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Research on diverse cultural contexts has indicated that aid organisations often fail to leverage
local, culturally-grounded resources and capacities in disaster-affected communities. Case-study
methodology was employed to explore the relationship between local and external disaster response
efforts in American Samoa following the earthquake and tsunami on 29 September 2009 in the
southern Pacific Ocean, with a specific focus on the role of culture in defining that relationship.
Interview and focus group data from 37 participants, along with observational data, suggested
that the local response to the event was swift and grounded in Samoan cultural systems and norms.
External aid was viewed as helpful in some respects, although, on the whole, it was seen as a
disruption to village hierarchies, social networks, and local response efforts. The study discusses
the implications for the role of outside aid in diverse cultural contexts, and makes suggestions for
improving the ecological fit of post-disaster interventions.
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Introduction
Culture and natural disasters

Understanding of disaster response and recovery processes in the United States and
other Western settings is expanding, yet knowledge of these processes in other cul-
tural contexts remains limited (Norris et al., 2005; Norris, 2006; Kayser, Wind, and
Shankar, 2008). This is a significant oversight, as the cultural context in which dis-
asters occur influences all aspects of the experience of the affected communities,
including interpretation of, response to, and recovery from the event (Oliver-Smith,
1996; Berke et al., 2008; Chamlee-Wright, 2010). This paper presents the findings
of a descriptive case study that explores the relationship between local and external
disaster response efforts in American Samoa following the earthquake and tsunami
on 29 September 2009 in the southern Pacific Ocean. It contributes to the nascent
but growing body of literature that explicates the relationship between culture and
disasters by examining how local cultural norms influenced the response to and
early recovery from the disaster, how local capacities and resources were leveraged
in the response process, and the interplay between these local capacities and outside
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aid interventions. In addition, it adds to the existing empirical literature on the tsunami
in American Samoa by analysing these issues from a local community perspective.

After a disaster strikes, the initial response emerges from local resources, capacities,
and norms (Dynes and Drabek, 1994). Prior research has emphasised the importance
of incorporating these local resources and capacities throughout the response and
recovery process (Olshansky, 2005; Paton et al., 2007), and indicated that interven-
tions that disregard them remove ownership of the response from the affected
community and may even stymie long-term recovery (Dynes and Drabek, 1994;
Olshansky, 2005; Telford and Cosgrave, 2007). Still, disaster aid organisations often
struggle to leverage local capacities in practice, particularly in non-Western cultural
contexts (Mercer et al., 2010). This may be due, in part, to the fact that they operate
on the basis of their own set of cultural norms, values, and assumptions (Kaniasty
and Norris, 1999; Trickett, 2011), complicating further the relationship between
these organisations and the communities in which they operate.

Specific activities and approaches have been highlighted in the literature as dis-
regarding local resources and capacities. Perhaps foremost among them is the use of
top-down aid strategies (Telford and Cosgrave, 2007; Berke et al., 2008; Thorburn,
2009; Rumbach and Foley, 2014). In a review of the role of aid agencies after the
Indian Ocean tsunami of 2004, for instance, Telford and Cosgrave (2007, p. 17) stated
that: ‘International agencies tended to ignore and “mis-recognize” local capacities in
the early stages, and only later looked for local organizations to help with recovery’.
Relatedly, challenges arise when the type of assistance and/or the delivery methods
employed by disaster aid organisations do not match the expressed needs of the affected
community. The needs of disaster victims vary according to geography and culture,
and change with the amount of time that has elapsed since the disaster. Housing, for
example, frequently is a key concern of disaster victims, although questions regard-
ing the type required, survivors’ decisions on where to live (including whether and
when to leave their homes), and rebuilding processes are all culture-specific and crit-
ical to successful recovery (Rashid, 2000; Daley, Karpati, and Sheik, 2001; Barenstein,
2006; Thorburn, 2009). This issue extends to other kinds of aid as well. A study of
disaster resiliency in Thailand found that villagers reported receiving unusable aid in
the form of fishing and boating supplies, to which an elder in the village responded:
‘if only they asked the receiver first . . . they need nets but are given traps . . . why
don’t they ask the people what they need?’ (Berke et al., 2008, p. 313).

