, 2000, Hacking, 2002). Social constructed knowledge is most important 

and must be placed at the center of the research. It focuses on how individuals come to know 

their knowledge (Sterling-Folker, 2002, Airasian & Walsh, 1997). There is no single method of 

design used for constructivist research (Pouliot, 2007). This research will focus on knowledge of 

those working in the social change field in the RMI. 

Data Acquisition Method 

 The data acquisition methods used for this research were key informant interviews, a 

focus group, a social network mapping, and participant observation. By using a four methods 

approach triangulation was achieved to improve reliability and validity.  

Sampling 

 The target population for this research was individuals working for NGOs, government 

ministries working with social change issues, educational institutions, and experts in the field. 
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Exact numbers for this group of individuals were not available. All participants were over the 

age of 18 and no gender quota was set. All participants spoke English and Marshallese, as did the 

researcher.  All interviews and focus groups were conducted between August 2012 and 

September 2013. A snowball method was used to increase numbers from the initial n. There 

were ten key informants from the NGO sector, nine from the government sector, four from the 

educational sector, and ten independent experts. For the social network mapping the same 

participants who took part in the NGO and government interviews completed the social network 

map exercises. The seven focus group participants were from NGOs, government, and education 

institutions.  

Key Informant Interviews 

 All key informants were given numerical and alphabetical labels to protect participant 

confidentiality. Key informant interviews were conducted in person except for two interviews, 

which were conducted via email. Key informant interviews were conducted with representatives 

from NGOS, government ministries, educational institutions and experts in the field. The 

interviews were conducted at the convenience of the interviewee and in a location of comfort for 

the interviewee. The key informant interview questions were established prior to the interview 

and were open ended (see Appendix 2 for a list of interview questions). During the interview 

probing questions and follow-up questions were asked to allow for the emergence of themes and 

ideas. The key informant interviews are the basis for this research. The key informant interviews 

were recorded and transcribed by the researcher. They provided vital information that illustrated 

the participant's conceptualization of social change issues in the RMI and thus a better 

understanding of why the response programs were being developed in the way they were. The 

key informant interviews lasted between 45 minutes and 120 minutes. 
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Focus Groups 

 Mid-way through the field research a focus group was held with members from NGOs, 

government ministries, and educational institutions. The goal of the focus group was to answer 

questions similar to those used in the key informant interviews, allowing for discussion across 

sectors (see Appendix 3 for a list of focus group questions).  All NGOs, government ministries 

and educational institutions were invited to send a representative or two to the focus group. 

Seven people attended the focus group. The focus group lasted approximately 120 minutes.  

 The focus group was facilitated and recorded by the researcher as no suitable assistant 

was found. For the initial part of the focus group a dotmocracy group technique was used for the 

first two questions based on the methodologies presented by Boddy (2012) and Hogan (2003). 

This method allows participants to create a list of ideas and then prioritize the list through a 

voting process. It provides and opportunity for every participant to voice their ideas in a written 

format before discussion takes place. Participants were given post-it notes for each question. 

They were asked to write one answer per post-it note and place them on the flip chart. When all 

participants were finished they then moved on to voting. They were given five votes each for the 

top choices for the question (for the first question it was what are the most pressing social change 

issues and for the section question it was what are the most effective methods currently used). 

The voting took place after the question had been answered before moving on to the following 

question. This allowed all participants an opportunity to voice their opinion and vote for what 

matters most to them. For the second part of the focus group, questions three and four, a 

brainstorming exercise was used to engage participants in a discussion about goals for the future. 

Participants were again given post-it notes and wrote one answer per post-it. No voting took 

place for the last two questions as the focus was to stimulate discussion on the topics 

brainstormed. The researcher took detailed field notes throughout the focus group. During the 
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discussion time there was one participant who was much less vocal than the others. The results 

of the focus group validated what was identified in the key informant interviews.  

Social Network Mapping 

 The social network mapping exercise was completed either during the key informant 

interview or at the end of the key informant interview. Participants were asked to write down the 

NGOs, government ministries, groups, or educational institutions that they collaborate with on 

social change-related research and programming. They were given a stack of cue cards and asked 

to write one group per card. They were then asked to place the cards on the table in order of 

quality and quantity of collaboration, with five levels total, with the highest level of collaboration 

at the top and lowest at the bottom. There could be more than one card at each level of 

collaboration. This method provided a different perspective on the interaction between different 

stakeholders working in the area of social change in the RMI. This process facilitated a 

discussion with the researcher regarding what collaboration means to different individuals and to 

what degree it is happening in the RMI. The social network mapping method was a vital part of 

triangulation.  

Participant Observation 

 Participant observation took place between July 19
th

 and September 17
th

 2012. The 

researcher lived in Majuro, the capital of the RMI and was active in local events and culture. 

Prior to the research period the researcher lived on Kaven, Maloelap Atoll, an outer island, for 

one year as an elementary school teacher from 2006-2007. The researcher then returned in 2009-

2011 as a Program Manager for the NGO WorldTeach based in Majuro. With WorldTeach she 

had the opportunity to visit many outer islands and work with a variety of NGOs and government 

ministries. During the research period participant observation included living in the same area as 
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the participants, participating in local events, socializing at local establishments, and keeping 

detailed notes in a research journal. The researcher volunteered as a teacher at one of the local 

schools, assisted a NGO with project development, assisted a NGO with volunteer training, and 

participated in community events. This provided the researcher with in-depth knowledge of the 

inner workings of the education system as well as the cultural nuances present. It provided an 

understanding of how different stakeholders deal with social change issues, how they function 

and why they face the challenges they face. It provided an opportunity for informal 

conversations and experiential learning on the part of the researcher. 

Data Analysis 

 Qualitative analysis was completed on the key informant interviews and focus groups 

using a qualitative research analysis software program called dedoose. All questions in the key 

informant interviews were opened ended so a priori coding was used (Thomas, 2006, Strauss 

and Corbin, 1998). This allowed for emerging themes to be identified throughout the open 

coding process. For questions addressing the concept of capacity regarding the ability to address 

social change issues in the RMI Bolger‟s (2000) matrix of capacity presented in Chapter Two 

was used as a coding framework to identify different levels of capacity and their relationships. 

As shown in the literature in Chapter Two there are many frameworks and concepts related to 

capacity development that could have been used. Bolger‟s work was chosen because of the four 

areas of capacity; individual level, organizational level, sector/networking level, and enabling 

environment level. Bolger (2000) drew attention to the fact that these different levels must not be 

looked at separately and that the interaction between levels is important to understand. A journal 

was kept for observation during the research period. During data analysis a review of the 
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observation journal was completed to compare key informant interview results, focus group 

results and social network mapping results with what was observed.   

 Comments could be placed under one or more codes as they would frequently answer one 

or more question, related to one or more topic. The coding tree developed and grew as new 

interviews from new perspectives were coded. After all interviews were coded the tree was 

reviewed to ensure that it was logically organized and that all the questions were answered. 

There are four levels to the code tree. Level one is the parent code, with level two being a sub-

code with more specific knowledge, level 3 another sub-code and finally level four the most 

specific sub-code (see Appendix 4 for coding tree). Once all interviews were coded, the coding 

framework was then solidified. The responses were then separated by code and reviewed to 

ensure that all excerpts in that code were relevant and recoded if needed.  

 The information gathered during the social network mapping exercise was analyzed using 

a software program called Gephi (Bastian et al., 2009). During the interview when the participant 

wrote groups they collaborated with and ranked them a picture was taken and the values 

recorded.  The organization and values were entered into the Gephi program, which could then 

visually and numerically represent the collaboration present.  

Limitations 

The first limitation is that it was a study of the RMI and cannot be generalized to other 

Pacific nations in the region.  However, the methods used could be adopted by in other countries 

in the region to do similar research.  

The second limitation is that not every NGO and government ministry in the RMI was 

interviewed, saturation was reached at the 21
st
 interview however. 
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The third limitation is that a majority of the focus group participants were also 

interviewed which did not provide new perspectives. The exercise however provided the 

opportunity for members from different organizations to interact and discuss important issues.  

The fourth limitation to this research is that not every organization (NGO, government 

ministry, church) that was mentioned during the social network mapping participated in the 

social network mapping exercise. 

The fifth limitation of this study was the availability of the key informants. The 

researcher was on the capital island Majuro for nine weeks from July to September 2011. Some 

key informants were not on the island during this time, or were only intermittently present. 

Given the nature of the key informants, they all had demanding schedules and there were 

challenges in finding appropriate meeting times. Consequently, some key informants were never 

interviewed.  

The sixth limitation is that the researcher was not able to observe all of the programs and 

collaboration efforts in action. There was a limited amount of time, so the key informants had to 

be relied on for information.  

The seventh limitation is the lack of reliable data available on social change-related 

issues in the RMI. There is no central data source and most government ministries are either 

unable to or do not collect consistent data. This left informant gaps when looking at long-term 

trends in the region.  

Summary 

 A total of 33 key informants were interviewed from four stakeholder groups, and from 

the same respondent group there were participants in social network mapping exercise (n=20) 

and in the focus group (n=7). The key informant interviews that were recorded and transcribed 
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provided a majority of the content for data analysis and then triangulation with the remaining 

methods for added validation.  
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Chapter Five: Results 

Introduction 

This chapter provides the results from the key informant interviews, focus group, social 

network mapping, and participant observation research that was conducted as the basis of 

research in the RMI. The topics addressed in this chapter correlate with three objectives of the 

research. The chapter is divided into three sections, characterization of the problem, current 

capacity, and prioritizing solutions. 

Overview 

 A total of 33 key informant interviews took place over a nine-week period. The key 

informants were from four affiliations, NGO at 27%, independent/expert at 30%, government at 

24%, and education at 19%. The maximum number of codes per interview was 232 and the 

minimum was four.  

Four questions were asked during the focus group. A dotmacracy focus group technique 

was used for the first two questions, open brainstorming and discussion for the second two 

questions. A social network analysis was completed with 20 participants. Participant observation 

was conducted throughout the nine-week research period. Early in the field research period a 

contextual interpretation of Bolger‟s framework on capacity development emerged (2000). 

Bolger‟s (2000) conceptual framework is used to understand the delicate balance of capacities 

needed to respond to social change in the RMI. The root cause of the problem must first be 

understood, then the social issues identified, then programs are created to combat the issues, gaps 

in programming appear and are acknowledged, solutions are created, and the root cause of the 

problem must be re-evaluated to continually ensure that the programming is addressing relevant 

issues. The cycle continues as change takes place, issues are dealt with and new issues are 
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presented. The capacity to understand and address the issues is divided into four categories. The 

enabling environment is an inverted triangle that represents how thinly spread the government‟s 

resources are in an attempt to not only address social issues, but the remainder of government 

functions as well. The network/social capacities are the next connections between organizational, 

individual, and enabling environment capacities. Without the network/social connection different 

levels of capacity effective change cannot take place. The organizational and individual 

capacities must be balanced and work with the enabling environment to create programs  

and positive social change (Bolger, 2000). The whole system is on the verge of collapse if one 

section fails.  

Characterization of the Problem 

The first objective is to characterize the current social change issues in the RMI.  

Key informant interviews 

Open coding was used which allowed for emerging themes to questions based under 

objective one from the key informant interviews. Respondents where asked what they thought 

the most pressing problematic social change issues in the RMI are and why. The results showed 

that there were two ways this question was answered.  

The first way was stating the symptoms and then expanding on why that symptom was 

present and thus addressing the root cause of the issue. These were coded as root cause of the 

problem. Of 33 respondents 27, or 82%, answered the question in this manner. Appendix 5 

illustrates the root cause of the problem identified and the number of respondents to reference 

said problem. The top three responses are loss of tradition, urbanization, and cultural barriers 

with 73%, 42%, and 26% of total respondents respectively. Table 5.1 provides a list of root cause 
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of the problem and number of finds (a find is when respondents answered the question according 

to the corresponding code. The maximum number of responses per factor is one time).  

Table 5.1 Root causes of social change issues 

    Number of respondents n=33 

 The sub-themes of the top two responses for the root cause of the problem will now be 

explored. As seen in Appendix 6, there are ten sub-themes that emerged and were connected to 

loss of tradition by respondents. Changing family structures (42% of total respondents), 

education (24% of total respondents) and loss of identity (24% of total respondents) were the 

three top social change issues. Family structure has sub-themes that illustrate the social change 

issues that are the result of loss of tradition in Appendix 7.  The loss of tradition leads to changes 

in family structure and result in domestic violence, small nuclear families, poor parenting 

choices and allowing children more influence in the decision making process. One participant 

highlights some of the challenges associated with loss of tradition as the cause of social change 

issues, 

I mean everything, it just goes back to education. You know when we finished our child 

protection research and then you know we have these recommendations for doing a family 

life education project and there is going to be starting at IA soon. Mantin jirik. Trying to 

find ways to have some sort of family, that‟s what it is some sort of family, like, how do 

you educate people because they are not living in their traditional ways. You know the 

family structures are breaking down, we have mothers and fathers who didn‟t complete 

Factor Finds 

Cause/Root of the Problem 27 

Loss of tradition 24 

Urbanization  14 

Cultural Barriers 12 

Loss of subsistence Living 5 

Modernization 5 

Western Influences 5 

Over population 4 

Poverty 4 

Christianity 3 

Not accepting reality and that change is needed 3 

Unsure 3 
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elementary school. We have mothers who were teen mothers, you know they don‟t have 

the life skills and they can‟t pass on anything to their children. 

