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ABSTRACT
Using public ethnography anchored in the post‐development theory and interpretivist epistemological paradigm, this study
examines what we term the ‘socio‐cultural milieus dynamics’ (SCMD) of the Solomon Islands (SI) and how these shape
meaning, discourse, and practice in ways that influence Australia's aid localisation efforts and aid outcomes. The findings
indicate that local communities are deeply entrenched in complex SCMD with heterogeneous networks of decision‐makers
within the ecosystem. These SCMD, we argue, are evident in the structural and contested roles associated with the gendered
composition of local committees, the power asymmetries between dominant local elites and subalternised groups, and the
relationalities between donors and local communities. We suggest that while the current orientation of Australian aid programs
or projects leans towards advancing locally‐led projects, they should be more responsive to the community or local culture that
accommodates different SCMD and more attuned to the cultural preferences of local communities. Our study contributes to
ongoing development praxis and discourses by highlighting how aid projects cannot be separated from the cultural, ontological,
and epistemological contexts that shape local experiences of aid localisation.

1 | Introduction

Australia has recently taken significant steps to rebuild aid
programs in the Pacific, culminating in the launch of Australia's
International Development Policy (AIDP): For a Peaceful, Stable
and Prosperous Indo‐Pacific in 2023. A quick search for the
catchphrase ‘local’ in the policy document returned 44 words,
emphasising locally‐led approaches to the programme's de-
livery. While the policy's intentions are well‐meaning, marked
differences in socio‐cultural values and belief systems between
donor and recipient countries can result in divergent prefer-
ences, potentially undermining the policy's goals. Such
misalignment often leads to a disconnect between aid programs

and the actual needs of local communities (Dreher et al. 2024).
Literature thus shows that differences in the ideological un-
derpinnings of both donor and recipient can reduce the impact
of aid on beneficiaries (Dreher et al. 2009; Dreher et al. 2024;
Minasyan 2016).

Like any other Australian foreign policy, the AIDP, which
tends to foreground aid localisation in the Pacific, should be
subject to rigorous ideological and discursive analysis given its
philosophical and political assumptions and implications.
While the stance of the Australia's International Development
Policy signals a partial shift away from top‐down approaches
by acknowledging the value of local knowledge and cultural
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context (Gordon et al. 2024), our contention here is that it may
still be shrouded in serious traps or undertones of imposing a
Western agenda on Pacific Island Countries (PICS). In this
sense, localisation risks functioning less as a genuine co‐
production of knowledge and power and more as a neo‐
colonial project that reproduces donor dependency, external
control, and Western epistemic dominance under the guise of
bottom‐up participation (Amponsah 2025a, 2025b). For
instance, the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade
(DFAT), through the Australian High Commission (AHC) in
the SI, doled out 40 grants in 2024 for community development
projects but required them to submit proposals in the donor's
preferred language. This tends to favour applicants who are
proficient in donor's language, thereby marginalising other
local people who could have offered valuable contributions but
are hindered by the language barrier (Amankwa, Amponsah,
et al. 2025b). Frings‐Hessami and Oliver (2022) argue that this
approach reflects the values, the culture and language of those
who developed them. Nevertheless, although a detailed
critique of these ideological traps and undertones lies beyond
the scope of this study, our focus is to understand how socio‐
cultural milieu dynamics within local communities function to
shape meaning, discourse, and practice in ways that influence
Australia's aid localisation efforts and aid outcomes in the
Solomon Islands.

The post‐development framework proffers a critique of
modernist reductionist forms of development, arguing instead
that development cannot be meaningfully separated from local
cultures and epistemologies (Nourani Rinaldi 2022). They
contend that attempts to impose universal models of progress
often overlook or undermine Indigenous ways of knowing,
being, and relating to the world (Demaria et al. 2023; Esco-
bar 2015). Through such dialogical praxis, donors have
increasingly sought to incorporate local culture into develop-
ment discourse, which has been the agenda of the World
Humanitarian Summit and Grand Bargain since 2016 (Roep-
storff 2022). Since Australia's International Development Policy
advances locally‐led development as part of Australia's aid
localisation efforts, it is imperative to examine the ways in
which the socio‐cultural milieu dynamics of the SI may shape
or influence its efforts. In this study, we examine how socio‐
cultural milieu dynamics within local communities function
to shape meaning, discourse and practice in ways that influ-
ence Australia's aid localisation efforts to localise development
aid, drawing from a set of 46 interviews and focus group dis-
cussions (FGDs). Our key findings show a complex cultural
terrain within which Australia's aid localisation efforts in the
SI are unfolding.

The rest of the paper is organised as follows. The next section
discusses the concept of aid localisation in development litera-
ture. Third, we examine socio‐cultural milieu and dynamics
(SCMD) and their relevance to aid location and development.
The fourth section presents the post‐development theory as an
enlightening heuristic guiding this study. We then outline the
research methods employed. The sixth section presents the re-
sults and analysis. Finally, the paper concludes with key find-
ings, implications, and recommendations.

2 | Aid Localisation

Aid localisation has gained prominence in development dis-
courses as a strategy to enhance the effectiveness, account-
ability, and sustainability of aid interventions over the last
2 decades. By shifting decision‐making power, resources, and
responsibility closer to local actors, it seeks to address long-
standing critiques of top‐down high‐modernist development
approaches (Scott 1998) and mitigate power asymmetries
inherent in international aid programing. According to
(Amankwa et al. 2025a, 4), aid localisation is understood
broadly in terms of ‘(1) enhancing local agency, decision‐
making power, and ownership to reduce power asymmetries;
(2) increasing direct funding to local non‐governmental orga-
nisations for cost‐effectiveness; (3) investing in local capacities
to bolster project sustainability; and (4) valuing local knowledge
and access for effective project design and delivery’. These
principles gained global recognition with the Grand Bargain
Agreement in 2016, a landmark commitment forged at the
World Humanitarian Summit to institutionalise localisation by
prioritising direct funding to local actors and redefining aid
delivery (Barakat and Milton 2020; Koch and Rooden 2024).

While the agreement reached under the Grand Bargain repre-
sents foundational work in institutionalising localisation within
humanitarian frameworks (Koch and Rooden 2024), its under-
lying premise warrants critical scrutiny. Indeed, the very
concept of localisation remains contested and has often been
used interchangeable with locally‐led development (Robillard
et al. 2021; Roepstorff 2020, 2022). In this context, this paper
frames localisation ‘as locals being the nucleus of envisioning
and enacting development, whereas locally led development can
be argued as putting a local face on top of existing development
paradigms’ (Amankwa et al. 2025a, 4). The prevailing assump-
tion is that localisation of aid necessarily produces more effi-
cient and effective development outcomes. Yet, this framing
risks obscuring persistent issues of power, exclusion, and ineq-
uity at the local level. Much of the debate on localisation also
focuses on how internationally led systems could be modified to
allow for increased local participation rather than challenging
the historical and structural dominance of such systems. Doing
so extends the risk of marginalising the perspective and initia-
tives of the indigenous that have already been systematically
displaced by external interventions. This encapsulates a broader
paradox: while localisation frameworks call for increased in-
clusion, they continue to maintain internationally driven
models as the normative core of development praxis.