While examples of ill-fitting aid efforts abound, there is evidence of success in
interventions that work with the local community and leverage its capacities. In a
study of the impact of the 2004 tsunami in Thailand, Berke et al. (2008) detail the
case of a Japanese non-governmental organisation (NGO) that, building on its pre-
tsunami efforts in one village, implemented a community-based approach to recov-
ery that focused on linking recovery activities and the village’s existing long-term
development and ecological sustainability goals. Kenny (2007) provides a second
example centred on the aftermath of the 2004 tsunami: international aid organisa-
tions supplied funding to local NGOs in Aceh, Indonesia, in a hands-off manner,
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thereby allowing them to pursue local reconstruction priorities. At a larger scale, the
need to increase the ecological validity of disaster aid interventions is reflected in
policy changes within large organisations, notably the adoption by the US Federal
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) of the ‘whole communities’ principles for
emergency management (Federal Emergency Management Agency, 2011).

Taken together, a picture is beginning to emerge in the literature of the ways in
which cultural norms, values, and expectations permeate disaster response and recov-
ery processes. This was evident in American Samoa, where the 2009 South Pacific
tsunami yielded unprecedented damage.

The 2009 tsunami in American Samoa

Two nearly simultaneous great earthquakes along the northern Tongan Trench on
29 September 2009 generated a tsunami that struck the islands of Samoa, American
Samoa, and Tonga just minutes later. The tsunami resulted in massive devastation on
the islands of American Samoa, including 34 fatalities. More than 400 buildings and
homes on Tutuila, the main island of American Samoa, were completely destroyed.
Thirteen villages, including the capital, Pago Pago, sustained significant damage
(Irish, Ewing, and Jones, 2012), with several villages near the western tip of the island
experiencing total or near-total destruction. For the residents of American Samoa,
this was the most significant natural disaster to strike the islands in living memory,
and many residents were left confronting critical needs pertaining to food, medical
care, shelter, and water. As is true in other contexts, the post-disaster response period
in American Samoa was marked by a combination of local rescue and response efforts
and outside aid interventions by national and international agencies and organisations.

A brief introduction to Samoan culture

To comprehend what occurred during and after the tsunami of 2009, it is helpful to
have a basic understanding of the history and culture of American Samoa. It has been
a US territory since 1899, when the Tripartite Convention divided the Samoan Islands
into Western Samoa (which became a German colony, and later the Independent
State of Samoa) and American Samoa (Blakeslee, 1928). Despite being a US territory
for more than a century, US influence on the society of American Samoa has been
limited (Blakeslee, 1928; Go, 2007), and many of its indigenous cultural systems are
intact. While there are signs of cultural shifts, specifically Westernisation, daily life
remains directed largely by fa‘aSamoa, or the Samoan way.

Fa'aSamoa reflects a set of cultural scripts that guide personal relationships, inter-
actions, behaviours, and roles. There are three key elements to fa'aSamoa: the matai
system (system of chiefs); the ‘diga (extended family); and the lotu (the church). Below
is a brief description of each, without which it would be difficult to understand the
findings of the present study.’

The matai system is the system of chiefs through which family units (‘giga) are
governed. At the head of each extended family are matai (generally male) who are
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responsible for making decisions, settling disputes, managing land, and engaging
in other related activities on behalf of the family. The extended family, or ‘diga, is
the primary social unit in Samoan culture (Fitzgerald and Howard, 1990), and daily
life is organised largely around one’s role within, and responsibilities to, the ‘giga.
The ‘“aiga includes all relatives by birth, marriage, and adoption, with extended family
members often living on communal family lands within the village. The church, or
the lofu, is central to regular social and spiritual activities, with residents of American
Samoa typically attending church-related events multiple times per week (Wolff et
al., 2012). Christianity was introduced by the London Missionary Society in the 1830s,
and is the dominant religion in American Samoa (Shore, 1982).

The study

The impacts of disasters can be physically, psychologically, and socially devastating.
However, while the acute effects can be severe, it is important to remember that
disasters occur within pre-existing systems defined by, among other things, culture,
history, and geography (Cutter et al., 2008; Aldrich and Meyer, 2014). Disasters
disrupt these systems, and this disruption can be exacerbated or attenuated by post-
disaster interventions.