 The second sub-theme under the root cause of the problem code is urbanization, it has 12 

sub-themes as seen in Appendix 8. The 12 problems here are caused by urbanization, most 

notable is lack of employment (33% of total respondents). Respondents mentioned that lack of 

employment then leads to substance abuse and suicide. Other social change concerns that result 

from urbanization include over-crowded schools, youth un-rest and health concerns. These social 

change issues have some overlap with those seen as a result of loss of tradition as well as the 

social change issues discussed when no root cause of the problem was explored. A participant 

elaborates on the results of urbanization,  

...it [social change] comes from people moving here from outer islands where there is a 

really strong extended family network, well establish social hierarchy. To a system now 

where we have the two urban centers in Ebeye and Majuro while other islands are 

continuing to shrink. The people that are coming in here lack the skills that are needed for 

office work or teaching and things like that. It is a weird situation, high rates of 

unemployment, now when you are living in one of the urban centers cash is much more 

important then it was in outer islands. As well, people aren‟t living off of the land that their 

families have traditionally been on. They are living on other people‟s families‟ land. It‟s 

kind of been a difference from the past and the more extended family system and the more 

nuclear families. There are the money issues, a lot more substance abuse issues, especially 

once you don‟t have much to do, and if they are not finishing school which most of them 

aren‟t and so they have limited opportunities. 

 

 The third sub-theme under the cause/root of the problem code is cultural barriers. There 

were no sub-themes coded for this example. When respondents commented on cultural barriers 

they identified the disconnect happening between traditional ways of life and current 

expectations and social structures that appear as a result of the Western influence.  

 The second way that respondents answered the question, what are the most pressing 

social change issues, was to mention the social change issues that are symptoms of the 

underlying problem without connecting the symptoms to the root cause of the problems. Of 33 

respondents 15 (45% of total respondents), provided this answer, Appendix 9 illustrates the 
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symptoms identified. The top two symptoms identified are health care and substance abuse with 

nine respondents, the list then drops down to five respondents. Table 5.2 provides all symptoms 

mentioned and the number of respondents.  

Table 5.2 Social change issue symptoms 

Factor Finds 

Symptoms only, no cause mentioned 15 

Health care 9 

Substance Abuse 9 

Domestic Violence 5 

Education 4 

Lack of Employment 4 

Environmental Interaction 2 

Child Protection 1 

Mental Health Issues 1 

Racism 1 

Number of respondents n=33 

When comparing the social change issues that were mentioned as symptom only and 

those mentioned under the context of a deeper social change trend the results are similar. They 

are ranked differently but substance abuse, lack of employment, domestic violence, education, 

health and family structures are the most pressing social change issues. The issues are 

intertwined at many levels; a respondent discusses the complexity of addressing social change 

issues in the RMI, 

They are all inter related anyway, diet, health, STI, sanitation, government funding, there 

all, corruption, they are all related. One causes the other, which effects the next. You 

couldn‟t separate them. If you did that then you‟d only be able to see the tip of the iceberg. 

Focus Group 

 As mentioned in Chapter Four a dotmacracy focus group technique was used for the 

focus group. The first task of the focus group, participants were given pink post-it notes and were 

asked to write down the social change issues that they thought were being addressed currently by 

the government and NGOs, one issue per post-it. Once the post-its were all placed on the chart 

paper, participants were given five dots and were asked to place them on the issues they thought 
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were the most pressing social change issues. Table 5.3 shows the issues noted by participants and 

the number of votes.  

Table 5.3 Social change issues currently being addressed 

Social Change Issue Number of Votes 

Substance Abuse 12 

Loss/shift from traditional skills and knowledge 6 

Lack of marketable skills/income generation 5 

Lack of opportunity/support for youth 4 

Climate change adaptation/food security 4 

Poverty 3 

Low parenting skills 2 

Lack of teacher preparedness = lack of student preparedness  2 

Lack of „good‟ collaboration 1 

High school drop out/teenage pregnancy 1 

HIV/AIDS 1 

Urbanization 1 

Coastal and land conservation, protecting resources 1 

Domestic violence 0 

Tobacco control policies 0 

Local governance administration and implementation of 

development and economic change grants 

0 

Disaster risk management planning 0 

Number of participants n=7 

The dotmacracy focus group technique stimulated a discussion regarding the social 

change issues identified and what the participants thought about the ranked results.  Several 

participants noted that while there is still a long list of issues that are being addressed in the RMI 

there has been a lot of progress in the last 30 years to improve the quality of life, especially in 

terms of women‟s rights and access to infrastructure and services. A long discussion took place 

around the education system. Many participants thought that if the education system were more 

culturally appropriate and effective, then NGOs would be able to have more impact because they 

would not have to focus on the basics of health and literacy. The participants identified a lack of 

motivation and a sense of helplessness regarding the education system. While they noted that 

there are champions and individuals achieving good work, there is so much inefficiency and lack 
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of capacity it is hard to feel hopeful when looking forward. They questioned the focus of 

education in the RMI, which is mostly geared towards academic success and lacks vocational 

and life skills development. The education system is also highly constrained by cultural power 

structures, which restricts the rijerabel’s (workers) social mobility across classes. The 

educational system is geared towards those who will continue on to higher level education and 

have access to English langue and financial support systems. The rijerabel often lack access to 

educational opportunities because of financial constraints. Within the classroom the rijerabel are 

at times treated poorly by other students with a higher status. For example the rijerabel may not 

be able to answer questions until a student of a higher status has first or they will be excluded 

from activities based on their status. Even at a young in the classroom students understand and 

function within the broader social structure. 

Participants noted the changes in traditional ways of life to a more urban setting with 

Western ideals and the breakdown of family structures as an underlying cause of many of the 

social issues that were presented and ranked highly in table 5.3. Family networks provide a great 

amount of support, but are also burdened by the stress of changing social demands. This leads to 

a need to have better parenting skills, as nuclear family units increase and extended family units 

decrease there is less support from grandparents, aunts and uncles. Without this extended 

support, parents do not necessarily know how to help their children eat healthily, be successful in 

school or how to discipline them appropriately. This leads to neglect, absenteeism from school 

and perpetuation of the cycle of lack of education and poverty.  

Another underlying factor that was noted as a cause of many of the issues present in 

Table 5.3 is that in the feudal social system that the RMI functions under traditionally and the 

mismatch with a democratic capitalist system. Capitalism functions under the premise that 
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positive economic benefits will trickle down to all through comparative advantage.  The 

traditional Marshallese system is three tiered where the irooj or lerooj (king or queen) 

redistribute wealth and support the rijerabel and the rijerabel share catch and harvest with the 

iroj and traditionally stay in the role of rijerabel. These pre-conscribed roles make it difficult for 

rijerabel to get jobs or get better jobs if there is an iroj who is competing for the same position. 

Similar issues present themselves in the education system, where students are not free to speak 

until the iroj has spoken, or the rijerabel are expected to cater to the iroj. 

Those working with youth noted the sense of isolation and helplessness that is often felt. 

As teens they are told to go to school, be academically successful and to get a job. In reality there 

is underemployment and the education system, as noted above, does not allow for those who are 

not academically successful to feel valued. The youth are also much more connected to 

international - particularly US - media and see how American youth are represented and begin to 

want a Western-style life. This combined with the authoritarian social power structure leads to 

depression, especially for those from the rijerabel class, and contributes to the social change 

issue of teen suicide. A respondent demonstrates the cycle of poverty and depression that was 

identified as a result of loss of tradition and loss of identity,   

Males, young males. I would say [in reference to a discussion on suicide] young males 

between 16 to 30. But lately there have been females. So that is even a shocking. Even last 

year there was one female who attempted, but luckily there was someone who was able to 

stop her. And in most cases they are drunk. I guess the question is why do they get drunk, 

there was probably something else that lead to them getting drunk. Poverty, stress, just no 

support system like. Like if you‟re depressed, people don‟t understand that there is 

depression, they don‟t understand that if I am going through something and need to talk to 

somebody. But even if you do know that who are going to talk to? Because everybody 

knows everybody and they‟re like that, look, you know how it is in these small islands. 

A long discussion took place regarding culture and change. Culture is always changing 

and should not be seen as static. At the same time there is a lot of confusion among the 

Marshallese about what it means to be Marshallese. The tangibles and intangibles of what it 
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means to be Marshallese are changing quickly with technological advancement and international 

communication. Those who grow up in urban areas have a much different upbringing then those 

in the remote outer islands. There is the shift away from subsistence living and traditional 

methods of living, which is changing gender roles and expectations. There are many programs 

that are being run by NGOs to revitalize and educate the urban population about traditional 

methods of fishing, canoe building, handicrafts making and food preparation. These programs 

teach basic life skills and new skills such as business planning through the topics of revitalization 

of tradition. Most of those present in the focus group believed the government does not support 

these efforts enough. If more programs were structured like this it would engage people in the 

community and look at social changes issues in a holistic way that address both the symptoms of 

the problem and the underlying causes of the problem.  

Domestic violence received zero votes, as seen in table 5.3. During the discussion it was 

stated that was because the participants saw it as a symptom of other issues, such as substance 

abuse and loss/shift from traditional skills and knowledge.  They thought that these two issues 

were more pressing, and by addressing them domestic violence would also be addressed. 

The third question the focus group was asked was what they thought the most pressing 

social change issues in the RMI were. Table 5.4 shows the list of results to this question. 

Table 5.4 Most pressing social change issues 

Social Change Issues 

Excellent, educated, caring teachers with exposure to outside ideas and knowledge and 

also maintin majol (Marshallese culture), school lunches for all children  

Social services to offer a) food stamps, b) safe house c) child protection 

Female empowerment/domestic violence 

Daycare 

Focus on children and youth 

Under employment, the cost of living does not equal the minimum wage 

National and local 5 year community plan 

Substance abuse/alcoholism among young people 
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Planned urban communities 

Educating people to do their jobs 

Parents‟ ability to support their children 

Lack of livelihoods program 

Reverse the brain drain 

Agricultural school, lack of knowledge of using the land 

Number of participants n=7 

During the discussion after this exercise many of the same topics came up that were 

discussed during question one of the focus group. During this discussion the idea of creating 

more self-sustainability within the RMI as a solution to the myriad issues was discussed. 

Participants identified the need to stop ignoring the underlying issues of all the symptoms that 

are currently being addressed. More focus and support from the government needs to be put 

toward making both the urban centers and the outer islands livable. A respondent addresses the 

current state of social change issues in the RMI by looking forward,  

I wouldn‟t be surprised if in the future they, if a lot of these research are just coming out 

about social issues. I wouldn‟t be surprised if the next president came out to say national, 

what are the national priorities, social issues. 

Participant Observation 

 Throughout the observation it became clear that not all individuals working on social 

change issues had the same idea of what the most important social change issues are in the RMI. 

It varied a lot depending on affiliation, which is logical since NGOs, experts and government 

ministries working in different fields will prioritize their own field. Many of the key informants 

in the NGO field had a general idea of the root causes of the social changes issues they were 

facing. They seemed to have a more holistic understanding of the connectedness of issues then 

those working in government. It was surprising to hear some of the issues and ideas that are not 

shared across ministries within the government and did not have a comprehensive understanding 

of what was happening. 
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 When discussing issues of loss of tradition or urbanization, and personally having lived 

on both the outer islands and the main islands, it is easy to understand the benefits that come 

with urbanization and see the positive social change that is taking place. Life on the outer islands 

is hard, there are definite benefits to living in Majuro or Ebeye, particularly in regards to health 

care. For the elderly and pregnant women moving to urban centers is sometimes necessary to 

gain access to vital, life saving services. The same goes for education, especially for students 

who excel academically. Access to private schools with potentially better education services on 

Majuro and Ebeye can be a life changing difference for some young people. As challenging as it 

can be for young people to live away from home the benefit sometimes outweighs the cost. It is 

important to understand the both the push and pull factors that are enticing people to move to 

urban centers to fully understand the issues of negative social change problems.  

 With regards to loss of tradition, it is must also be noted that the change in itself is not 

negative necessarily, but the outcomes as they are manifesting can be. As a result of social 

change there are many positive opportunities for women and youth today that were not available 

50 or 30 years ago, as noted by one respondent. The change in cultural traditions, especially for 

women and something I noticed as a woman, is coming from the bottom up. While it was noted 

in the key informant interviews that changes in women‟s clothing can sometimes be viewed as 

jaje manit (culturally inappropriate), it is the young women of the RMI who are leading this 

change, it is not being forced. With new technologies, access to information and international 

travel Marshallese culture is changing just as it does all over the world. 