Since 2022, Australia has made considerable efforts towards aid
localisation in Solomon Islands pursuant to its commitment to
the localisation initiative. Indeed, the Solomon Islands Australia
Community Partnership Project aims to empower local com-
munities by improving infrastructure and enhancing liveli-
hoods. Additionally, Australia has provided AUD276m to fund
the Solomon Islands Infrastructure Project, which is a 10‐year
developmental initiative to create local job opportunities as a
way of supporting the Solomon Islands recover from the prob-
lems created by COVID‐19 (Solomon Islands Infrastructure
Program 2023). While these initiatives seek to advance the

2 Public Administration and Development, 2025



interests and well‐being of the local communities in SI, it is
expedient to ensure that the projects are aligned with the socio‐
cultural milieus dynamics of SI, thereby avoiding the broader
paradox of reinforcing international modernist paradigms of
development that can marginalise local perspectives and
epistemologies.

3 | Social Cultural Milieu Dynamics (SCMD) and
Development

In Solomon Islands, aid localisation unfolds within complex
cultural systems in which community decision‐making is
shaped by Kastoms (customary practices), Wantok (kinship
networks) and gendered power dynamics (Gegeo and Watson‐
Gegeo 2002; Kabutaulaka 2005). These systems we term
‘socio‐cultural milieu dynamics (SCMD),’ are not monolithic;
rather, they reflect contested hierarchies among different
groups, including chiefs, church leaders, women's group, men's
group, youth, inter alia (Allen 2013). For instance, Moore
(2018) documents how Guadalcanal's post‐World War II ur-
banisation heightened the tensions between kastom and state
institutions, especially around issues of governance and land
rights in Honiara. Similarly, Gegeo and Watson‐Gegeo (2002)
demonstrate how epistemological collisions, stemming from
the marginalisation of indigenous knowledge systems, can
impede development efforts. They illustrate this with the case
of the Kwara'ae community of Malaita, where the substitution
of externally driven models for indigenous epistemologies
undermined the Oka Village Project and led to its collapse. The
project had operated successfully for a decade based on
indigenous knowledge, but collapsed when a new leader took
over and replaced these methods with Western models and
culture. Given these socio‐cultural complexities, international
donors like Australia also face significant challenges in
designing aid programs that genuinely align with local re-
alities. These realities are shaped by what we frame as the
‘socio‐cultural milieu dynamics’, a concept that captures latent
groups with shared values, positions and behaviours (Groh‐
Samberg et al. 2023). In SI, these milieus unfold in contested
hierarchies (Allen 2013), tensions between Kastom and state
institutions in urban governance (Moore 2018) and epistemic
clashes (Gegeo and Watson‐Gegeo 2002), underscoring Morgan
et al. (2017) argument that socio‐cultural milieu dynamics in-
fluence development at all scales.

Anchored in the post‐development theory and drawing the links
between socio‐cultural milieu dynamics and Houghton's clas-
sification of culture, evidence that cultural bias, social relations,
and the way of life of a community can collectively shape and
differentiate socio‐cultural milieu dynamics within the wider
socio‐cultural environment. For instance, failing to understand
the complexity of the socio‐cultural environment of benefi-
ciaries may undermine how people interpret, participate and
legitimise aid projects that benefit them (Houghton 2019; Sal-
vatore et al. 2018). However, engaging with these complexities
as a form of ‘cultural capital’, particularly through possessing
knowledge of the local culture, can prove indispensable for the
success of development projects (Bourdieu 1991; Frings‐
Hessami and Oliver 2022Frings‐Hessami and Oliver 2022).

According to Salvatore et al. (2018), the socio‐cultural milieus
dynamics consist of a plurality of development paths, each of
which emerges as a particular interpretation of the local context.
This plurality highlights the importance of culturally relevant
development projects, as donors may be required to negotiate
across different social settings.

4 | Theoretical Perspective—Post‐Development
Theory

This study is grounded in post‐development theory, which
gained traction in the 1990s as a critique of the Western‐centric
orientation of development discourse advanced by modernisa-
tion theorists, and as an attempt to revalorise non‐Western ways
of life (S. Matthews and Castellsagué 2025). It challenges the
limits of development theory, which focuses on changing the
traditional into a ubiquitous universality where ‘all world cul-
tures and societies are reduced to being a manifestation of Eu-
ropean culture’ (Escobar 2013, 213). Other scholars argued that
the approach echoed the paternalistic and colonial frameworks
of the past, reminiscent of the League of Nations mandate sys-
tem, where external oversight of Western ontologies decided on
the readiness of local institutions to govern themselves, delaying
true local autonomy (Jerónimo 2020). Its key proponents,
Michel Foucault, Edward Said, and Arturo Escobar, sought to
defend the local against the global (S. J. Matthews 2018). They
argued that development interventions should be comprehen-
sive enough to capture all facets, especially for those who are
looking for alternatives to the top‐down, Western‐dominant
ideologies of development (Sesay 2025).

Previously, using culture to explain the conditions of develop-
ment was seen as orientalist because of the colonialist and pa-
triarchal posture of Western epistemes (Al‐Zo’by 2019). This
was incongruous with the modernisation theorists who believed
that Global South countries were inundated with ‘unwarranted’
endogenous characteristics, inter alia, traditions and culture
(Horner 2020; Willis 2011). (Litonjua 2010, 46) contends that
‘poverty and injustices that Global South countries suffer are not
only personal but cultural and structural, rooted in the very
structures of the societies and supported by the values and at-
titudes of their culture’. Given that these societies are rooted in
complex socio‐cultural environments with heterogeneous net-
works of decision‐makers within the aid ecosystem, it is
imperative to understand the ways in which the socio‐cultural
milieu dynamics of SI influence Australia's aid localisation ef-
forts in their context. Thus, the post‐development theory offers a
framework to examine how the socio‐cultural milieu dynamics
within local communities function to shape meaning, discourse
and practice in ways that influence Australia's aid localisation
efforts to localise development aid.

In this article, we illustrate how development interventions are
never merely technical, but deeply embedded in discourses and
meaning‐making. Discourses of post‐development stress how
dominant paradigms of development, modernisation and aid
localisation construct particular ‘truths’ about what develop-
ment ought to be, while sulbalternising bottom‐up local epis-
temologies and ontologies of being. In this context, we frame the
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socio‐cultural milieu dynamics of the SI not as mere cultural
observations but deeply entrenched in discursive formations
that shape what is considered legitimate, worthy, or possible in
aid localisation. Considering that Australia's International
Development Policy professes to be ‘locally oriented,’ the post‐
development theory allows us to look beyond the purported
intention to investigate the validity of the political and philo-
sophical assumptions that underpin Australia's aid development
policy.