This paper presents the findings of a descriptive case study (Yin, 2003; Baxter
and Jack, 2008; Corbin and Strauss, 2008) of the 2009 South Pacific tsunami in
American Samoa, conducted 16 months after the event. The basic aim was to explore
the relationship between culture, local capacity, and outside aid in a non-Western,
post-disaster context.

The study builds on the extant literature by exploring the ways in which disaster
response is embedded in local cultural systems, and by providing a detailed analysis
of challenges that arose related to cultural and operational differences between the
disaster-affected community and the outside aid organisations that participated in the
response. Specifically, the principal objectives were to: (1) identify how Samoan
cultural norms influenced the tsunami response; (i1) document the ways in which
local capacities and resources were leveraged during the response process; and (iii)
probe the relationship between external aid and local resources from the local com-
munity’s perspective.

Numerous definitions of culture have been presented in the literature, reflecting
a range of theoretical lenses with potential applications in disaster settings. These
include definitions and approaches grounded in critical theory (Scandlyn et al., 2010;
Cruz and Sonn, 20171), cultural politics (Jackson, 1991; Anderson, 2011), and cultural
trauma (Sztompka, 2000).

The goal here is not to engage in a theoretical debate on the merits and flaws of
these approaches, even though such evaluations are valuable. Rather, the study
builds its discussion on an understanding of culture that is reflected in the following
definition of Adams and Markus (2004, p. 341):
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Culture consists of explicit and implicit patterns of historically derived and selected ideas
and their embodiment in institutions, practices, and artifacts; cultural patterns may, on the
one hand, be considered as products of action, and on the other as conditioning elements of
further action.

In addition to highlighting the role of culture in both influencing and being
influenced by routine activities and relationships, this definition accounts for the
dynamic nature of cultural systems. In examining these issues, this study considers
explicitly the shared meaning of culture as a contextual feature of disasters and
post-disaster interventions (Cruz and Sonn, 2011; Kral et al., 2011; O’Donnell and
Tharp, 2012).

Method

This research employed a descriptive case-study methodology (Yin, 2003; Baxter
and Jack, 2008; Corbin and Strauss, 2008), selected because of its capacity to capture
the complex nature of the tsunami, and because it facilitated a focus on the context
in which the event occurred. A single-case design was determined to be the most
appropriate approach because of the island’s relative cultural homogeneity and small
population of approximately 54,000 people (Central Intelligence Agency, 2013). The
study was bound by geography (all data were collected on Tutuila Island) and time
(covering the period from when the tsunami warning was first issued in September
2009 through to the time of the initial fieldwork in January 2011). Additional data
were procured by the lead author during a second visit in March 2012, the primary
purpose of which was to disseminate the main findings of the initial phase of the
study and to engage in discussions with community members and local organisations
on preparedness and mitigation planning for future disasters.

Participants

A number of participants were recruited through personal and professional contacts
of a key informant in American Samoa, and through contacts at the University of
Hawai'i at Manoa, where several faculty members had been conducting research in
American Samoa for some time. Additional participants were identified using snowball
sampling. A total of 1T men and 32 women from eight geographically-distributed
coastal villages on Tutuila Island (ranging from Poloa at the western tip to Pago Pago
in the centre) took part in this study. Participants were not asked to report their
age, as this would have been culturally inappropriate. However, they did represent
a diverse range of life stages (although only adults were included in the study), and
a diverse cross-section of Samoan society, from members of vulnerable populations
to titled leaders.

Individuals contributed to the study via semi-structured interviews and/or focus
groups. Individual interview participants comprised 8 men (2 of whom also attended
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a focus group) and 14 women, of which 13 were members of the general population,
4 were government representatives, I was a local cultural expert, and 4 were leaders of
local community organisations. Focus group participants comprised § men and 18
women (one focus group was composed only of women). The first focus group (10
participants) consisted of representatives of a group of local Samoans who had been
trained to work as counsellors after the tsunami by the National Child Traumatic
Stress Network. The second focus group was composed of 13 elderly” female tsu-
nami survivors.