Current Capacity 

The second objective is to identify the current capacity of the government and NGO 

sector to respond to social change issues. 



 60 

Key informant interviews 

Respondents were asked what the current capacity is to respond to social change issues. 

The basis for coding different capacities was taken from Bolger‟s (2000) theory that addresses 

four levels of capacity and the relationships between these levels: the enabling environment, 

organization, sector/network, and individual. For each of these four types of capacity sub-themes 

were created based on emerging themes.  

Twenty-three of 33 total respondents, (67% of total respondents), addressed capacity at 

the enabling environment level. The emerging sub-themes as a percentage of responses given, 

can be seen in Appendix 10. Most notable under this capacity is that 45% of total respondents 

discussing the enabling environment mentioned government capacity. The next capacity 

identified was law and policy 24% of total respondents, equity 21% of total respondents, and 

opportunity 21% of total respondents respectively. A respondent provides an example of some of 

the challenges present at the enabling environment level,  

 I was just talking with an NGO person who has got a partnership with the ministry, he has 

this financial report that is bullet proof, he has his invoices, receipts, everything all done 

up. And they are like oh that is not good enough because they don‟t want to give him the 

money. After they promised to give him the money. People in the government, its like, 

paperwork. They don‟t want to do their job. They will say, oh where is this. If you just turn 

the page it is there! Instead of looking they just throw it back because they just don‟t want 

to give the money and do the work. And then you have frustrated people who did 

everything they said they needed to do. Ran all over, we did it again. 

 

Twenty-seven of 33 (82% of total respondents) addressed capacity at the organizational 

level. The emerging sub-themes as a percentage of responses given can be seen in Appendix 11. 

Most notable under this capacity are the top two responses: good work and lacking skilled 

employees at 39% and 36% of total respondents respectfully. This is the only capacity level that 

had a significant number of respondents mention the success and existing capacity. From there 
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the number of responses drops drastically to 18%. The following quote is a key informant‟s 

response to the question about capacity to respond to social change issues,  

I think that they [NGOs] are doing a lot of really good stuff. I think they‟re educated 

enough to understand how to get the grants. Therefore it makes sense to get support for 

NGOs. Therefore, basically, to appeal to them for help because they are also strategic 

enough in this society that they understand the protocol to translate it to people here. I 

really think they are good at that. 

 

Twenty-four of 33 (72% of total respondents) addressed capacity at the sector/network 

level. The emerging sub-themes as a percentage of responses given can be seen in Appendix 12. 

Most notable under this capacity are the top two responses, addressing existing collaboration and 

the lack of collaboration with 55% and 48% of total respondents respectfully. Further sub-themes 

were coded for existing collaboration and lacking collaboration.  

Under codes addressing the existing collaboration capacity four sub-themes emerged and 

can be seen in Appendix13. Thirty-six percent of total respondents noted there is the capacity to 

collaborate between NGOs and the government. Eighteen percent of respondents noted there is 

the capacity to collaborate between different government ministries. Fifteen percent of 

respondents noted there is the capacity to collaborate between different NGOs. Fifteen percent of 

total respondents noted there is effective communication taking place in general between all 

actors in the social change field. 

Under codes addressing the weak capacity to collaborate effectively five sub-themes 

emerged as shown in Appendix 14. Twenty seven percent of total respondents noted there is a 

lack of capacity to collaborate between NGOs and government. Twenty seven percent of total 

respondents noted there is a lack of communication in general between all actors in the social 

change field.  Respondents noted there is a lack of capacity to collaborate between government 

ministries 18% of total respondents. Respondents noted there is a lack of collaboration between 
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different NGOs, .03% of total respondents. Respondents noted there is simply a lack of time to 

collaborate, .03% of total respondents.  

Twenty-one of 33 (64% of total respondents) addressed capacity at the individual level. 

The emerging sub-themes as a percentage of total respondents can be seen in Appendix 15. The 

most notable of the four emerging sub-themes is the lack of motivation of individuals to work 

hard/meet their job requirements at all according to 48% of total respondents. It is notable that 

while there is a large focus on individuals that are not meeting their full potential there were also 

respondents who recognized the good work that is being done by motivated individuals by 21% 

of total respondents. A respondent comments on lack of accountability that perpetuates issues of 

complacency which also ties into the lack of capacity at the enabling environment level,  

… there is no accountability. Look at the jobs in government, if you come in late or you 

don‟t do your work, is anyone going to say anything? Or are you still going to get your 

paycheck. So I think that there are a lot of talented people here, I don‟t think they are 

motivated or they haven‟t seen the examples of what you can accomplish with hard work 

and work ethic and dedication and motivation because you know, a lot of people are in 

desperate situations. 

 

 Another respondent speaks to the same issue of individuals‟ motivation and training 

which ties into the organizational level of capacity,  

I think that that we have a highly motivated and skilled group right here… And we have 

access to a lot of good things, and good funding… You know something we could work on 

but we do okay, where I could say a lack of capacity is a problem is getting people to sort 

of adopt is on things in our wider circle. And I have heard that you know at our annual 

conference and I don‟t know, I have reservations about, you know yeah, we have the 

annual conferences but the people go and come back and nothing happens. To me if we are 

really going to be effective in changing things, you help this person and that person helps, 

you know teaches their two neighbours something. And those two neighbours teach two 

more neighbours. And it gets wider and I do think that a lot of what we do goes there and 

stops. I think that that‟s a couple, I mean, I think a lot of that is cultural, I don‟t like calling 

things cultural. But I think that that‟s part of it. It goes back to this sort of resignation and 

not accepting a need for change. And um, you know I think that if everything is done the 

same way, the person doing new things here tends to get made fun of or you know, instead 

of, I think it‟s hard. I think that it also makes it hard for that person to keep on doing 

things. So I think that‟s something like I don‟t know what that is. Mental capacity to get 
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people to be more accepting of doing things a different way, and maybe if that was there 

what we do could go further. 

 

Social Network Mapping 

 The social network mapping showed that there was no single hub or central NGO or 

government ministry acting as the focal point for work on social change issues. NGOs and 

government ministries stated that they do work with other groups, but there is no single central 

hub. The most notable hubs are WUTMI, YTYIH and MICS as NGOs that have many ingoing 

and outgoing connections as well as strong scores with effective collaboration efforts. It is 

interesting to note the role churches have in this social network mapping, appearing in many of 

the participant lists. During discussion while completing the key informant interviews, 

interviewees noted that churches have well-established networks on Majuro, Ebeye and the outer 

islands.  

During the social network map portion of the interview many respondents noted that they 

work together, but for many they said it was superficial. This is seen in the key informant 

interview responses regarding collaboration. But in some cases, such as the work of the SSA 

illustrates there are times when productive collaboration is working to solve the root cause of the 

problem. For the most part however collaboration is thought to be more time consuming than it 

is worth. Hours spent in meetings, do not produce the results needed. Often collaboration 

consists of superficial decisions, such as deciding which group will buy the water or who will 

make the t-shirts, and does not address the root causes of the issues at hand.  

Participant Observation 

 The most pronounced observation made regarding the current capacity to respond to 

social change issues discussion was the passion and dedication of participants. Interviewees want 

to see positive change happen in their communities, for their children and for the future. While 



 64 

one of the most notable lack of capacity mentioned was leadership and motivation, that was not 

what was seen with the key informants. With their passion came a sense of hopefulness. As with 

a lot of dynamic issues that need to be addressed in the RMI, those working in this field feel like 

things are improving and will continue to do so. The most notable lack of capacities noted in 

observation were with infrastructure and leadership. With such a dispersed country with so many 

small communities reaching out to provide everyone basics like health care and education is a 

challenge. Because of this structure and the lack of a politically enabling environment, the outer 

islands are often left out of programs. The focus stays mainly in the urban centers, which leads to 

increased urbanization as urban centers are increasingly more attractive than rural areas. One 

group which was not part of this research, but which could play a future role in increasing the 

capacity to reach the outer islands are churches and religious leaders. The network of churches 

throughout the RMI is very strong. More collaboration between government, churches and 

NGOs has the potential to increase dissemination of information and training to address social 

changes issues, especially to the outer islands; a respondent in the following quote speaks to this 

issue. 

They [churches] could do so much. I really feel like the churches are incredibly important 

for the communities, for keeping them together, for structuring things. For organizing 

community events. I don‟t think they have been very effective at thinking about larger 

issues, um, and about um planning farther into the future. 

 

There are many resources, local or foreign, big or small, to draw from and that is what is being 

done and will continue to be done in the future.  

Prioritizing Solutions 

The third objective is to prioritize the gaps in the government and NGO sector capacity to 

address social change issues in the RMI. 
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Key informant interviews 

 During the interviews, when addressing objective three, participants were asked what 

they thought the gaps in capacity and programming to address the social change issues are, why 

these gaps exist, and what can be done to address these gaps. The emerging themes from this 

discussion are programming, gaps, and solutions to gaps. Topics related to capacity were coded 

accordingly. 

 Responses addressing current programming successes and challenges as a percentage of 

total respondents are seen in Appendix 16. Thirty of 33 (91% of total respondents) mentioned 

programming in some manner. The top four response were 1) funding 70% of total respondents 

2) methods that are currently being used 67% of total respondents 3) social change topics that are 

currently being addressed 30% of total respondents 4) social change topics that need to be 

addressed 30% of total respondents. 

 The code funding had sub-themes coded, as seen in Appendix 17. The topics mentioned 

are lack of funding 39% of total respondents, compromise (in what needs to be addressed and 

what is actually addressed as a result of available funding) 30% of total respondents, enough 

funding 24% of total respondents, and enough funding, but not doing enough with it 6% of total 

respondents. 

 The second sub-theme under the code programming to be expanded upon is methods that 

are currently being used, as seen in Appendix 18. The top three most common methods used to 

address social change issues are awareness/education, behaviour change programs, and 

alternative activities. Appendix 19 shows methods respondents believe need to be used more. A 

respondent mentioned one of the few examples that is currently taking place on the outer islands,  

We also do these training for outer island communities. We are working with some of the 

interested training providers from outer islands who are partnering with local governments 

or church groups to do trainings. And so we have done training in some of the atolls in the 
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Western part of the Marshall Islands. Like Whoto, Ujea, Lia. But in this training was in 

building canoes. Because they very, very seldom get field trip service so they can‟t get 

fuel, but they need to go over there to go fishing or get some food from some of the 

neighbouring islands so NTC worked with the local government there and they were able 

to get a really well knowledged person who can build canoes. And they did some training 

for some male youth there, and I think they built three canoes. And with the canoes they 

can really maintain it well. 

 

 The third sub-theme under the code programming to be expanded upon is the topics 

(social change issues) that are currently be addressed. Appendix 20 shows which these are, with 

domestic violence and substance abuse at the top of the list. This is slightly different from what 

was identified as most pressing in objective 1.  

The fourth sub-theme under the code programming to be expanded upon is the topics that 

need to be addressed. The three topics that are mentioned here are after-school programs, music 

and dance, and capacity building. The following quote illustrates the problems with current 

programming methods related to NGO programs,  

…I don‟t think there is a lot of communication between you know, like civil society … the 

regular person on the street doesn‟t know what is going on. There is not a lot of outreach 

from the government. And it, you know, there is a full page ad in the paper every week 

from the MOH and a little blurb from MOE but it‟s nothing, there is not a lot of going out 

into the streets and discussing with people what their rights are, what the laws are. They 

just assume that everybody knows. Just for an example. This group that I have been 

working with, they were talking about birth control methods and I was,…you know one of 

the most common birth control methods here is drinking water after sex. I had never hear 

that before. They were saying, oh you know it washes everything clean and I was like, 

okay, we are having an impromptu biology lesson…there is such a lack of understanding 

and such a great deal of misinformation. 

 When respondents discussed why gaps in programming exist they often related it back to 

objective two, and were coded accordingly. From this discussion a list of the most prominent 

gaps mentioned was created through open coding. Twenty-nine out of 33 (79% of total 

respondents) mentioned gaps in capacity and programming that need to be addressed, as seen in 

Appendix 21. A respondent illustrates how the social change issues are being understood and 
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how this understanding leads to effective programming through the increase in capacity at the 

individual and also enabling level,  

Right now we are working on law enforcement related to drugs, substance alcohol tobacco. 

I believe the RMI has a lot of positive things, they may have a adapted or copied from 

other countries like the United States. A lot of these, like alcohol, but they are still very 

much relevant. With our Bokrae project it‟s really working on this, strengthening those 

laws and enforcing the laws by mobilizing the local government and communities to 

enforce it. Because who is going to enforce it? It‟s not just the police officer. It‟s also the 

mothers and the fathers who send these kids to go and buy things for them. So, again, that 

is a big thing. I think Marshallese people, we really take things for granted, that it‟s okay, 

„cause it‟s my child he is going to go buy the cigarette for me, he is going to go and buy 

the alcohol for me. And that is my brothers store so that‟s okay, and not thinking about the 

consequences, that it‟s actually having an effect on that child thinking that it is okay to 

smoke and to drink. 