5 | Methods

5.1 | Settings

The study was conducted on the island of Guadalcanal in the
Solomon Islands. Four out of 21 provincial assemblies located
on Guadalcanal Island were selected to collect data for the
study. Honiara, which is the capital of the Solomon Islands, was
also visited because it has been the centre of nation‐building
efforts since World War II (Bennett 1987; McDougall 2022).
According to Australian High Commission Honiara (2016),
Guadalcanal, Makira, and Malaita are the top three islands in
the Solomon Islands with high poverty levels. While Australia's
aid is used to improve the standards of living in all islands in
the country, including the top three listed, it aims to do so
where poverty is endemic (Australian High Commission
Honiara 2016), hence justifying the selection of the research
area. The Island is the biggest of the nine provinces of the SI,
with a total land area of 5336 square miles. As of the 2019
census conducted, the total population of the province stood at
154,150, 79,093 (representing 51.3%) males and 75,057 females
(representing 48.7%). The study's area is made up of 21 pro-
vincial assemblies or wards including Tandai, Saghalu, Savulei,
Tangarare, Wanderer Bay, Duidui, Vatukulau, Talise, Avuavu,
Moli, Tetekanji, Birao, Valasi, Kolokarako, Longgu, Aola, Par-
ipao, Tasimboko, Vulolo, Malango, and Ghaobata. Contrariwise,
the lead author visited four out of the 21 provincial assemblies
to collect data for the study.

5.2 | Research Philosophy and Design

Using public ethnography anchored in the interpretivist epis-
temological paradigm, the study examined how socio‐cultural
milieu dynamics within local communities function to shape
meaning, discourse and practice in ways that influence Aus-
tralia's aid localisation efforts to localise development aid. Ac-
cording to Creswell and Creswell (2022) ethnography affords
the researcher to study the shared patterns of behaviours, lan-
guage and actions of a cultural group in their natural environ-
ment over a long period of time. However, this study goes
beyond studying participants' shared patterns of behaviours,
language and actions to presenting culturally grounded insights
that shape policy debates on Australia's aid localisation efforts
(Burawoy 2005). Public ethnography not only studies people's
culture but also contributes to public debates, which are critical
and timely for social issues (Graizbord and McPike 2020). The
study adopts public ethnography to intervene in the public
debate and also cause a political change in Australia's aid

localisation efforts. As Fassin argues, public ethnography is
often politicised ethnography, concerned with introducing
certain questions or perspectives into the public debate or with
an eye on impacting policy (Fassin 2017; Scheper‐Hughes 2009;
Vaughan 2005). Narrative and interpretive inquiry were
employed to construct and analyse the lived experiences of in-
terlocutors, drawing on recollected observations, detailed field
notes, and reflexive accounts (Creswell and Creswell 2022).
While interpreting data, the study also navigated issues of trust,
positionality, and the researcher‐participant relationship, rec-
ognising their role in co‐constructing knowledge. Reflexive
practice further helped to evaluate the degree of interaction and
the researcher‐participant relationship, which reaffirmed the
importance of ethnography in contexts where development is
deeply entangled with local and global power structures
(Amankwa, Amponsah, et al. 2025b).

5.3 | Methodology and Approach

The ethnographic study was conducted between early February
and early June 2024, which constituted a limitation of the
research. Although a 6‐month period was initially requested to
carry out the fieldwork, only a 4‐month visa was granted, with
no possible extension, thereby constraining the duration of data
collection. During the fieldwork, 3 focus group discussions
(FGDs) (consisting of 8 respondents each) and 22 semi‐
structured interviews with key informants were conducted.
Out of these interviews, 47.83% were women and 52.17% were
men. Although interviews were conducted on the Guadalcanal
Island, who are predominantly Guales, responses from other
participants from other provinces were also captured during the
field work, offering diverse perspectives on their social‐cultural
environment (Bennett 1987).

As the chief investigator, semi‐structured interview questions for
the formal interview structure were tailored to the study's objec-
tive without donor influence. This autonomy was to ensure that
questions framed encouraged genuine responses while avoiding
biases that could occur as a result of pre‐set donor priorities.
During our discussions, questions were based on observations or
previous documents on Australia's aid programs in the Solomon
Islands and recorded after obtaining participants' consent. In-
terlocutors were also briefed on the purpose of the study, their
voluntary participation and measures taken to protect their
confidentiality (Amankwa, Amponsah, et al. 2025b).

Further, informal sessions through Tok Stori were organised.
The Solomon Islands Relational Indigenous Epistemological
Framework (SIRIEF) localises research methods, recognises
indigenous knowledge and decolonises research (Gegeo and
Watson‐Gegeo 2001). This framework, inspired by Gegeo and
Watson‐Gegeo (2001) uses Tok Stori to ground the realities of
indigenous ways of knowing and being in lived experiences
(Amankwa, Amponsah, et al. 2025b). Tok Stori, which simply
means telling stories, is a Solomon Islands language used by
Indigenous peoples to tell what they do always, through telling
stories, sharing their experiences, making sense of life, and
creating a joint narrative. According to Roche et al. (2019) Tok
Stori is a cultural practice where participants are allowed to
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share their own stories during informal conversations. It
emerged in response to the normative answers that emerged as
recurrent challenges in formal interviews. This approach is
purposefully ‘ground‐up’ and dialogical, intended to hear the
lived experiences of the local communities and agen (ts)/or
(cies) often excluded in the theorising of post‐colonial devel-
opment discourse (Adamowicz 2023; Amankwa et al. 2025b;
Amankwa et al. Forthcoming; Roche et al. 2019). By centring on
the voices and lived experiences of beneficiary communities, the
framework ensures that their perspectives are informed by local
ways of being and knowing, leading to a more effective local-
isation of Australia's aid efforts in the Solomon Islands. For
locations for Tok Stori (telling stories) outside the structured or
formal interview framework, it was guided by respondents and
held in appropriate and comfortable circumstances (e.g., during
meals, drinks, dinners, cooking, laundry, inter alia). The use of
this approach was to ensure inclusivity of the participants' ways
of being and knowing, but also to critique the dominance of
donor language in the data collection process (Gegeo and
Watson‐Gegeo 2002).

These sections lasted 45–90 min on average and were taken in
English or native languages. With the consent of the partici-
pants, the interviews were recorded and transcribed while the
research assistant (native) provided real‐time translations into
English during sessions held in their dominant local language
(Solomon Islands Pidgin). Participant observations were also
made during the fieldwork while living with the local people.
Measures were taken to protect the confidentiality of partici-
pants. As such, participants were assured that their responses

were going to remain anonymous and used solely for academic
purposes.

At the local community level, the lead author was embedded in
seven cases, including a women's group, young people, a men's
group, premier and provincial assembly members, traditional
chiefs, ‘Bigmen’ of Kastom Wantok groups, and heads of
traditional Wantok groups (Yin 2012). Additionally, the chief
investigator was embedded in four cases of civil society groups1,
including local non‐government organisations (NGOs), think
tanks and research institutes, faith‐based groups, and
community‐based groups (See Figure 1: Methodological
Framework). Members, agents and contractors of DFAT were
also included as an embedded case. The qualitative research
design of the study meant that purposively sampling of in-
terlocutors was not based on equal representation of various
groups but on how resourceful they were on the subject matter.
These cases were treated as individual cases, and a cross‐case
analysis was conducted to triangulate or compare their views,
which allowed for data confirmability and saturation (Creswell
and Poth 2016; Hennink and Kaiser 2022; Maher et al. 2018).