This sample, in keeping with the case-study methodology, was not intended to
be representative of the population of American Samoa. Rather, the objective was to
gather perspectives from multiple sources and a range of participants for the pur-
pose of gaining insights into a complex issue. Still, two characteristics of the sample
should be noted. First, the relatively large number of elderly participants was because
of a subcomponent of this study, not presented here, that concentrated specifically
on the tsunami experiences of elderly survivors as a special population in disasters.
Second, the gender imbalance (the sample included more women than men) reflects
a cultural norm that made it more appropriate for the lead author, a female, to approach
and interact with other women.

Data collection

Data for this study were gathered from semi-structured interviews, focus groups,
observations, archival records, media reports, expert interviews, and a project web-
site. All interviews and focus groups were conducted in person, and in locations of
the participants’ choosing. The purpose of the study and the rights of the participants
were explained both verbally and in writing, and participants were asked to give oral
consent for their participation.

The primary data sources were interviews and focus groups. Semi-structured
interviews were based on a protocol of open-ended questions covering the partici-
pant’s experiences of the tsunami and the recovery process, and included questions
such as: ‘In the first few days after the tsunami, where did you turn for help?’; and
‘Please tell me about the kind of help you received’. Focus groups allowed partici-
pants to hear and respond to each other’s experiences, and to reflect on initial themes
that emerged through the individual interviews. Interviews ranged in length from
20 minutes to nearly three hours, although most were about one hour in duration.
The two focus groups were approximately two hours in length. Most interviews were
conducted in English (which is widely spoken in American Samoa); interpreters
(a colleague and family member, both native speakers of Samoan) aided elderly par-
ticipants on two occasions.

Data analysis

When possible, interviews and focus groups were digitally recorded. Detailed notes
were kept for participants who chose not to be recorded. Recorded interviews and
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focus groups were transcribed verbatim, and the data were coded using NVivo 8
qualitative coding software. Data analysis followed the procedures outlined by Corbin
and Strauss (2008). Data were organised into initial categories through an inductive
process of open coding, with the identification of lower-level (explanatory) concepts
continuing throughout the data analysis. Axial coding was then employed to organ-
ise categories into higher-level (thematic) concepts. Memoing was used to refine
and explore themes further as they emerged, and to link data across sources. Data
were reviewed for negative cases, and adjustments were made as appropriate. All
phases of the data analysis process were synchronous and iterative.

Validity

In conducting research in American Samoa, a cultural concern is the possibility
that respondents will prioritise politeness, which is highly valued, in their responses
(Freeman, 1983). Two validation measures were employed to counter this potential
threat to validity: triangulation; and member checking (Creswell, 2007). Findings
of the study were triangulated by cross-checking interpretations across multiple data
sources (such as comparing key themes from the interviews and focus groups with
observational data and written materials from cultural experts). Member checking
was used to review organising themes that emerged from the data with project par-
ticipants and cultural experts.

Results

This section presents results related to the local and external response to the tsunami
according to two themes that emerged from the data. The first theme assesses the
local response to the tsunami by individuals, families, village leaders, and local organi-
sations. The second theme examines the introduction of outside aid to the response
process. The section concludes by describing the influence of outside aid on local
cultural systems and by offering cultural explanations for challenges associated with
the distribution of aid.

The local response to the tsunami in American Samoa

Residents of American Samoa felt the earthquake that generated the tsunami just before
07:00 on 29 September 2009. The first tsunami wave arrived just minutes later. In
a moment, and in many cases without warning, people in the heavily-hit villages
of American Samoa literally lost everything they owned. One respondent described
what he saw when he returned to his village after evacuating to the mountains:

Respondent: When I going back by my place, all gone. Nothing left. Just a floor. Just the floor.
Interviewer: The whole house, the whole house is gone?