 

The following is an excerpt from a conversation with individuals working on the SAP 

project which is part of the Bokrae project mention above,  

Q: and we are really cracking down on these things by getting all this together. We have 

our retailer violation rate down. We started at 100% now down to 90% and then half the 

stores selling illegally to minors. And now it‟s 33% 

P: its lower now. We have to bring it down to the 20%. That is what we are asking people 

to help with. The indicator to us is the retailer violation rates. So but you know the police 

officers are very happy, they have something to do, they understand that it is important to 

do these inspections.  

S: and the people, they are reporting the shops, it shows they support that.  

Q: they say the police man is suppose to help instead of saying oh that is a stupid police 

man 

P: yeah it is working.  

S: they are respecting the police offices, checking all the bars. And the restaurant.  

P: they used to think that the law was only for the police force not the community. They 

didn‟t understand how the laws are for the whole people of the RMI.  

S: you know when you talk about how they get these substances, the local people have to 

buy in. and the police they live in the community for a long time. And it used to be that 

they were bad if they followed the law. Now it is good.  

A: community buy in 

Q: they are understanding that if there is a conflict of interest they have to pass on the job 

to somebody else. Because the issues of this coalition form Uliga to Rita is to have a 

retailer violation rate of less then 20%.  

 

This presents the importance of a participatory program method that has lead to community 

engagement and ownership of the progress made in the community. The result of this project is 
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more than just reducing substance accessibility; it is also creating a sense of community 

cohesion. Unfortunately this is not the case for most programs. 

 During the coding process, emerging themes addressing solutions to these gaps formed, 

as seen in Appendix 22. Seventeen of 33 (52% of total respondents) provided (a) solution(s) to 

the current gaps. The top solution suggested was education, then empowerment and outer island 

focus and research. A respondent explains the types of training programs that can take place that 

focus on education, empowerment (of participants and organizations) and outer islands,   

So that is the kind of results that NTC would like to discuss with our training providers. 

That we don‟t just see our eyes only and go the last day of the training, with the trainings 

you should look beyond that. With this you will be requiring, we are going to be hiring a 

consultant. Someone who is going to be creating an NTC data base system. We would like 

to record all of this so NTC will be more responsible for the money that is spent for 

training. We want to keep the responsibility also to our training providers. We will require 

them to tell us about the training and 6 months after the training is completed where are the 

trainees… So that they know that 6 months after the training is completed we will require 

information from them. What are your trainees doing. If we find 3 years consecutive, or 4, 

I don‟t know, that is something we need to bring up with the board, if we find for 2 or 3 or 

4 years we find that the graduates don‟t go anywhere, if they do their training but don‟t 

change their life, which we will be required to do our own independent. They do their own 

we do our own. We will have to compare and see what is happening where and what we 

have found... So this training, training, training for, for coming in and find out for many 

years. 

 

 The idea of leadership capacity was addressed many times throughout all of the 

interviews and questions related to various research objectives. Leadership was thus coded as an 

additional theme with sub-theme, as illustrated in Appendix 23. Within leadership capacity a list 

of leadership champions was compiled. The remainder of the codes are areas in need of 

leadership improvement.  

Focus Group 

 In the second task of the focus group, participants were asked to write down all the 

methods and NGOs were using to address social change issues in the RMI. They used orange 
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post-it notes and were asked to list one method per post-it. The nominal group technique was 

then used, with each participant given five dots and asked to rank what methods they thought 

were most efficient (to meet the social change issues they were addressing).  Table 5.5 shows the 

methods currently being used to address social change issues ranked by effectiveness.  

Table 5.5 Methods currently being used 

Method Number of Votes 

New trades programs (building canoes and growing traditional and 

cultural skills to youth) 

6 

Parents as Teachers (PAT) 6 

Law enforcement and media campaigns 5 

Improving collaboration methods of collecting data, sharing 

information to avoid duplication and using data for planning 

4 

Weaving apprenticeship program 3 

Educating children at an early age through sports, physical fitness 

and health programs 

3 

Life skills/counselling 2 

Local government training, capacity building and advisory services 2 

Summer training programs for teachers and IA 2 

Substance abuse – SAP  2 

Adult computer classes 1 

Sports leagues and after-school programs 1 

Micronesian challenge, RMI costal management 1 

National and local workshops 1 

Peer Education 1 

Science initiatives, camps and mentoring 1 

Field work and new curricula 0 

CISCO networking training 0 

National climate change committee 0 

Development of national policies and 1-3 year action plans 0 

APTC – Vocational Training 0 

Looking for regional partners and funding 0 

Awareness/HIV check 0 

One on one counseling 0 

Push legislation and policies through 0 

Volunteer teachers (JOCV, WT, DVTP) 0 

Number of participants n=7, total number of finds n=41 

 During the discussion that followed the ranking, participants noted that most of the 

programs are coming from a grassroots level because the government is weak in responding to 
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the rapidly evolving social change needs. NGO educational programs are needed because the 

education system is weak, although it was noted that improvements have been seen over the last 

couple of decades. There was also a sense of hopefulness with the appointment of the new 

Minister of Education, Dr. Hilda Heine. The largest gap in education that NGOs are attempting 

to meet is exposure to new ideas, ways of learning, health and reproductive health education, and 

motivating youth. The current education system fails a majority of the population when it comes 

to the basics, and this is the target group many of the NGOs are trying to reach through their 

methods. The list of methods from the focus group was more detailed than that from the key 

informant interviews. 

One of the programs mentioned which meets these needs are the canoe building and 

wood working programs at WAM, which engage youth, teach basic life skills as well as the 

traditional art of canoe crafting. At the time of the research WAMs goal was to become a 

General Education Development (GED) preparation provider and to this end, had a volunteer 

curriculum specialist joining the team. Another recent success was the master jaki (mat) weaver 

program coordinated and run by the University of the South Pacific (USP). It brought together 

master weavers from around the country to teach and learn together. It also taught small business 

skills so the participants can prosper once they complete the program and return to their home 

island. Another method that was discussed was the Parents as Teachers (PAT) program. The 

focus of this program is to teach young parents how to be better parents in order to improve the 

lives of their children. It includes basic nutrition lessons, explains the importance of focusing on 

education and healthy living and caring for children. WUTMI recently took control of this 

program after funding cuts meant MOE could no longer afford to administer it.  
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 Participants from the NGO sector noted the difficulties of funding associated with 

sustaining effective methods. If funding is non-renewable, or they cut some very effective 

programs, sometimes must be shut down.  

 Participants noted that while there are still many improvements needed they felt that the 

programs and methods they were using were having some success. They also noted there is a 

lack of monitoring and evaluation for both government and NGOs, which is challenging when 

one tries to really understand the effectiveness of the methods.  

 The fourth question a focus group was asked what techniques/methods they would like to 

see in the RMI. Participants were given green post-it notes and asked to write down their ideas. 

Table 5.6 shows the results from this exercise. 

Table 5.6 Ideal methods to be used 

Method 

A relevant curriculum for every grade/subject, to overhaul the whole education program 

overnight, more apprenticeship and vocational school programs  

Volunteers who stay for five years and are teacher trained 

Single-sex education possibilities 

More farms/gardens 

Effective awareness programs (for all issues) 

Find space, funding and resources 

Well paid salaries for teachers 

Well rounded/supportive government structure 

ECC-like or big youth center  

To open a bigger WAM program that would last two years and include GED graduation 

To have a big enough trained counseling team to work/teach young people in 

life/parenting skills and building 

Public space for parks, libraries, track and field 

Internet connectivity for all islands 

Recruitment agency in the USA for RMI jobs 

Better government hiring policies 

Place where people can get free breakfast, lunch and dinner 

Better and SAFE transportation, a plane that works consistently 

Number of participants n=7 
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The results from this discussion were focused on how tangible and accessible these 

methods were. There was nothing that was too drastic that needs to be changed from the current 

methods being used, the focus was on improving what is already in place.  The overall theme 

here was to improve the educational and capacity building training available to Marshellese at all 

levels. This increase in human capacity would, with an increase in physical resources available, 

create long-term sustained change. The following quote from a key informant discussion 

highlights this need and the improvements that are taking place, 

It is a starting, that is the good thing about these things now. I think that we are beginning 

to realize that they can come in and do the training and I mean, or go out and get the 

training and come back and do nothing. You need to come back and do SOMETHING. 

You can give something back, what did you do out of it. And so that‟s it. We are learning 

as we are going, we are learning from previous mistakes. I hope am projecting that we do 

work really hard. Bringing all these things, bringing all these technical assistance and 

support. And now it is up to the RMI to, etan, take these things and do something with it. 

You know, the plan is there. The help was provided, the recommendations were done, now 

it is up to each member of each ministry division to take these actions. 

Participant Observation 

 The most notable observation under this objective was the gaps in leadership, specifically 

noted was a need to address the incompatibility of the traditional systems with new more 

Westernized systems. This tension can be seen as culture changes boundaries are being pushed, 

especially in the urban centers. The dialogue with participants was about better understanding 

what is needed in the new urban setting that faces a new set of challenges, as well as new 

opportunities. Much like all societies in transition, with new technology and access to goods 

through globalization there is a learning curve. This pertains to health, both mental and physical, 

as well as new expectations of self and leadership. As noted in this Chapter and Chapter Three 

parents are facing new challenges of assisting children with their education and understanding 

what it means to eat healthy and creative a supportive learning environment in the home.  With 

limited diets in the past and no formal education system these issues simply were not present. 
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They are not and responding to these social change issues is of the utmost importance. The 

following quotes illustrate the long-term perspective that needs to be adopted in order to 

systematically address current social change issues, 

 I think that child protection and the health and well-being of kids is probably one of the 

biggest because it‟s related to everything else. Because when we look at the future we look 

at our next generation of leaders. People to do more, to continue to what‟s been done. And 

we need a strong generation and think that there is a lot of things in place that are 

weakening that generation so we need to make them stronger. 

 

Young women are changing the way they dress and working outside the home more. The youth 

face hopelessness and lack of identity. The society as a whole is struggling to find its place as 

things change. The government is operating under a system that is structurally democratic, but 

with strong ties to traditional social structure and methods of governance. Neither is right nor 

wrong, they just need to be understood and addressed for positive change to take place.  

Summary 

 This chapter identified the key results for each of the three research objectives. Objective 

one was to characterize the most pressing social change issues into two major categories based 

on emerging themes. Objective two used Bolger‟s (2000) theory of capacity development to 

understand the four levels of capacity currently present in the RMI. The third objective 

illustrated the gaps in programming and capacity and solutions to these issues. It provided insight 

into how social change issues might look moving forward.  
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Chapter Six: Discussion 

Introduction 

 There are various ways in which the capacity to address social change issues could have 

been measured and assessed. As noted in Chapter Two there are many strategies that can be used 

to assess an individual, organization or countries capacity to do or achieve a goal or 

developmental state (Bolger, 2000, Morgan, 2006, Sen, 2000). This chapter will discuss the 

results of constructivist research that illustrates how the participants in the RMI understand the 

social change they are actively engaged with, the self-identified capacity to address the social 

change issues, and the future steps to better practice.  Understanding social change and capacity 

development requires a holistic understanding of history, cultural context and current social 

nuances (Tseng et al., 2002, Stroud & Corbin, 2008, Figueroa et al., 2002, Dutta, 2011). This 

research cannot state conclusively whether the RMI has the capacity to address social change 

issues. Yet the findings indicate that while there are major deficiencies in the capacity at all four 

levels, as outlined by Bolger (2000) to address social change issues, the deep understanding of 

the underlying factors contributing to social change and the critical self assessment and 

acknowledgement of lack of capacity leave reason to be optimistic for the future.  

Social Change 

Constructivism was used as an epistemological research approach to understand how 

those working in NGOs and in government to address social change issues are conceptualizing 

the problems. By understanding how the problem is conceptualized, it assists in appreciating 

how and why programs are formed. Through this conceptualization process the complex reasons 

for the gaps in programming are brought to light. This will then allow for solutions to be 

discussed based on respondent suggestions and connections to be drawn between these 
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suggestions and the understanding of the issue. As seen in Chapter Five there were two basic 

ways that respondents approached answering questions regarding the most pressing social 

change issues can be seen as simply a symptom to be dealt with or as a broader comprehensive 

issue that must be understood at various levels.  This relates to the different approaches to social 

change practice discussed in Chapter Two. The first approach outlined in Chapter two was the 

positive behaviour change approach, this method aligns with NGOS and ministries that 

understand and are addressing the root cause of the problem. The second approach outlined in 

Chapter Two was a response method that addresses negative social change issues as they arise. 

This can be seen with NGOs and ministries that are only addressing the symptoms of the 

problem, not the root cause. (Tseng et al., 2002, Maton, 2008). 