5.4 | Data Collection

We collected data from several sources, including primary and
secondary sources. The secondary sources included documentary
analysis of reports, media publications, peer‐reviewed publica-
tions, proceedings, and conference papers, among others,
whereas the primary sources included key informant sources

FIGURE 1 | Methodological framework. Source: Authors' conceptualisation.
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with community members, civil societies and representatives of
the donor, field notes, and observations. The lead author utilised
gatekeepers in the community who both informed the partici-
pants about the study and also facilitated their recruitment in the
collection of primary data. Alternatively, where data collection
processes were difficult, the primary author contacted a staff
member of a university in the Solomon Islands who assisted with
the collection of primary data from the interlocutors. The lead
author continued to maintain contact with the research assistant
and the relevant community stakeholders through phone calls,
emails, and WhatsApp messenger calls. This was to avoid rein-
forcing the perception of research being a modern form of (neo)
colonial extraction.

Before the fieldwork, the lead author sought ethical clearance
from the Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) of Edith
Cowan University (ECU) (Approval Number: 04569). The lead
author also sought permission and consent from the Ministry of
Education and Human Resource and Development (MEHRD),
the provincial government of Guadalcanal (GPG), traditional
chiefs, and interlocutors of the study.

5.5 | Data Analysis

The NVIVO 12.0 version was used to organise the interviews
after transcribing and coding, while we attempted to make
meaning of the data through the analysis of statements and
themes. From the general objective of the study emerged the
specific research question, ‘How socio‐cultural milieu dynamics
within local communities function to shape meaning, discourse
and practice in ways that influence Australia's aid localisation
efforts to localise development aid?’ From the specific research
question emerged the theme of SCMD. Based on the theme, we
derived 6 sub‐themes, which were cultural dynamism, local
apathy towards aid projects, gender differences, Wantokism,
land ownership and tenure system, and cultural acculturation.
We conducted a thematic analysis, organising and interpreting
the data according to emergent sub‐themes to capture key pat-
terns and insights. The statements or findings were embedded
in quotations with ‘thick descriptions’ for contextualising and
commenting on the findings of the study. We also incorporated
field notes and observations into the discussion of the study.
After, we triangulated the findings of the study with existing
literature and interpreted them as obtained during the study
(Aktinson and Hammersley 1998). Additionally, we applied
reflexivity, which is an important aspect of public ethnographic
studies and consistent with the interpretivist research paradigm
(Coffey 2018), during the collection and interpretation of data.
This was to prevent over‐familiarisation and overtly immersing
‘self ’ in the process of collecting and interpreting the data of the
study.

5.6 | Data Credibility and Integrity

While recording interviews was initially planned to ensure the
accuracy of data, in other instances where it was not feasible, we
adjusted this approach when some participants expressed
discomfort due to the sensitive geopolitical developments

involving donors and the upcoming elections, which were only a
few months away. During this period, participants were
particularly eager for change and often provided answers they
believed were expected or aligned with prevailing narratives. To
respect preferences and mitigate these dynamics, we opted to
take detailed and contemporaneous notes and transcribed them
immediately afterwards, maintaining data integrity (Ruta-
kumwa et al. 2020). To further ensure the credibility and
integrity of the data, transcribed data was sent to a professional
transcriber in Australia to validate the responses of the in-
terlocutors. After that, the data was sent to participants for
confirmability and authentication.

6 | Results

6.1 | Socio‐Cultural Milieus and Dynamics

Having situated aid localisation within a post‐development lens
and discussed our methodological approach, we now analyse the
role of local socio‐cultural milieu dynamics in shaping how
external aid interventions are received, adapted, or resisted. In the
Solomon Islands, culture is not simply a framework on which aid
is situated, but a constitutive force that defines decision‐making,
relationships, authority, and legitimacy in development and
localisation practice. We argue that these dynamics both open
possibilities for co‐production and address the limitations of
modernist paradigms when donor priorities meet local world-
views and social institutions. In examining how the socio‐cultural
milieus dynamics of the Solomon Islands shape and influence
Australia's aid localisation efforts, we identify several key themes:
cultural dynamism, local apathy towards aid projects, gender
differences,Wantokism, land ownership and tenure systems, and
cultural acculturation—all of which significantly structure
engagement with Australian aid programs.

6.2 | Cultural Dynamism—Matrilineal and
Patrilineal Systems

While the localisation agenda has been regarded as the driving
force behind community development projects, failing to ac-
count for the underlying community forces behind development
may have a domino effect on its effectiveness. Among these,
cultural dynamism manifesting as matrilineal and patrilineal
systems emerged as a common theme of the community forces
embedded in the socio‐cultural milieu of SI during interview
sessions with interlocutors. The common notion is that the
effectiveness of aid programing is not solely the awareness of
beneficiaries' cultural context but is instead shaped by the
matrilineal and patrilineal systems of inheritance and power
dynamics that underpin aid localisation. While the latter holds
merit in its ideal sense, overlooking this socio‐cultural milieu
can also impact aid outcomes. In the SI, which encompasses
both patrilineal and matrilineal systems, women in matrilineal
systems are markedly not inferior to men as compared to
entrenched patterns in patrilineal systems. Consequently, do-
nors are expected to be attuned to subtle cultural differences
across various local communities. These framings are context‐
specific, and like SI, where communities are not homogeneous
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groups, similar considerations may apply. In an interview ses-
sion where we attempted to understand the cultural system of
the community, a respondent was asked to describe the cultural
system of the community. The respondent (Guale) claimed that;

Within the SI, we have different cultural systems. Some
provinces follow a paternal system, while others follow
a maternal system of leadership and inheritance. For
instance, this island [Guadalcanal] follows the
maternal system for leadership and all related matters.

When respondents were asked whether these cultural systems
have an impact on the way community aid projects are deliv-
ered, there were several contestations. At the community level,
where donors and CSOs frequently engage in addressing social
issues and development priorities, there was widespread
concern regarding the limited or absent representation of
women on development committees, regardless of whether the
community adhered to a matrilineal or patrilineal system. In
some matrilineal communities, the lead investigator visited,
such as Turarana, women stressed the need to have equal rep-
resentation in committees, but in practice, their participation
was minimal. A respondent explained,

Yes, in matrilineal systems, inheritance and lineage
come through the mother’s side. However, when it
comes to leadership or decision‐making, it’s often the
men who take charge, even if women have a say.
Women might raise issues or make suggestions, but
the final decision usually rests with the men.

In such matrilineal societies where males still dominate lead-
ership positions and committees, one could assume that this
might have a significant impact on community aid programs
that concern women. However, when asked whether this dy-
namic affected aid programs, a participant accorded, ‘Yes,
because of our matrilineal system, most Australian aid programs
directed towards women won't have any negative impact on our
traditional culture.’

During fieldwork, the lead researcher observed that most Austra-
lian aid programing or projects at the community level often pri-
oritisedwomenor girls overmenor boys. In one communitywhere
the lead author visited, DFAT, through the AHC in the SI, funded
the construction of a girls' dormitory and ablution block.When the
primary author inquired about the rationale behind this project,
teachers, community chiefs and committee members—who were
predominantly men—consistently expressed the belief that the
initiativewould promote gender parity in education. Paradoxically,
while women in matrilineal societies voiced concerns about un-
derrepresentation on development committees, male leaders ten-
ded to champion development projects that predominantly
benefited women. This paradox, where aid projects intended to
benefit women are promoted by male leaders despite women's
underrepresentation, highlights not only the complexities of
gendered participation but also points to broader attitudinal chal-
lenges, such as local apathy towards aid projects, that influence
engagement with aid initiatives.