Respondent: The whole house is wash out. Gone. It’s gone. Nothing left. Nothing.
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While no one had anticipated a disaster of this magnitude, Samoan cultural norms
and expectations facilitated a prompt response to many of the needs that arose because
of the tsunami. As one respondent stated, ‘the clean-up started immediately. People
came out with wheelbarrows and their brooms and shovels and they started clean-
ing up. And they started sharing food and cooking for one another’. Rescue and
response efforts emerged locally through culturally-established channels, including
the matai system and the ‘@giga. These responses are reflective of a strong expectation
in Samoan culture that help, specifically with material and practical needs, will be
provided when it is needed. In the words of one participant:

that’s the beauty of the Samoan culture. It doesn’t matter if you guys are related or
whatever but if something happens to another person or whatever, everybody, you know,
they have that part that, you know, to, they wanna help. They feel obligated to each and
every one and I see that that’s the beauty of the Samoan culture, and it’s in each and every
one of us (Binder et al., 2014, p. 808).

This expectation also extended to family members who were living outside of
American Samoa at the time of the disaster. Family members living in California
and Hawai'1in the US, New Zealand, and elsewhere were instrumental in collect-
ing and sending aid to their affected relatives, and, importantly, did so based on an
understanding of what items would be considered most useful locally. Ot all the aid
that arrived in American Samoa, participants referred to the assistance that came from
family members living off-island as the ‘real help’ (Binder et al., 2014).

Interestingly, this response reflected a Samoan custom known as fa'alavelave, which
translates roughly as ‘disruption to daily activities’. Fa'alavelave can refer to a range
of events, from a wedding, to the bestowing of a title, to a funeral, which typically
necessitate a large gathering of the extended family. During a fa'alavelave, the matai
calls on members of the extended family to contribute food, money, and other items.
In part, this practice is intended to relieve the burden on those most directly aftected,
and to ensure that the needs of the ‘dgiga are met adequately. Disasters also cause a
disruption to the normal rhythm of life, and may be considered fa'alavelave that, in
keeping with these customs and expectations, facilitate the collection and distribu-
tion of necessary goods.

Village-based organisations associated with the matai system also played an impor-
tant part in the response process. In some cases, the village “aumaga, which is an
organisation of young (untitled) men traditionally responsible for activities such as
maintaining and protecting the village, instituted and enforced rules intended to
ensure the safety of villagers. These rules included curfews as well as bans on fishing
or swimming in contaminated ocean waters.

Beyond the embedded cultural norms that spurred action and helping behav-
iour, local capacity was also visible in the efforts of local organisations. Several of
these reported having responded to the tsunami through their affiliation with the
American Samoa Voluntary Organizations Active in Disaster (ASVOAD). ASVOAD,
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the local chapter of the National Voluntary Organizations Active in Disaster (VOAD),
is a coalition of faith-based, governmental, and community organisations that was
established in 2004 and rekindled just before the tsunami in 2009 (ASVOAD, 20009).
Records of ASVOAD’s activities in American Samoa are scarce and the cohesiveness
of the organisation was not clear from the study data. Still, ASVOAD provided a
structure for local organisations to act and have an impact. Participant accounts
indicated that ASVOAD was active for about six months after the tsunami, during
which time local member organisations participated in the response by distributing
clothing, food, and water in the villages. Other local organisations formed or rallied
to fulfil the needs of the elderly and other special populations.

Local churches, some of which were also active with ASVOAD, were another key
component of the local response. Churches in American Samoa are an integral part
of everyday life. Consequently, church leaders were aware of the needs of their
parishioners. A pastor’s wife described how, after the tsunami, some people came to
her and her husband looking for help, but many people were too shy or embarrassed
to ask. In those cases, she and her husband would approach families and ask how
the church could assist. A pastor’s wife in another village pointed out how she was
able to use her intimate knowledge of her parishioners to channel the aid that came
into the village to the people who needed it most. Furthermore, local churches were
connected to sister churches off the island. By harnessing these relationships and
soliciting and managing donations, churches were able to acquire additional resources
for distribution in the village.

The introduction of outside aid

When outside organisations arrived and began their operations in American Samoa,
local response efforts were already under way. Still, participants were grateful for
the help they received from them when they first arrived, bringing food, water, and
other necessities. As one resident stated:

we thanked them for what they did, you know, just showing up out of the blue just to
help out with our people. They helped our people get over the hump, you know, especially
the immediate needs. We need the water, we need this, we need that, the food, the clothing.