This is important to note, if respondents are only understanding the symptom of a broader 

problem it is unlikely that they would solve the problem in the long term, regardless of whether 

they have the proper infrastructure and unlimited funding (Garonna &Tracca, 1999). As seen in 

Chapter Five, 82% of total respondents answered with a deep understanding of why the problems 

exist.  Many insightful and in-depth discussions took place with those 73% who said loss of 

tradition was a reason for social change issues currently being seen. This theme came up 

repeatedly and was inseparable from the discussion of the capacity to respond to social change 

issues. Many of those interviewed where running NGOs or government ministries understood 

that the transition from traditional ways of life, which was seen in Appendix 6, includes family 

structure change, education, loss of identity, health, substance abuse, mental health, teen 

pregnancy, child abuse, unproductive work force and women‟s rights, is impacting all areas of 

life. NGOs or government ministries do not have the capacity to address the broader root cause 

of the problem. Despite understanding where the problems stem from, they are still just 
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addressing the symptoms. This was seen in Appendix 20 when respondents said which social 

change issues they are currently addressing. There is a mismatch between what needs to be 

addressed and what is currently addressed. 

 The discussion that took place during the interviews to understand why loss of tradition 

was leading to the symptoms was complicated and cyclical, with one thing always leading to 

another. The common chain of events that lead to loss of tradition as the top factor was that in 

this time of transition individuals, families and society as a whole is trying to re-define 

themselves. The change from traditional ways of living, of governance, of relationships and of 

definitions of success has changed rapidly over the past hundred years, which is only a blink in 

time in the history of the RMI. From the USA nuclear testing in the 1950‟s and 1960‟s the 

influence of Western governance and educational systems have created a disconnect between the 

current capitalist system and the traditional feudal system (Peoples, 1993, Gale, 1978). Many 

Marshallese, especially those who are young, are influenced by media and stories of what life 

can be like in the USA, and while there is nothing wrong with striving for this, the infrastructure 

is not in place to support the efforts. People are becoming less engaged with their traditional 

family structures and roles. As will be discussed under the topic of urbanization, families are 

now living in a more nuclear setting, which results in lack of support from extended family 

members. In the outer islands families would live in separate houses on a shared plot of land that 

belongs to the mother‟s family, as mentioned in Chapter Three. The close proximity would allow 

for shared responsibility of childcare, food collection and infrastructure building. It would 

encourage support in times of need and sharing in times of plenty. With more urban settings, 

families are on their own and have to learn to be more self-reliant. Appendix 7 shows the top 

concerns that stem from changing family structures, which are domestic violence, nuclear 
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families, parenting choices and children having increased influence over household choices 

(Peoples, 1999). The topic of domestic violence is something that also came up during the focus 

groups. In Chapter Five it was noted that domestic violence did not score highly on the list of 

priorities because it was seen as an issue that stemmed from much broader issues that need to be 

addressed first. The common example used by WUTMI, whose focus is mainly issues related to 

women‟s needs, is that of the first responder versus the traditional response protocol. With 

traditional response if there was a domestic violence issue it was the responsibility of the fathers, 

brothers and uncles in the family to care for the wives, sisters and aunts, who were living on the 

same plot of land as mentioned above. With changing family structures this built-in protection 

system is no longer functioning. There is now, on paper, the first response protocol in place, 

which calls for police and fire fighters to respond to and help with domestic violence in urban 

centers. This is a very Western response style and unfortunately, it is not working because due to 

a lack of training for responders and no safe-house for the victims. The traditional response 

method was of course not perfect, but it was at least functioning. The first response method 

points to the lack of capacity to address social change issues at both the organizational and 

enabling environment levels of capacity.  The loss or change in traditional methods must be 

acknowledged and understood to better create programs and policies that are implemented 

appropriately to help stop the social change symptoms from occurring.  

 The second sub-theme that was discussed under loss of tradition is the connection 

between the loss of tradition and the educational system. The current system is a Western system 

that has been put into place in the RMI with little or no regard for cultural context. There is a 

lack of teacher capacity to appropriately teach the content intended for a USA style school. 

While the content is not wrong, it is the fact that the system is only in the very early stages of 
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„majolization‟, which means adjusting to become more culturally appropriate. Some of the most 

influential areas that are not being addressed under the current education system are traditional 

skills such as canoe and home building. There is a lack of vocational training available 

throughout the educational system. Children fall behind when they are young by not learning the 

basics, which becomes a systematic problem through the remainder of their education. There are 

very few written Marshallese texts to learn basic literacy skills from, which perpetuates literacy 

problems when learning English. It was only as recently as 2011 that, the first ever History of the 

Marshall Islands textbook was released. The other major gap in the education system is the lack 

of teaching surrounding sex and health education. Because the teachers themselves are not 

knowledgeable in these areas, they are not able to relay information to the students. This, 

combined with a transition to a more Western capitalistic way of life, leaves individuals lacking 

in basic skills and care for themselves. The ideas presented here will be further discussed and the 

implications explored in the discussion on capacity development. There is a need for education 

to be more culturally appropriate and context specific to meet the needs of the people to address 

the results of loss of tradition.  

 The last point to be discussed regarding loss of tradition is loss of identity, which relates 

to youth issues specifically. With a rapidly changing society many youth are left without role 

models, without many job opportunities and with a loss of sense of self. With a disconnect from 

the land, which is traditionally very important in Marshallese society, there arises an intangible 

loss of self. There are mental health issues that result in substance abuse, suicide, teen pregnancy 

and partner abuse. Understanding that losing connections to traditional ways of life is leading to 

many youth specific issues that need to be acknowledged and understood as program 
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development moves forward. The issues mentioned in this section relate to loss of tradition and 

also be related and connected to issues, which fall under the topic of urbanization.  

The common way in which individuals talked about urbanization as a root cause of the 

problem started with the quality of life on the outer islands. Many respondents noted that outer 

island life is hard; there are a lack of amenities such as running water and functioning 

infrastructure, insufficient education and health care opportunities, and lack of job opportunities. 

It is a hard life that requires a lot of labour intensive work just to meet basic needs. Women 

spend a majority of their day cooking over an open fire, washing clothes, looking after children 

and participating in small and time consuming income generation projects such as handicraft 

making and copra collection. When families decide to move to Majuro or Ebeye it is because 

they are looking for an easier life with more access to opportunities, such as education and health 

care. Sometimes families will send a child to the city centers to live with relatives to attend 

school. This illustrates the importance of the extended family social structure in Marshallese 

society. However, as was seen under the loss of tradition, changing family structures was also a 

contributing factor. Urbanization puts strain on families living in the densely populated sections 

of Majuro. Having no personal space can lead to problems of depression, substance abuse, 

domestic violence and assault. As mentioned above, in a situation that is becoming more 

common, it is also leads to families choosing to live in a more nuclear setting than with extended 

family members. This is sometimes because there are no family members to live with in Majuro, 

or because with the dependency on monetary income some families want to be more self-

sufficient and do not want to be supporting cousins and siblings. Families are living in nuclear 

settings and becoming separated is changing the way that families are run. There is no longer the 

support of grandparents, aunts and uncles. This is putting more pressure on parents to take care 
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of all parenting requirements, which is why the programs like PAT have emerged, which came 

up in the focus group.  

As seen in Appendix 8 the most pressing social change issues as a result of urbanization 

are lack of employment, over-crowded schools, youth opportunity, health, consumption patterns, 

mental health, risky behaviour, diminishing family support, gambling, gender equality, substance 

abuse and suicide. During discussion with respondents, in the focus groups, and through 

participant observation, it was seen that the lack of employment opportunities lead to many of 

the other social change issues mentioned. When people move to Majuro or Ebye they are moving 

from outer islands where they have access to land and a subsistence lifestyle. While still 

dependent on money for staples of rice, flour, and sugar they are able to be productive and active 

in supporting themselves and their families through fishing and growing local foods. In the city 

centers there is limited land available to grow on and collect copra from. Sometimes the land 

that is available is owned by others and cannot be used (Hunt, 1996). The ocean and lagoon tend 

to be over-fished or polluted. There is also a lack of access to potable water as there are not 

enough rainwater catchments in populated areas and water must then be purchased. Thus, there is 

more dependence on monetary income to meet basic needs. With lack of employment 

opportunities, based on the economic opportunities and also the lack of skilled employees, it 

leads to urban poverty. This urban poverty leads to depression and boredom, which leads to 

substance abuse, domestic violence, and health problems, both mental and physical. This is a 

challenging cycle to be overcome.  

The youth that grow up in the urban centers are not learning the traditional cultural ways 

of living. While through theory it is widely understood that cultures change and grow, the 

concern by respondents is the disconnect created between urban youth and those living on the 
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outer islands. For urban youth, as mentioned in loss of tradition, this can lead to a loss of 

identity. The youth in urban centers do not necessarily know what it „means‟ to be Marshallese. 

They are the first generation growing up with cell phones, television, and access to more 

resources. This combined with the changes seen in family structure there are not many available 

role models to look to and learn from. It was noted by a respondent that this is more challenging 

for men than women. Women are still more connected through the traditional responsibilities 

associated with women‟s work, while also having women role models who are challenging 

traditional gender roles. Young men are not learning how to fish, build canoes and collect copra, 

and many times their fathers and uncles are moving to urban centers and becoming unemployed 

or underemployed. This leads to a lot of time spent alcohol, which is not inherently negative, but 

often leads to problems. For children who do not excel academically, it is challenging to find a 

path for the future that is encouraging and productive.  

There are two types of social change programs that are most commonly used to address 

social change issues, either programs that promote positive change (as defined by the 

community) or programs that focus on changing negative behavour (as defined by the 

community) (Tseng et al., 2002, Maton, 2008). The gap in monitoring and evaluation programs 

in the RMI means that it is not clear which approach works best here nor how effect programs 

are. This is a major gap in understanding if and how negative social change issues are actually 

being improved. 

Capacity Development 

Using Bolger‟s (2000) conceptual framework of capacity development the interaction 

between the different levels of capacity and the levels themselves are both important to 

understand. It was seen in the results section that both current capacity and areas of weak 
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capacity were mentioned. Respondents overwhelmingly mentioned areas where capacity 

improvement was needed. The connections between various levels of capacity was seen 

throughout discussions, especially between individual capacity and the enabling environment, 

which will be discussed in the following section.  

Enabling Environment Level 

 The enabling environment level refers to the broad environment in which a capacity is 

being examined. Throughout the research, weak government capacity was the most commonly 

noted capacity in need of improvement. All mention of government capacity throughout the key 

informant interviews addressed the need for all government ministries and personnel to function 

more efficiently and address the needs of citizens more appropriately. Government inefficiencies 

not only affect the work of the government, but also the work of NGOs and individuals. 

Bureaucratic processes are time consuming and costly, which causes frustration and results in 

some programs never coming to fruition. This perceived apathy by the government trickles down 

to all levels of society. Individuals lack motivation if they do not feel they can progress or that 

their work will not be effective. 

 Implementation of law and policy is weak which directly affects the capacity for social 

change issues to be addressed. Many laws and policies that support programs to assist with social 

change are weak since those responsible for the implementation are not adequately trained to do 

their job. When laws are passed the appropriate training does not always follow, or unknown 

what training is needed. This will be discussed further in the programming section of the 

discussion.  
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Organization Level 

The organizational level was one of the only levels that saw almost equal levels of both 

the existing capacity and weak capacity to address social change issues. As seen in Chapter Five 

the top two responses when discussing organizational capacity were good work and lacking 

skilled employees. Respondents enthusiastically noted that regardless of a weak enabling 

environment there are organizations, mainly NGOs that are making progress and seeing positive 

change take place through capacity development process (Sen, 2000). Established NGOs like 

WUTMI, WAM and YTYIH have seen success over the 20-25 year period they have been 

working. They have retained institutional knowledge that has allowed them to build on past 

programs and improve delivery. The new SAP program is an example of talented individuals 

who have been able to bring together a collaborative program that draws on a holistic framework 

and the strengths of these organizations and other individuals to run successful substance abuse 

prevention initiatives. This will be discussed in further detail in the programming section.  

During the key informant interviews, focus group and participant observation, the passion 

and dedication of small organizations working to address social change issues in the RMI was 

clearly communicated. Regardless of the numerous barriers that need to be overcome there are 

strong organizations that will continue to work diligently until they are no longer needed.  

One of the self-identified barriers to improvement at the organizational level is lack of 

skilled employees. This is tied closely to individual capacities. Employees lack the specific and 

general skills needed for organizations to excel. This is an example of how important the 

interaction between different levels of capacity is, they cannot function independently (Bolger, 

2000). There are a variety of reasons for this, which relate back to an enabling environment level 

and lack of basic education at an early age. Improved critical thinking skills that will follow 

through to secondary and post-secondary education are needed. More specific skills such as grant 
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writing, accounting, and teacher training were also noted as jobs that are often held by foreigners 

that should and could be held by Marshallese.  

Network/Social Level 

The weak collaboration at the network/social capacity level became apparent in the key 

informant interviews, social network map exercise and participant observation. The lack of 

training and motivation of individuals makes collaboration less likely because people are not 

thinking innovatively or willing to work hard. Effective collaboration takes time and effort to 

become successful across sectors. It was brought up in the interviews that there is a lack of 

communication and infrastructure that allows basic information and data to be shared easily. This 

combined with the lack of motivated individuals makes integrated collaboration challenging. On 

a day to day level individuals and groups have an idea of what kind of programs are happening 

with other ministries and NGOs, but this is more due to the fact that in such a geographically 

small place, people cross paths casually or socially quite frequently. When it comes to effective 

communication the biggest challenge is the available time of those involved, as they are often 

already over-worked.  