6.3 | Local Apathy Towards Aid Projects

A sub‐theme that emerged during the interview sessions with
interlocutors as a socio‐cultural dynamics was apathy. Although
this sub‐theme was not predominant in most of the responses of
the participants, it foregrounds an attitudinal problem in the
development ecosystem of the SI. In specific instances, re-
spondents were asked about the ways in which apathy in-
fluences or shapes Australia's aid localisation efforts in the SI. A
key informant mentioned that;

Apathy is an interesting concept. In my last job in the
Marshall Islands, there was a saying: ‘Never challenge
the whale’. This reflects a cultural element in many
Micronesian and Melanesian societies—there’s a
reluctance to challenge authority or the ‘Big man.’
This mindset can definitely be problematic, as it dis-
courages questioning or pushing back against those in
power, even when necessary for progress.

The involvement of some Big men and educated elites in writing
project proposals on their behalf may make it difficult to chal-
lenge them on the true needs of the local communities. Further,
with the current power dynamics that exist in the aid archi-
tecture, apathetic behaviours of local communities will prove
difficult to challenge the prevailing status quo either at the local,
national or even global level. Another respondent accentuated
that:

Cultural dynamics play a big role. For instance, there’s
a tendency for apathy among some farmers and
women. They don’t always believe in what we’re
trying to do, thinking the funding should come
directly to them. It’s a mindset that takes time to
address.

The apparent lack of trust between community members and
local Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) who have directly
benefited from Australian aid may result in the local apathetic
behaviour of beneficiaries. During observations in various local
communities, the lead researcher noted a prevalent lack of
maintenance culture in relation to aid projects, raising crucial
concerns about the long‐term sustainability of these commu-
nity aid projects. The general maintenance and sustainability
challenges associated with aid projects portray the local
apathetic behaviour of aid beneficiaries in local communities
in the SI. In many cases, respondents expressed a sense of
exclusion from decision‐making processes, which may trans-
late into the laissez‐faire attitude of communities maintaining
aid projects. Additionally, some believed that direct financial
disbursement to beneficiary communities should have pre-
ceded their involvement in aid projects. This sense of local
apathy is further complicated by gender dynamics, as male‐
dominated structures and household hierarchies often influ-
ence who participates in, and benefits from, aid projects,
shaping both engagement and outcomes of aid in the Solomon
Islands.
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6.4 | Gender Differences

The hierarchical relationship between men and women and
how society tends to favour men predominantly plays an inte-
gral role in the way community development projects may be
implemented. In the context of the SI, the results were mixed,
with male‐dominated social structures and household power
dynamics appearing most as gender differences that shape aid
development programs and projects. While some respondents
maintained that gender differences do not necessarily hinder
the implementation of aid projects, they emphasised the
importance of acknowledging and integrating gender consider-
ations into decision‐making processes. Conversely, others
argued that gender dynamics significantly influence how aid
projects are implemented at the community level. For instance,
in an interview with a respondent working with Australia aid
donor agency, he indicated that:

Gender differences don’t necessarily impact the imple-
mentation directly, but theymust be acknowledged and
incorporated into the process. We have a dedicated
gender team, and as part of every scoping study, they
conduct a gender analysis. Similarly, they assess
disability and social inclusion considerations. For
example, if we’re building amarket, we ensure there are
appropriate toilets for women and ramps for people
needing wheelchair access. Gender considerations are
factored in before, during, and after activities.

In stark contrast, an academic working with a University in the
SI was of the view that:

Gender differences have a significant impact on how
aid programs are implemented. For example, women's
responsibilities at home, like taking care of the
household and children, often limit their ability to
participate in community meetings or project activ-
ities. In some cases, cultural and social norms restrict
women’s mobility and their ability to contribute to
decision‐making processes. Programs might also
overlook women’s specific needs, such as access to
maternal healthcare or skills training that could help
them generate income. Moreover, in male‐dominated
societies, men usually hold more power, which can
lead to women’s roles being undervalued or ignored
when projects are designed or implemented.

The findings reveal a discernible disconnect between institu-
tional perspectives on aid implementation and the lived expe-
riences of local communities. Further, respondents consistently
indicated male dominance as a deeply entrenched cultural norm
that significantly shapes the design and implementation of aid
programs. Notably, several participants observed that despite
being intended to benefit women, many development initiatives
remain under the control of male actors, thereby reinforcing
existing gender hierarchies. A participant averred that:

Male domination makes it hard for women to be
involved in decision‐making. For example, if a project
is supposed to benefit women, the men might still be
the ones who decide how resources are distributed.
Women’s voices are often ignored, even when the aid
is meant for them.

Another respondent also intimated that:

Male dominance creates a lack of gender balance.
Most educated individuals in leadership are men.
When aid is given, men often dominate the imple-
mentation process, sidelining women even if they
have valuable ideas. The male‐centric approach in
decision‐making continues to stifle the contributions
of women in community projects.

Aside from the educational background of men being most
talked about, some respondents felt that because of the
gendered roles in society, men had more authority in decision‐
making than women, and thus translated to decision‐making on
community aid projects. For instance, a female participant
asserted,

Here, it’s the men who do most of the heavy labour
and provide for the family. In villages, it’s hard
work—using knives, cutting logs, carrying heavy
loads—all of this is seen as the man’s role. Because
they are the ones who physically work to bring bread
and butter to the table, their authority is more
respected. Unlike in urban areas or other countries
like Australia, where women also work and contribute
financially, in rural areas here, it’s primarily the men
who earn and provide.

It was observed during the workshop and focus group discus-
sions that women were notably not forthcoming with their re-
sponses in mixed‐gender settings as compared to when they
participated in their homogeneous, female‐only groups. When
the chief investigator questioned them during individual in-
terviews, they explained that although their society is matri-
lineal, they often felt intimidated or constrained when
expressing their opinions alongside their male counterparts. In a
telling vignette illustrating such gendered constraints, a ‘Big
Man’ acknowledged that although their society was matrilineal
and women may hold land ownership rights, the ultimate au-
thority over land use decisions typically rested with their hus-
bands or male relatives. From a feminist standpoint, if such
power dynamics—rooted in cultural norms—are not disman-
tled, it becomes very difficult for them to be heard on commu-
nity development committees. It is noteworthy that these
entrenched gendered hierarchies in aid interventionism often
intersect with social networks and kinship ties, such as wan-
tokism, further shaping the actors in terms of who possesses
influence and voice in community development and aid
decision‐making.
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6.5 | Wantokism

Wantokism,2 which literally means ‘from one language’,
emerged as a sub‐theme of ways in which the SCMD of SI may
shape and influence Australia's aid localisation efforts in the SI.
When participants were asked, they perceived that Wantokism
continued to dominate aid efforts in the various communities
visited. The Big Man culture and local elites privileged to win
community aid projects on behalf of their communities may be
expected to recruit the people they have relationships to
implement aid projects. A respondent lamented that:

The “wantok system,” which fosters favouritism and
nepotism, can create challenges. People tend to pri-
oritise helping their relatives or close acquaintances
over others. This dynamic is deeply rooted and affects
all levels of work, influencing how aid is distributed or
managed.

Another respondent highlighted that:

Yes, the “wantok” system can be a big problem. When
aid comes into the community, instead of it being
shared fairly, it is often given to someone who knows
the person distributing it—a close relative, brother, or
sister. This creates tension because the rest of the
community doesn’t benefit as they should.

Jealousy, which arises out of wantokism, was also expressed in
some of the responses of respondents. For instance, a partici-
pant was of the view that:

For the negatives, jealousy often arises due to power
dynamics. For instance, if Australia channels a com-
munity project through a commoner in the village, the
chief or the leading family or tribe might say, “We are
the ones who are supposed to lead this. How come that
tribe is in control of this project?” This situation often
leads to self‐interest issues.

While some of these participant responses framed wantokism as
promoting insular, self‐interested groupings that operate in
isolation within community development projects, others offered
contrasting views. They viewed these culturally embedded ho-
mogeneous groups as interconnected, functioning within a
broader relational system that enables mutual and social
accountability. An interlocutor informed that: ‘The one‐talk sys-
tem plays a big role here. It's a system of trust and relationships
within communities’. Another participant suggested that,

On the positive side, if these issues are managed
correctly and the right people are involved, then the
project can succeed. The right alignment of stake-
holders is crucial for the project's success.

From these perspectives, wantok networks may serve as
informal mechanisms of checks and balances, ensuring that

development initiatives remain responsive to the interests and
concerns of distinct social units within the community. During a
visit to a local church that had benefited from a community
development project, the first author observed contrasting sen-
timents among community members. While some expressed
dissatisfaction with the siting of the project on the church‐
owned land, others perceived it as an opportunity to work
synergistically in implementing the project. This scenario un-
derscores the nuanced and often contested nature of the wantok
system in community development. Despite its complexities, the
wantok system places a greater value on social support and
mutual bonding. Contextually, cross‐cutting relational ties serve
to bolster community development, thereby promoting Aus-
tralia's aid localisation efforts.

6.6 | Land Ownership and Tenure

An emerging theme that significantly shapes and influences
Australia's aid localisation efforts is the land ownership and
tenure system. In the SI, most lands are classified as customary
lands held according to customary tenure. Owing to the fact that
the commonly accepted norms of customary lands are owned by
a group of people related by kinship, whether by family system
or descent, securing lands for aid projects can sometimes be
problematic. A key informant noted that:

Land disputes are another major issue. For example, if
a project requires land to build something, like a
school or clinic, disputes over who owns the land can
delay or even stop the project. Sometimes, the land-
owners refuse to allow the project to proceed unless
they are compensated, and that compensation can
create further tension within the community.

In a vignette recounted by one of the local elites apropos of awater
project under the WASH (Water, Sanitation and Health) project
that had led to division in the community, he asserted that:

Yes, there was a water project meant to help the entire
community, but the two families couldn’t agree on
who owned the land where the water tank would be
placed. The project was delayed for months, and when
it was finally implemented, many people had already
lost interest because of the long wait.

This results in the delay of community projects, as cited by an
agent working with DFAT, who pointed out during an interview
session with the key informant. He asserted that:

Yes, land tenure is a persistent issue and often a source
of delays for Australian projects. It’s a complex chal-
lenge that requires careful navigation to avoid conflicts
and ensure the smooth implementation of develop-
ment initiatives. Land disputes, often between tribes,
are a significant challenge for infrastructure projects.
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They can cause lengthy delays in implementation and
drive‐up costs. A notable example is the Tina Hydro
project, which has faced these issues. Land tenure and
disputes remain a field of ongoing concern, especially
for large‐scale developments.

Another key informant of DFAT also iterated that:

One of the biggest impediments to implementation is
land tenure. Land tenure is massive. There’s so much
uncertainty around land ownership. Even when land
is designated as government‐owned and gazetted,
disputes arise, with people claiming ownership. This
uncertainty is a huge barrier, not only for development
but also for private sector investment. The private
sector won’t invest in areas where land ownership is
unclear. For development to take off, private sector
involvement is crucial, and this lack of land tenure
certainty is a major obstacle.

Much more significantly, land tenure problems continue to sty-
mie these community aid projects, having strong reverberations
on how aid programs may be delayed. One of the development
challenges the lead researcher observed was the Islands' complex
land tenure system and traditional land accessibility: with only a
small fraction of land ownedby the state and the rest controlled by
the indigenous people, this continues to remain a controversial
issue in SI's development discourse. It is also a strong theme that
occupied the minds of development partners in the country. A
classic case study of this is the siting of a CommunityHigh School
and clinic, which highlights the contradictions in development
discourse. On one hand, local communities need development
projects, while on the other hand, the intricate land tenure system
affects where these projects can be located.

During my fieldwork, it was noted that the clinic, funded by
Australian aid and a Community High School, funded by
development partners like the Japan International Cooperation
Agency (JICA) and DFAT, were situated far from the town,
forcing locals and students to walk long distances to access these
essential services. Upon questioning the reasons for these
inconvenient locations, the chief investigator was informed that
landowners had rejected the initial plans to site these projects
closer to the village. Consequently, development partners had to
find alternative lands to build the facilities. Further, the Tina
Hydropower project, partly funded by the Australian Infra-
structure Financing Facility for the Pacific (AIFFP), has also
faced challenges due to land tenure issues in the country. A
respondent noted that the delay in starting the project was
caused by disputes over land acquisition from some tribal
groups, even though the Solomon Islands Government (SIG)
had secured land for the project. This situation underscored the
broader issue of land accessibility and the significant impact it
has on the implementation of development projects.

During fieldwork, it became apparent that another issued linked
to land tenure considerations is cultural acculturation. In this
context, understanding local customs and adapting to cultural
sensitivities is essential not only for land tenure systems but also

to ensure projects are designed and delivered based on mean-
ingful community ownership and ontological appropriation. As
we shall see below, navigating these temporal pressures while
respecting customary practices is critical to ensuring that in-
terventions are both effective and culturally appropriate.

6.7 | Cultural Acculturation

A sub‐theme that emerged during the fieldwork is cultural
acculturation, which manifested in cultural sensitivity. Donor's
aid projects are mostly implemented in a timely manner,
requiring milestones and deliverables. On the other hand,
community development projects require community consul-
tation for the community to engage in development processes
that concern them fully. Interestingly, some of these consulta-
tion processes are bypassed due to the long process of com-
munity consultation. This was confirmed by a local respondent
working with an International CSO who remarked that:

The limited timeframe really restricts us from con-
ducting comprehensive consultations with all stake-
holders. For instance, we don’t always have sufficient
time to go down to the communities to gather views
directly from children, women, and girls about what
they think and how their input could shape the project
design. Given these constraints, we often rely on
existing materials and resources, such as previous or
recent reports and evaluations from current projects
that align with our scope. Additionally, we sometimes
piggyback on ongoing activities by asking our field staff
to incorporate a few key questions during their in-
teractions with communities. They then gather feed-
back and bring it back to us for consideration in the
proposal design. While this approach is not ideal, it
allows us to make the most of the limited time we have
while ensuring that the proposals reflect some level of
community input.