Many respondents spoke about the importance of the network of churches and the sense 

of community churches provide to most Marshallese. There is potential for the established 

network of churches in the RMI to play a role in facilitating efforts to combat social change 

issues was seen during key informant interviews and the social network mapping. This aligns 

with the experience during participant observation, especially in the outer islands. Often school 

does not start on time, or does not take place for various reasons (weather, an airplane lands, a 

boat arrives, or people simply do not want to go). A church service however always happens as 

scheduled, regardless of other circumstances. It is the most reliable factor in many individuals‟ 
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lives. There is rarely a question of whether you go to church or not, it is rather which church do 

you go to. The church is the center for social events on special occasions, they organize trips to 

neighbouring islands or atolls and they provide a sense of social cohesion. Pastors and leaders 

are trusted members of the community. There are some NGOs and ministries that collaborate 

from time to time with churches, but it is not a connection that is often seen. There is the 

potential for the church network throughout all of the islands in the RMI to play a role in 

disseminating information, creating engagement and helping organize educational ventures of all 

kinds. The church is kept separate from the state and private sector and the potential of 

collaboration is a possibility that is yet to be explored.  

Individual Level 

Individual capacity noted both weak areas and strong areas. There are many champions 

working to address social change issues in the RMI. There are champion individuals who hold 

government positions, work in NGOS, are teachers and community leaders. It was clear during 

the key informant interviews and participant observation that these individuals are the glue that is 

holding many of these organizations together. As noted at the organizational level there is a lack 

of skilled employees, thus it is the champions who are keeping organizations afloat.   

An astounding 76% of respondents noted lack of motivation of individuals to work 

hard/meet their job requirements as a key barrier to addressing social change issues in the RMI. 

This lack of motivation is seen in both the private and public sector. It is closely tied to the 

enabling environment level, the work culture in the RMI, and the root causes of the social change 

issues. The transition to a democratic and capitalistic society from traditional feudal and 

community based living creates a mismatch of expectations and outcomes. Individuals who 

come from the rijerabel (worker) or alap (landlord) sections of society face a glass ceiling in 
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government and organizational positions. Who someone is can be more important than how they 

perform. This results in a lack of motivation to excel at work if promotion and pay increase are 

unavailable options. Those who hold positions of a higher status, who will not be fired or 

reprimanded because of whom they are also lack motivation to excel or meet basic job 

requirements. The disconnect between the two systems needs to be addressed, neither is right or 

wrong, but the fact remains that they are not working well together. 

Another factor for lack of motivation is lack of role models in government and NGOs. As 

noted in the organizational level there are champions who can be viewed as role models, but they 

are not the majority. The work culture does not credit those who arrive on time and stay to the 

end of the shift. There are many cases, especially with outer island teachers for example, where 

pay is given for full-time work even though classes are missed three or four days out of five. If 

the government is to function efficiently in this type of system it must improve monitoring and 

evaluation methods to increase productivity and accountability 

Connected to role models is lack of leadership capacity, which was brought up repeatedly 

in the interviews. Undeniable respect was shown for the traditional leadership and governance 

system, the fact is that the country is functioning under a democratic political system and 

capitalism, which clashes with the traditional feudal system (Peoples, 1993). Creating a hybrid 

system that meets traditional as well as current needs is vital to the social development within the 

RMI.  

Areas specifically identified as in need of leadership development are seen in Appendix 

23. The churches of the RMI, as discussed under network/social capacity, have the potential to 

assist with information dissemination and program delivery. Not surprisingly as per the 

discussion on the enabling environment level, there is a need for more leadership within the 
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government to run various ministries effectively. There is much time wasted in bureaucratic 

paperwork and lack of cross ministry communication. One respondent mentioned that there is a 

lot of denial of reality within the government that needs to be accepted and dealt with. Issues 

related to fraud and inefficiencies are currently under investigation as audits are being conducted 

by outside sources.  

Self-reflection and identification by key informants was seen through participant 

observation. The country has such a small population it is unfortunate that effective messages 

and programs cannot be delivered. It was surprising that key informants rarely noted weak 

infrastructure as a barrier to program implementation. The distance between communities and 

lack of infrastructure services available on the outer islands was not at the forefront of 

responding to social change issues. In fact, outer islands were usually left out of the discussion 

altogether. The discussion surrounding capacities and work being done is focused mainly in 

Majuro and Ebeye. There are currently a few research projects in progress that aim to better 

understand the root cause of social change problems at community levels throughout the country 

(Alfred, 2010). This will hopefully translate into more resources being directed toward building 

capacities to support the outer island communities, which will in turn encourage individuals to 

stay and reduce urbanization and migration.  

Programs 

The contextualized analysis of individuals‟ capacity to respond to social change issues 

will now be used to assist in understanding the reasons for successful and unsuccessful 

programs. As noted in the above section, there is a lack of capacity at all levels. The lack of 

capacity of the enabling environment level combines with lack of network/sector level capacity 

and results in the root cause of the social change problems not being addressed. There are few 
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organizations or ministries that are really able to address the large-scale problems. But there are 

programs and projects that are working on it at the moment. 

One example of how a NGO that is working with a specific issue, yet focusing on the 

root problem is SSA and the SAP program that address substance abuse. The members of the 

SAP team place value on completing a comprehensive research study of substance abuse issues 

in the target locations prior to starting any sort of program. This process adopts the participatory 

method that is needed for effective social change (Dutta, 2011, Garonna & Triacca, 1999). 

During the interviews, members of the SAP team from MIEPI, WUTMI and SSA noted that 

prior to this project there was virtually no reliable data on the issue of substance abuse in the 

RMI. Unlike past projects, before beginning the SAP program, the team understood the 

complexity of the problem and organized the program appropriately. The holistic comprehensive 

understanding of the social change issue from the root cause of the problem is what has allowed 

SAP to be so successful and is congruent with the literature (Bolger, 2000, Dutta, 2011, Sen 

2000). It is one of the few programs that is able to chart its success and know quantitatively that 

it is successful because of its ongoing monitoring and evaluation.  

 One of the other strengths of the SAP program is that it requires community participation. 

According to the literature, for any social change program to be successful, regardless of the 

goals or objectives, there must be support from the community and change agents (Figueroa et 

al., 2002). With the SAP program, community members were engaged to help monitor illegal 

sale of alcohol and tobacco to minors. During the pre-evaluation the SAP team understood that 

individuals in the community, regardless of age or gender, did not agree with the sale of tobacco 

and alcohol to minors (Alfred, 2011). Through this process the program directors were able to 

use a participatory approach that has made the program a success. This also led to the knowledge 
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that while it is illegal to sell alcohol or tobacco to minors, many of the police did not know how 

to fill out the appropriate paperwork to press charges. The program was able to adjust and work 

with the police and government to provide the necessary training.  

There is a lack of basic information and education, which ties back to the root cause of 

the problem and the education system. The NGOs cannot expect that their target groups have 

basic education skills. This requires time and resources to be spent on basic education before any 

further message or program is delivered. This is not normally done however, which results in 

failed programs. This is a cyclical problem that needs to be addressed at the enabling 

environment level and also the organizational level. The MOE is aware of these short-comings, 

but educational change and improvement is long term effort and requires improvements to 

teacher training and the curriculum. There is undoubtedly a feeling of hope within the RMI with 

the newly appointed Minister of Education.  

Gaps 

 As stated in chapter five the topic of gaps in programming presented itself throughout 

answers to all questions, but specifically during discussions surrounding the current capacity to 

respond to social change issues. Gaps in leadership were most prevalent and have already been 

discussed. Other gaps are seen in Appendix 21. The education system and information gaps have 

already been discussed in this chapter. Weak or non-existent monitoring and evaluation of 

programs and projects was discussed by all NGOs. Only recently has monitoring, evaluation and 

data collection (and sharing) been invested in. In the past NGOs and government ministries have 

not had the funding or human capacity to complete monitoring and evaluation of on-going and 

finished projects. This is a major problem because no one knows if programs are actually 

working. There is no record of individual or community improvements after project completion, 
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nor has there been cost benefit analysis of program methods. NGO leaders and government 

employees interviewed were open and honest that this is a key area in need of improvement. 

MIEPI is an organization that is working towards data collection and distribution. With only a 

five-year grant they have been able to collect and share valuable data on the current conditions of 

many of the social change issues identified as a top priority to be addressed. With this 

information, programs are and can be more focused. The SAP example discussed previously has 

directly benefited from MIEPI research.  

 Another area with glaring gaps identified by respondents is the lack of trained mental 

health professionals. Social change related issues, such a substance abuse and depression require 

both the physical and psychological treatment. There are a few individuals who have training in 

this area, but they openly stated the need for more help. During this discussion they also 

mentioned that there is a need for more recognition and acceptance of mental health as an area of 

importance. It is not talked about or identified as a tool for improving community and individual 

well-being. There was also the distinction that there needs to be more Marshallese trained as 

mental health professionals, as language and cultural contextualization are incredibly important 

aspects to be incorporated into treatment programs.  

Solutions to Gaps 

 When discussing solutions to the gaps and weak capacity to address social change issues 

in the RMI there was no clear conclusion or suggestion presented during the key informant 

interviews and discussion group. Possible solutions and areas for improvement are shown in 

Appendix 22 and will be discussed below. The comprehensive message that was presented, and 

was reinforced through participant observation was improving current practices combined with 

more research and evaluations. 
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 Improving the education system was the top solution discussed. Making a more culturally 

appropriate system that fosters skills development as well as academic excellence is the 

foundation needed to improve many areas of weak capacity. Improved education at a young age 

will have long-term impacts. Along with improved education of young children is strengthening 

policies that help protect children and encourage parents to participate in educational parenting 

programs.  

With a more educated population there needs to be more job opportunities. During the 

focus group a discussion took place that recommended the government place greater emphasis 

on self-sustainability and income generation. The dependency on compact funding is creating a 

false sense of protection. There are not nearly enough jobs to support all those living in Majuro 

and Ebeye. There either needs to be more industry in the urban centers or more effort put toward 

outer island sustainability through improved infrastructure and social services. There is a need 

for more innovative solutions that aim to address the root cause of the problem in a culturally 

appropriate way that engages all levels of society.  

 An overall solution that can be applied at various levels and with all programs to focus 

more on what people connect with is traditional music and art. There are already many programs 

that use sports (which connect with youth) as a method to change negative behaviours and 

provide alternative opportunities, but it needs to be deeper and have a broader scope than that. 

Using the arts to communicate messages through stories, dance and song is a medium that has 

been used for hundreds of years in the RMI. Incorporating this into current and future programs 

has the potential to increase effectiveness. For weeks leading up to Christmas all members of a 

community participate in biit (dance) practice in preparation for the Christmas celebration. It is a 

community-building activity that strengthens social networks and also has huge health benefits. 
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The solutions can be simple, biit competitions throughout the year to encourage a healthier 

lifestyle, instead of just trying to get people to walk and run more. Engage youth through music 

and entertainment, combine the love and talent they have with technology and create art that 

provides a medium of expression of the challenges and struggles of being young in the RMI. 

Many solutions are achievable and cost effective. They just require a new way of looking at the 

solution and responses being taken.  

 “Ebwe is not good enough” 

 Dr. Hilda Heine the newly appointed Minister of Education has been quoted repeatedly in 

the Marshall Islands Journal saying “ebwe is not good enough”. Ebwe means so-so, or just 

alright. It reflects her view on the education system. It also reflects the emotions, ideas, and goals 

of the NGOs, government ministries and individuals working to help mitigate the effects of 

social change issues in the RMI.  

 Despite weak capacity at every level, there is undoubtedly a strong sense of pride, 

determination and hope present. When visiting NGOs and government offices it was obvious to 

me that buildings were in disrepair, facilities were often broken and delays were the norm. But 

there was always at least one individual saying, “we can and we will do this”. Regardless of the 

long list of hurdles ahead there was always someone saying they were willing to try. Addressing 

the gaps in capacity will provide a competent enabling environment to work from and improve 

capacity at all other levels.  

 Throughout the participant observation it was clear that a more holistic approach to 

addressing social change issues needs to be taken. The fragmented programming that is currently 

taking place is seeing some success, but there is a need for government intervention and direction 

to support the work of individual NGOs. The lack of emphasis and discussion on outer island 
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programs, promotion and health is a gap that is imperative to correct. The migration from the 

outer islands to Majuro and Ebeye is connected to social change with the loss of tradition and 

urbanization. If people do not feel supported on outer islands, if they do not feel that they are 

getting the services they need, they are going to continue to move to urban areas, which 

exacerbates the problems present. Instead of simply dealing with the symptoms when they arise 

they need to be addressed before they occur. A two-pronged approach must be taken to 

encourage retaining outer island populations as well as addressing the symptoms of social 

change issues.  