This approach, where meeting timelines of donors conflict with
communal consultation during aid decision‐making, may be
insensitive to meeting the social and community needs of the
people. Furthermore, most Solomon Islanders live in rural areas
and thus have strong ancestral connections with the land and
kastom (customary beliefs). Western notions employing devel-
opmental or universalist approaches to development, including
building schools with modern facilities, may oppose traditional
beliefs that tend to favour Indigenous building materials made
of palm leaves. Rightly so, respondents believed that Australia's
aid localisation efforts in terms of building small community
development infrastructure have not entirely replaced the
traditional building styles of the local people. A Traditional
Chief informed that:

They assisted us with funding to build proper houses
for education and clinics, but they made sure not to
replace our traditional houses entirely. They respected
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our preference for maintaining our cultural houses
alongside these new buildings.

In another interview, the participants asserted that:

Yes, when they helped with the school, they ensured
the design included spaces where we could hold cul-
tural gatherings and ceremonies. They also included
our input on where to place the buildings, respecting
sacred areas and ensuring the layout fit our way of life.

From the participants' perspective, Australia's localisation ef-
forts in the Solomon Islands corroborate, partly, with the core
tenets of the localisation concept, where aid programs or pro-
jects are sensitive to the cultural and community needs of the
people. While in the Solomon Islands, the lead author observed
that small community infrastructure projects were made from
aluminium and offcut timber that sought to depict, albeit
selectively, elements of building practices of local people.
However, a closer examination shows a more nuanced tension:
even in remote rural areas where traditional building architec-
ture, such as houses made from palm leaves, remains the norm,
project infrastructure continued to replicate the material aes-
thetics more commonly associated with urban or peri‐urban
areas in the country.

7 | Discussion: Social Cultural Milieu Dynamics
and Aid Localisation

The study sought the perspectives of key informants, local
people and CSOs on how socio‐cultural milieu dynamics within
local communities function to shape meaning, discourse and
practice in ways that influence Australia's aid localisation efforts
and aid outcomes in the Solomon Islands. Rather than treating
development as a neutral or universally applicable process, post‐
development theory (Demaria et al. 2023; Escobar 2015) pro-
vides a critical lens to interrogate how local norms, power re-
lations, and epistemologies—embedded in matrilineal and
patrilineal systems, gender roles, wantok networks, and land
tenure practices—actively shape the implementation and out-
comes of aid projects in the SI. This approach highlights that
material outcomes of aid are not merely technical achievements
but emerge through discursive processes that mediate whose
knowledge, priorities, and values are recognised and acted
upon, revealing the limits of donor‐centric approaches in
achieving meaningful localisation (Escobar 2015).

According to decolonial scholars, localisation has been widely
criticised for failing to redress (neo) colonial systems and sub-
jectivities of power and domination in the aid ecosystem. Also,
Roepstorff (2020), argues that ‘local’ is being conceptualised as a
binary categorisation of actors to the global, characterising neo‐
colonial subjectivities of domination and power. While the study
acknowledges that donor‐driven systems, approaches and
practices themselves can undermine locally‐driven aid and
reproduce systems and logics of coloniality, we argue that this
theorisation also misses the nuanced dynamics of cultural
interconnectedness and interactions in these local settings that
continue to reinforce the neo‐colonial subjectivities of power

and domination already being problematised at the global level
or inextricably linked to the systems and practices of interna-
tional donors and aid agencies. In this study, we argued that
these dynamics also function to shape meaning, discourse and
practice in ways that influence aid outcomes. The findings
illustrate that cultural dynamism also consolidates the neo‐
colonial subjectivities of power and domination already being
problematised in the international aid ecosystem. Some post‐
development theorists rooted in post‐patriarchy have chal-
lenged the primacy of masculinist approaches to political lead-
ership, moral authority, social privilege and control of property
(Demaria et al. 2023).

Cultural dynamism was associated with the power dynamics
evident in the matrilineal and patrilineal systems or practices in
local communities. The participants' responses highlighted the
complex cultural terrain in which Australia's aid localisation
efforts in the SI unfolded. The research participants argued that
even though their communities followed a matrilineal line,
there were patrilineal undertones in the constitution of com-
mittees that oversee community projects. Nonetheless, these
patrilineal undertones experienced on local committees
continue to pursue gendered programs that tend to favour
women in these local communities. According to Ben-
nett (1987), although a woman's economic worth was recog-
nised in the marriage transaction, her social status relative to a
man's was low. The Polynesian concepts of noa (common,
secular, ritually unclean’—the negative female element) and
tapu (‘special, sacred, ritually holy’—the positive male element)
also prevailed in varying degrees in the thinking of Solomon
Islanders. To men and women alike, the social order, constantly
reinforced and reinforcing, seemed normal, inevitable and un-
changing. Further, while development actors often assume that
recognising cultural context is sufficient for effective aid pro-
graming, the field data suggests that power dynamics within
inheritance and leadership systems play a decisive role in
mediating aid delivery. Indeed, the SI case highlights that
matrilineal systems do not extend to all aspects of decision‐
making: although women inherit land and lineage through the
maternal bloodline, authority in leadership committees and
community governance often remains dominated by men and
traditional patriarchal systems. This disjuncture emphasises the
significance of a nuanced socio‐cultural understanding in
localisation efforts in the Pacific region, since treating cultural
dynamics as a mere enlightening lens to aid praxis (‘matrilineal’
vs. ‘patrilineal’) risks obscuring the gendered hierarchies that
persist in programme design and implementation (Baker and
Palmieri 2021).

On the contrary, these endorsements do not depict structural
change in fostering gender equality in these societies. The field-
work experience further cemented the interlocutors' view of
patrilineal and matrilineal systems. Most local committees the
lead researcher interacted with had low to no representation of
women on committees. Committees that recorded somewomen's
participation were either financial or general secretaries, rele-
gating them to better managers. Several studies (Batliwala 2019;
Diprose 2023; MacArthur et al. 2022; Niner et al. 2022) found that
structural changes in power relations could foster greater control
of resources by women. For instance, Niner et al. (2022) found
that focussing on the qualitative transformation of deeply
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entrenched inequitable social structures is required to bridge
gender gaps in political representation in development in-
terventions. MacArthur et al. (2022) also established that chal-
lenging the distribution of resources and allocation of duties
between men and women requires gender‐transformational ap-
proaches, including dismantling power structures.

Similarly, local apathy towards aid projects foregrounded an
attitudinal problem in the development ecosystem of the SI. The
study accentuates tensions that exist between the local powerful
elites and the subalternised, with the latter finding it difficult to
challenge the former when aid projects do not reflect the true
needs of the local people. More so, the interlocutors suggested
that the lack of trust between CSOs and the local people creates
apathetic behaviours. This was also evident in the laissez‐faire
attitude of local people towards maintaining aid projects in
the communities. This confirmed Atinga et al. (2019) and Wong
et al. (2025) findings that growing apathetic behaviours, low
trust, and growing individualism undermined the capacity of
mutual support for community‐based projects. Aid projects that
overlook the historical and socio‐political realities of the com-
munity risk disrupting existing forms of social participation and
inclusivity, which may contribute to patterns of apathetic be-
haviours among local people (Brouwers 2018).