Summary 

This chapter has discussed the research results and provided an analysis. It has shown 

that there are weak capacities at all levels, which affects the ability of organizations to implement 

programs effectively and efficiently. A focus on improved education and capacity building 

programs is needed to address such issues. This must be done in tandem with addressing the 

realities of a hybrid governance system that is not working to deal with social change issues on a 

level that is purely traditional or purely democratic. A more holistic approach must be taken to 

address social change issues in the RMI, which will be discussed in the following chapter.  
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Chapter Seven: Summary, Conclusion and Recommendation 

Final Summary 

 The literature states that social change is a process that this highly contextual (Garonna & 

Triacca, 1999). Theories of social change help one to understand how and why the process is 

taking place and various methods that can be used in response to negative change patterns. 

Practitioners in the field must strive for a deep holistic and historical understanding of the 

community they are working with to respond effectively. Bolger‟s (2000) framework of capacity 

development was used to comprehend the different levels of capacity that practitioners in the 

RMI are working with to address local social change issues.  

 First the research used the key informant interviews and focus group results to 

characterize the current social change issues in the RMI. A distinction was made between those 

who understood that there are deep root causes of the social change issues, and those who only 

saw the symptoms. Eighty-two percent of respondents understood that there are systemic 

problems that are perpetuating negative social change behaviours. Issues such as substance 

abuse, health, and domestic violence were all identified to be but the result of urbanization and 

loss of tradition. These were the same social change issues that were identified by those with a 

weak understanding of the root cause of the problem. During discussions key informants 

illustrated that they understood that these types of social change issues are present throughout the 

country and throughout time. They noted that the rapid shift to urbanization and changes in 

culture perpetuate the issues and response measures must be adjusted to effectively resolve the 

problems that are presenting themselves. They key informants also understood that despite the 

best efforts they did not always have the capacity to achieve what needs to be done.  
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 The second objective of the research was to understand the existing capacity to address 

the social change issues identified above. Using Bolger‟s (2000) four levels of capacity, enabling 

environment, organization, network/social and individual, it is clear that there are areas of 

weakness and strength. All of the key informants were honest and forthcoming about where they 

saw weaknesses at all levels, and also where they could identify and celebrate areas of success. 

The weak enabling environment was repeatedly mentioned as well as weak individual capacities. 

While it is true that these levels lack capacity to respond there was rarely blame or feelings of 

defeat during the interview. Instead there was hope and pride. The practitioners noted that 

everyday, and with every project and research effort, they are becoming more aware of what 

needs improvement and also what is and is not working. It was undeniable that there was pride 

and dedication to their organizations and the country. Despite the uphill battles to overcome, 

those with strong capacities are determined to improve in all areas.  

 The current methods being used leave many gaps. There was limited evaluation and 

assessment data of the effectiveness of social change programs to extrapolate from. There was a 

discussion surrounding the gaps in response efforts and what solutions are possible. There were 

many self-identified areas of weakness, especially surrounding program monitoring and 

evaluation and data collection. NGOs and government ministries most often do not really know 

how well their programs work and are not always able to plan long term due to funding 

constraints. When participants were asked what they would do with unlimited resources the 

answers were not unrealistic, they were accessible and accomplishable like providing effective 

services to all citizens, such as a well rounded culturally appropriate education and health care. 

In combination with this more opportunities for all sections of society is needed, economically, 

socially and politically. There was a call for more jobs, recreation areas, arts programs, tradition 
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preservation, capacity building programs and infrastructure services on outer islands. This is 

what Sen (2000) refers to as the freedom to choose, providing people with the tools they need to 

make healthy and positive life choices.   

Conclusions 

 Despite the ongoing and immanent climate change threat, changing ideologies of what it 

means to be Marshallese, weak capacities and lacking infrastructure there is sustained 

hopefulness and determination to see improvements in all areas of life amongst government and 

NGOs. There is a saying, enaaj emman, meaning do not worry it is all going to be okay, and that 

is the spirit of those working to address social change issues in the RMI. Despite this positivity 

the research showed that there are still many gaps in the capacity to address social change issues 

that must be addressed.  The RMI is based on a hierarchical system that creates social 

stratification that creates political and economic boundaries for the rijerabel class (Hunt, 1996, 

Peoples, 1993). This new hybrid political system has left gaps in social services, particularly in 

the outer islands. The research showed urbanization and loss of traditions as the top two factors 

influencing negative social changes behaviours in the RMI. The two urban centers, Majuro and 

Ebeye, see continual population growth as outer islands decrease (de Brum, 2012). Improved 

infrastructure and transportation for outer island communities, with more resources and reliable 

transportation outer islands could become more than subsistence living and provide employment 

opportunities. The research showed that individuals going through the change in lifestyle through 

urbanization, particularly men, face a loss of identity leading to substance abuse (Hunt, 1996, 

Diaz & Kauanui, 2011). Increased education and health services on outer islands would not only 

reduce urbanization but would increase individuals‟ capacities in these locations. 
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The social change issues identified by participants were the same as those identified in 

the literature; they are consistent with previous research related to SIS (Diaz & Kauanui, 2001, 

Hay, 2002, Huffer, 2008, Kupferman, 2011, Prasad, 2008).  It was seen that challenges in the 

RMI are understood by practitioners but what is lacking is the capacity at various levels to 

respond. The positive benefits of the social change in the RMI are that individuals have increased 

access to resources, economic opportunities, education and social networks (Garonna and 

Triacca, 1999). Many of these life expectancy, education attainment, and poverty reduction are 

just a few of the indicators that have improved greatly over the past 40 to 50 years in the RMI 

(Loeak, et al., 2004, Stewart, 2007). The many positive benefits of the change in society and 

tradition include increased gender equality, better access to health care and services, and 

increased infrastructure on both the outer islands and urban centers. These improvements are far 

from perfect, but they allow individuals in the RMI to make freer and more informed choices for 

their futures, which is the goal of many capacity development scholars such as Bolger (2000), 

Kaplan (2000), Kenny and Clark (2010), and Morgan (2006).  

Using Bolger‟s (2000) approach to capacity development many gaps in capacity can be 

seen. There is an incompatibility of the traditional hierarchical system and an American based 

capitalistic structure. This incompatibility resonates throughout the country and manifest with a 

weak enabling environment. Individuals working in this system often face societal pressures, for 

example someone in the rijerabel class lacks social mobility to progress within the government 

or NGOs structure, which decreases motivation and overall capacity of a group to function. In a 

similar way, those who lack individual capacity can at times be appointed to positions because of 

who they are, not their individual capacity. NGOs showed more capacity than the government, 

due to the fact that they could act more independently outside the government structure, which 
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can be quite bureaucratic and lacks capacity. There is a need for increased network capacity 

between all sectors in the RMI. Whilst attempts at collaboration do take place, the lack of a 

centralized systems of data sharing leads to NGOs and government ministries working in silos 

instead of horizontally. Contributing to this is a lack of individuals to fill all the positions 

available contributing to weak organizational and enabling environment capacity. There are 

many incredibly talented and dedicated individuals responding to social changes issues, but the 

amount of work out weights the number of individuals.   

 Unfortunately the negative side to economic growth and social development taking place 

in the RMI is visible. It was seen in the literature and contextualization of the research, as well as 

with the results of the research, that there are areas of immediate concern for the youth of the 

RMI. With increased choice and access to improved services and infrastructure the identity and 

expectations of youth, especially young men, are changing in the RMI. As was mentioned in 

Chapter 3, approximately 25% of youth in the RMI seriously considered suicide from 2003-

2009. This extremely concerning statistic was supported throughout the interviews across all 

sectors of NGO or government. It was hopelessness in their futures that was manifested as 

substance abuse, school drop outs and domestic violence. There is a lack of capacity to address 

these self-destructive behaviours, at both the preventative and treatment level (Maton, 2008).  

 As the key informant interviews progressed it became increasing clear that there is a fine 

balance of existing and weak capacities in the RMI. The tipping point is near for the RMI, to 

improve or to decrease the social and economic well-being of citizens. Using Bolger‟s (2000) 

framework of capacity development a holistic and deep understanding of the areas of weak 

capacities was identified, which was not illustrated in the initial conceptual framework. The 

areas of the greatest concern for the capacity of the NGOs and government sector to respond to 
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the social change issues in the RMI are at the enabling environment and individual levels. As 

shown in Chapter Two and Chapter Three the complex social structure which incorporates the 

governance and land tenure system as well as cultural norms in the RMI is clashing with 

capitalism and the Western influence. There are positives that arise from this growth, but 

currently the government lacks the capacity to provide the services needed for this success to 

happen. Improvements at the enabling environmental level would result in improvements at all 

other levels. This would in turn improve the capacity of NGOs to do their jobs more efficiently 

as well as improve what is offered to citizens. The other level of weak capacity is individual 

capacity which will be strengthened by improved education but there needs to be more done at 

other levels of individuals‟ capacity. As seen in the results there is weak motivation of 

individuals in the work force. This results from the work culture in general as well as lack of 

skills. This is seen in all sectors, NGO and government. Individuals are not reaching their full 

potential because of the lack of opportunity but also because of complacencies and cultural 

nuances that restrict movement within the social structure.  

 During discussion regarding programming two gaps came to light that are important for 

future research and programming planning. The first gap is that many of the programs that exist 

to address the social change issues lack a monitoring and evaluation process. Rarely does 

monitoring and evaluation take place by either an NGO or by government. This lack was singled 

out by some key informants and also observed in practice. As seen when identifying the root 

cause of the problem, most key informants understood why negative social change issues were 

occurring, they were attempting to plan accordingly, but there was no process in place to assess 

if programs actually achieve their program goals and objectives. Without this process in place 

NGOs and government ministries are doing the best they can to understand what programs are 
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the best, but they have limited data to draw from. An increase in monitoring and evaluation in 

collaboration with an improved data sharing system would provide a more accurate picture of 

what works, therefore corrects and improvements could be made to methodologies used.  

 The second is that most programs, and the education system, are based on American 

models and are not culturally appropriate. While organizations like YTYIH, WAM and SSA do 

excel in these areas there is room for improvement. The education system is based on a USA 

model and does not incorporate a Marshallese way of living and learning. Instead of using 

models from the USA and changing them to fit the RMI there needs to be more bottom up RMI 

solutions that draw on things that Marshallese, particularly youth, connect with. Music and dance 

incorporate all sectors of society and can be used to communicate any message (Freire, 2006, 

Hall, 1985, Shor, 1987). More participatory hands on approaches, such as that used by SSA, can 

work in the RMI and have been shown to be successful (Freire, 2006, Dutta, 2011, Kaplan, 

2000). With a participatory approach there is ownership and empowerment that is needed for 

long term sustainability of programs.  

 The challenges posed by negative social change issues in the RMI are not 

insurmountable. There are individuals and organizations working hard to meet the demand and 

have the capacity to see positive change occur. There are many exciting and positive changes 

taking place in the RMI currently. There are passionate, talented and dedicated leaders who are 

able to guide the country through the current challenges and those in future. I believe with 

increased acknowledgement of the unique challenges of the RMI and investment in long term 

culturally and geographically appropriate responses the cultural and physical attributes of the 

RMI will continue grow. Despite the deficiencies in capacities and social change shifts identified 

within the research, the positive and beautiful nature of the culture, community and physical 
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characteristics is undeniable. This small island in the North Pacific holds a vast and rich 

knowledge of the sea and history. The Marshallese are known to be the best navigators in the 

world, and they will find their own path through the social, economic, political and physical 

development challenges they face today (Loaek et al., 2004, Miller, 2010). 

Recommendations 

 Recommendations based on the findings are as follows. Increased capacity at the 

government level is needed to support initiatives that address social change issues. There is a 

need for increased coordination and resource sharing across the government and NGO sector. 

Finally, there is a need for further research of program evaluations and monitoring.  

RMI Government Recommendations 

 The first recommendation to the RMI government is to increase inputs into more self-

sustainable employment options for the RMI. This includes both on the main island and on the 

outer islands. The lack of employment perpetuates the poverty cycle. Investing in the research 

and development of local exports or service-based programs that provide tax revenues as well as 

employment would assist in alleviating some causes and negative outcomes of social change 

currently being seen. This could be done through capacity development programs that provide 

Marshallese the skills to hold jobs that are currently held by foreigners. This includes, but is not 

limited to, fishing (all sectors), salon owners and employees, innovation in food processing and 

export, grant writing, and business management. There is also much room for development in the 

tourism sector, which with improved infrastructure would also provide some outer island 

revenue.  

 The second recommendation for the RMI government is a shift in thinking that supports 

and addresses the needs of the outer island communities. The outer islands need improved 
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services that make life easier and encourage outer island self-sustainability and growth. There 

will continue to be migration to urban centers if the education and health services on outer 

islands do not improve. This needs to be done in conjunction with more reliable service by MISC 

ships and AMI flights. Communications improvements are currently taking place and most 

islands now have solar power systems. But there are still more options in Majuro and more 

access to a variety of foods, laundromats, employment possibilities, entertainment, health 

services and education. When living on the outer islands the allure of an easier life on Majuro is 

ever-present, especially among the youth. Improving services is one step toward encouraging 

people to stay on or return to the outer islands. 

 The third recommendation for the RMI government is increased accountability at all 

levels of government. This is starting to happen with the fraud investigation but there needs to be 

increased accountability at the day-to-day level. To start this process stronger job descriptions 

need to be established. If individuals do not know what they are responsible for or do not have 

the capacity to complete the task, further training and support from senior members are required. 

Ensuring that government employees are responsible and reliable will increase the overall 

capacity to address social change issues in the RMI.  

 The fourth RMI government recommendation is revitalization of the education system. 

The education system has to be made more culturally appropriate. While this has started with the 

marjalization of some of the curriculum, including the first ever Marshallese history textbook, 

the problem is more systemic than changing some of the content. The education system‟s goals 

and objectives need to be re-evaluated to fit the needs of the current climate of the RMI. 

Currently the system is based on a Western model, including the calendar followed, courses of 

study, and definitions of success. Changing school schedules, incorporating more culturally 
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relevant curriculum and teaching methods that fit student needs is also a long-term improvement. 

There needs to be a renewed emphasis on vocational education skills. Recent school and 

program closures of vocational institutions leave little opportunity for students who come from 

the most marginalized situations. Vocational opportunities would provide more opportunities for 

those most vulnerable and effected by social change issues.  

 The final recommendation that spans all sectors is the acknowledgement and services 

provided for those with disabilities. The Special Education Program at the MOE is making 

efforts to address those with needs, but there needs to be more services available throughout the 

country. As mentioned in the research, there is lack of trained mental heath professionals to 

assist those with substance abuse problems and depression. There also need to be those that help 

other mental health disorders, as well as physical. Often times even if a problem is identified if a 

family is not financially well off they are not able to seek treatment off island and it is left 

unattended. Providing improved services, identification to treatment, for those with disabilities is 

needed.  

NGO Recommendations  

 The recommendation for NGOs is increased collaboration and resource sharing. A 

majority of collaboration efforts happen based on personal relationships and connections of those 

working in the field. Most individuals and organizations do not have the time and staff to spend 

in meetings discussing ideas and sharing information. The re-establishment of the Marshall 

Islands Council of NGOs (MICNGOs) has the potential to be this location. It can act as a central 

point that collects and distributes information on what is happening, who needs assistance and 

identifies areas of possible collaboration. If NGOs and ministries sent simple to the point updates 
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to MICNGOs it would not take as much time as meetings, but would help facilitate the 

collaboration process. It can act as networking source that would save organizations time. 

A recommendation for both the NGOs and government is improved monitoring, evaluation 

and data collection. A centralized location or system is needed to standardize and analyze data 

collected on a range of issues, not just social change. There is currently a lot of guesswork taking 

place and fragmented research and data collection with different organizations and ministries.  A 

centralized system that would compile data would allow ministries and NGOs to have a more 

comprehensive understanding of the issues and thus respond more appropriately. More 

monitoring and evaluation of programs to determine effectiveness is vital. Money is being spent 

to implement programs and the results are measured solely on guesswork and what is seen and 

thought to be true. The monitoring and evaluation process does not have to be costly or time-

consuming, it is as simple as collecting participant information and conducting pre and post 

programming evaluations with a long-term perspective. This would increase people‟s 

understanding of program outcomes. If the information were centralized it would also be 

possible to learn from past mistakes and would increase institutional knowledge. Finally, it assist 

in collaboration by identifying if a combination of programs are being sought out by the same 

individuals and if this increased effectiveness.  

Research Recommendations  

 The first research recommendation is to conduct further analysis of short and long-term 

effectiveness of existing programs aimed at addressing the negative impacts of social change. As 

mentioned throughout the thesis, very little program evaluation takes place. In-depth research 

evaluating programs that are being used and how they relate to the root cause of the problem and 

the symptoms of the problem is needed. Then there should be an assessment whether or not 
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programs are contributing to their goals. This would provide program developers with vital 

information in further discussion making processes. It would also provide information to all 

those working in the related field as to what kinds of programs work and why.   

 The second research recommendation focuses on youth empowerment and well-being. 

Youth in the RMI are growing up in a very different society than their parents. Understanding 

the challenges they are facing would provide a deeper understanding of the psychological and 

social implications of social change for youth. It would be particularly important to look at the 

effects of changing sense of place and identity that young people are feeling. For all Marshallese 

understanding what island and wato (plot of land) one belongs to is very important. It determines 

who you are, where you can fish and where you can live. How is this changing for those born in 

urban centers who can no longer live off the land and do not own the land? How are they 

understanding what it means to be Marshallese differently than those on outer islands? How must 

programs be modified for these different communities, particularly outer islands vs. urban 

centers? It would also provide an update to the research that was conducted by Huffer (2008). 

This research would provide a more in-depth understanding of what can be done to reduce or 

reverse urbanization, and hopefully the adverse social change effects of urbanization and loss of 

tradition. It would contribute to efforts to improve resiliency and sustainability, not only for the 

outer islands but for the RMI as whole.  
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Appendix 

Appendix 1: WUTMI‟s Strategic Plan 

WUTMI Quarterly Summary Report, Date: July 2012 

Goal Objectives Progress against expectations 

Goal 1: Strengthen 
Knowledge and 
Practice of Mantin 
Majol, Indigenous 
and Natural 

Resources 
(Kokajoor im 
Kejparok Manit im 
Men Ko Bwinid ) 

 

1.1 Strengthen Marshallese language 
(Kokajoorlok Kajin Majol). 

 

Bob Festival Project  

Radio WUTMI Project  

 1.2 Strengthen traditional Marshallese 
knowledge and skills (Kokajoorlok Kapeel 
in Majol). 

Bob Festival Project 

Radio WUTMI Project 

WUTMI Conferences  

 1.3 Nurture and care for the environment 
and endowed resources, values and wisdoms 

(Kejparok pelaak ko ad im men ko bwinid) 

 

Parent as Teachers (PAT) adaptations 

GEF/Sustainable Livelihoods Project  

Radio WUTMI Project 

WUTMI Conferences/Workshops 

 1.4 Teach Marshallese skills and ways of 
cooking and preserving local food (Katak 
kin kilen 

jerbal, ekoba komat im kejparok mona ko 
kijed). 

Bob Festival Project 

WUTMI Conferences/Workshops 

 1.5 Strengthen practices that promote 
growing traditional food and ornamental 
plants to 

ensure clean, sustainable and beautiful 
environment. (Kokajoorlok jerbal in karreo 
im 

kallib menin eddok ko (mona im kein 
kaiboojoj melan ko epaak aer jako lok). 

Bob Festival Project 

GEF/Sustainable Livelihoods Project 

WUTMI Conferences/Workshops 

 

Goal 2: Promote 
Capacity Building 
and Sustainable 
Development 

2.1 Promote better care and discipline of 
children and youth (Kejbarok im katiljek lale 
ajiri 

PAT Adaptation 

WUTMI Radio Project 



 114 

(Kokajoorlok 
jelalokiien ejmour 
im kapeel nan kakke 
im keiparok aikuj an 
kora im baamle ko) 

im jodikdik ro nejid) WUTMI Conferences/Workshops 

Solar Energy Usage/Sustainable 
Livelihoods 

 2.2 Increase the level of education for 
women, including business management and 
skills. 

(Kolaplok jelalokjen ipen kora ro, ekoba 
kapeel ko ikijeen jerbal in business) 

PAT Adaptation 

Radio WUTMI Project 

WUTMI Conferences/Workshops 

WUTMI Handicrafts/Sustainable 
Livelihoods Seed Money  

Bobrae Project  

 2.3 Assist women to access micro-credit 
schemes to ease the process of starting small 

businesses. (Bukot kilen bwe en pidodo an 
kora ro bok money in jiban ko nan kajutok 
business 

jidrik) 

WUTMI Conferences/Workshops 

Radio WUTMI Project 

Goal 3: Advance 
Good Governance 
and Human Rights 
(Koonmanlok jerbal 
in kien nan kejbarok 
jimwe im moron an 
armij) 

3.1 Increase knowledge of human rights 
issues, particularly those pertaining to 
women. 

(Komleleik jimwe im maron an kora im 

armej). 

iBRAVE Project  

 (Ref.: RDC Membership, NGO shadow 
Report for CEDAW, RMI FHSS Study, 
Implementation of Family Violence Act 
– Bill#93) Ref.: WAVE, WAVE Media, 
POWEHR, Iceland, NGO Human Rights 
Report.  Ref.: GEL/Voter Education 

Bobrae Project 

Radio WUTMI Project 

WUTMI Conferences/Workshops 

Proposals:  GEL, Global Fund 

Goal 4: Strengthen 
the voice of women 
through a 
structurally 
stronger WUTMI 
Organization. 
(Kokajoorlock 
ainikien kora ilo 
kokajoorlok im 
kokmanmanlok 
WUTMI).  

4.1 Increase WUTMI’s financial security and 
operating budget. 

Membership Fees  

15% indirect/admin charge on all 
projects or cost-shares from projects  

Ref:  Coral Jones, Australian Volunteer, 
2002-2004, Japanese Grant/In-Kind 
Contribution, US Embassy In-Kind 
Contribution, Canada Fund (Jepta 
strengthening) 

 

Proposal:  Australian Volunteer, 
Revitalization of WUTMI Chapters 
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(DOI grant?) 

 

 4.2 Build capacities of WUTMI staff. 
(Kolaplok Kapeel ko an ri-jerbal ro im ro 
iuaan WUTMI 

Board). 

Workshops, USP Early Childhood 
Certificate Program Need: Continuing 
Education Certificate/Degree Program 
in NGO Management, respective 
project areas, TOT Opportunities – 
CETC, CMI, USP… 

WUTMI Conferences 

 4.3 Increase and strengthen WUTMI 
partnerships. (Kalenlok im kokajoorlok 
partnerships ko an WUTMI). 

iBRAVE – RMI-WUTMI MOA is needed; 
RDC Committee 

Bobrae Coalitions 

Bob Festival Collaboration: steering 
committee 

Radio WUTMI Arrangements: steering 
committee 

 4.4 Improve and streamline WUTMI 
organizational and management structure. 
(Karok lowaan 

(management structure) eo an WUTMI). 

Audit of WUTMI (Date? Cost?) 

Evaluation of WUTMI Projects (Date? 
Cost?) 

Improve IT capabilities with all 
Chapters (Date? Cost?) 

Delegate project activities to Chapters 
(Costs for develop & implement plan – 
would be part of planned Chapter 
revitalization project) 

 

Appendix 2: Key Informant Interview Questions 

Key Informant Interview Questionnaire 

1.1 What are the most pressing social change issues in the RMI? 
1.2 What are the contributing factors to these issues? 
 
2.1 What programming is currently happen to address these issues? 
2.2 What resources are available to address these issues? 
2.3 Is there collaboration happening among a) civil society groups b) between civil society 
and government and c) between different government sectors? 
 
3.1 What are the gaps in capacity and programming to address the social change issues? 
3.2 Why do these gaps exist? 
3.3 What can be done to address these gaps? 
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Appendix 3: Focus Group Questions 

Questions Focus Group One 
1. What programming techniques are your organizations using? 
2. What social change issues are your organizations addressing? 
3. What do you think the most effective techniques of programming are? (indicate by 

placing the stickers provided on your top five choices) 
4. What do you think the most important social changes issues are? (indicate by 

placing the stickers provide on your top five choices) 
5. Do you think that the programming that is currently happening that is the most 

effected (as identified by you in the last exercise) is address the most important 
social changes issues (as addressed by you in the last exercise)? 

 
Questions Focus Group Two 

1. Adding to the list from yesterday of programming techniques, what are possible 
programming technique you would like to try that your organizations are not 
already participating in? 

2. What programming technique do you feel most comfortable using? (indicate by 
placing stickers provided on your top five choices) 

3. Which technique would you like to gain further training in? (indicate by placing 
stickers provided on your top five choices) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 117 

Appendix 4: Coding Tree 
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Appendix 5: Root Cause of the Problem 

 

 

Appendix 6: Loss of Tradition: Sub-themes 

 



 123 

 

Appendix 7: Family Structure: Sub-themes 

 

 

Appendix 8: Urbanization: Sub-theme 
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Appendix 9: Symptoms, no root cause mentioned 

 

 

Appendix 10: Enabling Environment: Sub-themes 
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Appendix 11: Organizational: Sub-themes 

 

 

Appendix 12: Sector/Network: Sub-themes 
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Appendix 13: Collaboration: Sub-themes 

 

 

Appendix 14: Weak Collaboration: Sub-themes 
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Appendix 15: Individual: Sub-themes 

 

Appendix 15: Programming 
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Appendix 17: Funding: Sub-themes 

 

 

Appendix 18: Methods: Sub-themes 
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Appendix 19: Methods needed: Sub-themes 

 

 

Appendix 20: Topics Addressed: Sub-themes 
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Appendix 21: Gaps 

 

 

Appendix 22: Solution to Gaps 
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Appendix 23: Leadership 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