Gender differences, revealed gender norms and power or hi-
erarchical relationships existing between men and women in
local communities. We contend that entrenched patriarchal
structures continue to shape participation in community and
aid development projects. Both local residents and represen-
tatives from civil society organisations highlighted that male‐
dominated power relations often determine who is allowed to
engage in decision‐making processes. This indicates that,
despite formal mechanisms for inclusion, gendered hierar-
chies remain a critical factor influencing both access and
influence within development initiatives. This was evident
during community meetings, where male participants pre-
dominantly controlled the discourse, often muzzling women's
voices in decision‐making processes. On the other hand, key
informants—primarily donor representatives—acknowledged
the existence of gender differences but generally perceived
these dynamics as having minimal impact on aid projects'
successes. In effect, the study shows a clear divorce between
institutional approaches to aid implementation and the lived
realities of local communities.

Moreover, it is worth noting that the findings highlight a tension
between the broader literature and local realities. Scholarship
on aid effectiveness often argues that gender considerations are
central to equitable and sustainable outcomes (Baker 2017,
2018; Baker and Palmieri 2021; Davies 2018). Yet, in the SI, this
emphasis appears unevenly translated into practice: while donor
agencies and the Australian government often prioritise gender
mainstreaming through inclusion checklists, community‐level
implementation reflects a rather weak women's participation,
shaped by entrenched patriarchal norms and male‐dominated
decision‐making structures. This disconnect may also reflect
distinct accountability mechanisms of international actors
compared to local communities. Here, while donors are
required to report against gender equity indicators as part of
project requirements, local socio‐cultural milieus and dynamics

are more influenced by customary authority and male‐
dominated realities. According to Coulter et al. (2019) and
Acosta et al. (2020) male‐dominated societies perceive women
who are ‘voiceless’—not standing up against a man or cannot
speak up—as desirable, feminine and good. The authors argue
that in relational discourses, women are expected to remain
silent while their male counterparts speak. This was confirmed
in the study of Coulter et al. (2019), who underscored historical
injustices that have constrained women from participating in
decision‐making processes, stemming from related lack of voice,
leadership, empowerment, and the practical limitations
imposed on them by their gendered roles, often impacting their
abilities to participate in civic processes. Even in the develop-
ment sector, Spark (2020) found that women were not seen to
have the moral and technical capabilities to run development
projects in Papua New Guinea (PNG). While these essentialist
perspectives may dominate development discourses, they often
overlook the experiences of other marginalised groups, like the
youth, who also suffer from this syndrome (Caputo 2022).

In this article, we have demonstrated how Wantokism man-
ifested in a nepotistic attitude in development aid projects in the
SI. This pervasiveness caused some participants to be jealous of
other heterogeneous groups, even though projects were sup-
posed to benefit communities. This was in line with Trundle
et al. (2019), who indicated that wantokism disrupted imposed
Western norms of institutional governance and contributed to
nepotistic tendencies, thereby fragmenting resources. Contrari-
wise, other participants believed that wantokism presented a
cultural embeddedness of homogeneous groups in societies
undergirded by mutual and social accountability. Ha'apio
et al. (2019) confirmed that the wantok system embedded in the
local culture of local people was significant in engendering so-
cial cooperation and cohesion in community development. We
argue that social cohesion provides autonomy to act collabora-
tively when the government fails to fulfil its responsibilities.

In the Solomon Islands, the land ownership and tenure system
presents persistent challenges that often constrain the imple-
mentation of aid development projects. A recurring concern
among participants was the uncertainty surrounding land allo-
cation for community projects, compounded by enduring cul-
tural governance norms and unresolved disputes over land
ownership. These factors often complicate project planning and
implementation, highlighting the need for context‐sensitive
approaches to land management in development initiatives.
The analysis is therefore congruous with the studies of
Allen (2013) and McEvoy et al. (2020), who asserted that many
land tenure issues in rural areas remain unresolved by succes-
sive governments in the Solomon Islands, although govern-
ments have expressed concerns about resolving these issues
through land reforms. Monson (2025) and Murray and Over-
ton (2011) also affirmed that because 85% of the land in the
Solomon Islands is held under customary tenure, land disputes
are common, thereby obstructing rural development initiatives.

Finally, cultural acculturation, which manifested in cultural
sensitivity, revealed tensions between the donor's timelines,
milestones and deliverables and the communal consultation
processes. This, at times, led to the circumventing of consulta-
tion processes, which may be insensitive to the social needs of
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the communities. Further, the study showed that development
projects cannot be divorced from the cultural beliefs and prac-
tices underpinning local communities. This was depicted in the
way aid projects were implemented, where small community
development infrastructure did not entirely replace the tradi-
tional building styles of the local people. This suggests that
while some degree of cultural sensitivity is present, the local-
isation process remains, at best, a partial effort, often privileging
standardised design templates over deeply contextualised,
community‐led construction methods. Such dynamics often
than not raise critical questions about cultural acculturation in
the localisation discourse and praxis.

8 | Conclusion

The study examines how socio‐cultural milieu dynamics within
local communities function to shape meaning, discourse and
practice in ways that influence Australia's aid localisation efforts
and aid outcomes in the Solomon Islands. Working within the
post‐development critique, our findings show that these local
communities are rooted in complex socio‐cultural milieu dy-
namics with heterogeneous networks of decision‐makers within
the ecosystem. Rather than treating development as a neutral or
universally applicable process, the post‐development theory
provided a critical lens to investigate how local norms, power
relations, and epistemologies, which are embedded inmatrilineal
and patrilineal systems, gendered roles, Wantok networks, and
land tenure practices, continue to shape the implementation and
outcomes of Australian aid projects in the Solomon Islands. In
this study, while we recognise that donor‐driven approaches and
praxis can negatively impact locally‐led aid, thereby reproducing
logics of (neo) coloniality, we argue that the theorisation also
misses the complex cultural interconnectedness in these local
settings, which may continue to reinforce the neo‐colonial sub-
jectivities of power and domination, discursively being prob-
lematised in development discourse and practice. Interestingly,
this study's approach highlights that the material outcome
emerges through discursively framing and processes thatmediate
whose knowledge counts, whose knowledge is valorised and
acted upon and notmerely technical fixes that limit donor‐centric
approaches to achieving meaningful localisation. These socio‐
cultural milieu dynamics were evident in the structural and
contested roles associated with the gendered composition of local
committees, the power asymmetries between dominant local
elites and subalternised, and the relationalities between donors
and local communities. Therefore, the analysis of the SCMD of SI
illustrates the important influence that socio‐cultural context has
on the way development aid projects are implemented in local
communities.

These findings have clear implications for implementing locally
led aid projects in the SI and the Pacific. While the current
orientation of Australian aid programs or projects leans towards
advancing locally‐led projects, they should be friendlier to the
community or local culture that accommodates different SCDM
and more attuned to the cultural preferences of local commu-
nities. If these details and nuances are lost in practice, it may
prove difficult for the success of localising aid projects in local

communities. Moreover, they will not demonstrate that they are
sensitive to the socio‐cultural environment of SI. Future research
is needed to examine howDFAT incorporates cultural needs into
the framing and implementation of locally led development
projects.
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Endnotes
1World Bank (2022). Civil Society. World Bank. https://www.worldbank.
org/en/about/partners/civil‐society/overview define civil society as
faith‐based groups, charitable organisations, professional associations,
labour unions, non‐profit organisations and foundations, coalitions,
community‐based groups and NGOs involved in advocacy,
information‐sharing, and policy dialogs, See World Bank (2022).
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2Wantokism’ is a social kinship, mutual obligation and welfare system
and, by extension, belonging to a religious group, which a person be-
longs to in a society.
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