Interventions by outside organisations past that point, however, were viewed in
a different light. There was a sense among study participants that they were discon-
nected from the community:

You know, like, this plane landed and [FEMA was]| set up immediately. . . . State of
the art kind of, you walked in there and you think you were walking into the FBI [Federal
Bureau of Investigation| building in D.C. [District of Columbia| or something, you know,
very official, very, but really detached from what was really happening in the community.
That’s what I found.
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In addition, participants expressed a sense of frustration at the lack of communi-
cation between local and outside aid organisations. One woman, who was active in
local response efforts, expressed her frustration with outside organisations that talked
about cooperating, but did not do so in practice:

But the local organization wasn’t connecting with the federal, like two separate heads.
And then you had the organizations, the faith-based, functioning from the heart, arriving,
and there’s no real coordination . . . the local government and the federal government are
coming to [the meeting of our local organization] saying, “This is so good’. . . . And, you
know, ‘We really need you, [name of organisation|’. You know, ‘You were a critical part
of disaster relief’. And, you know, it was just so disorganized!

Another woman described how an outside aid organisation had asked her organi-
sation for a list of names of the elderly, bedridden, and disabled persons who may
need extra assistance. Her organisation, which had been working with the elderly
for several years, offered to assist in reaching these individuals, but the outside aid
organisation did not take advantage of the offer.

Taken together, the study data suggest a perception among local groups and organi-
sations that the degree to which outside aid organisations actively partnered or
cooperated with local organisations was inadequate. In an effort to probe this issue
further, the first author interviewed representatives of local organisations during a
follow-up field visit in March 2012. The individuals were asked to give their opinions
on the functions of the government, local organisations, and outside organisations
in future disasters. The most commonly cited recommendations were clarifying the
roles of each group, and allowing churches and local organisations to assume a lead
role in supplying meals and shelter, as there are several groups on the island with
facilities that could be designated for these purposes. Another recommendation
was integrating counselling services (which may be needed, but which are generally
inconsistent with local cultural norms) into services related to material assistance
(which are consistent with cultural norms). Other individuals recommended increas-
ing prevention planning at the village level, which seemed to put a stress on the com-
munity’s desire to be self-sufficient and less dependent on outside aid organisations,
as portrayed in the following exchange:

Participant 1: It’s like, ‘WWhy don’t we do, why don’t we throw that into . . . early prevention?’.

Participant 2: Mm-hmm.

Participant 1: Why is it that we’re not already channeling that kind of money and saying
to the communities, ‘Well, what would you do if there was a fa’alavelave?’,

Participant 2: Mm-hmm.
Participant 1: ‘What would you do if the planes didn’t come? What would you do?’.
Participant 2: Right.
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Participant 1: We would rely on our own . . .
Participant 2: People.
Participant 1: . . . resources and our own, the richness of what we can do for each other.

Participant 2: Yes.

To be fair, this study intentionally investigated this issue from the community’s
perspective, and thus did not include interviews with representatives of the outside aid
organisations.’ One should also note that, while the results presented here represent
the predominant themes that emerged from the data, disconfirming evidence was
present. A representative of one local organisation (a local affiliate of a large national
organisation) reported that ASVOAD, the local government, and the outside aid
organisations all worked very well together. This participant stated that she ‘wouldn’t
change anything [about the outside organisations|. They were very good about sub-
mitting to the local organizations’.

Along with issues related to collaboration between local and outside aid organi-
sations, participants also commented on the inappropriate nature of some of the aid
that was supplied. In keeping with the findings of other studies of challenges in
disaster response in non-Western cultural contexts, several participants commented
on issues related to housing, which continued to be a contentious matter for many
months after the tsunami. In addition to temporary housing support in the form of
tents, FEMA’s housing assistance programmes in American Samoa included both
grants for affected residents to rebuild their own homes and a pilot programme
through which the agency would oversee directly the construction of permanent
homes. The latter was the target of considerable national criticism, owing largely
to the extremely high cost of homes built under the initiative and its failure to meet
deadlines (Office of Inspector General, Department of Homeland Security, 2010).
Locally, concerns about the homes being built by FEMA centred more on their
suitability, as they were considered small (often many members of an extended family
will share a house in American Samoa), did not include storage space for fine mats
and other cultural items, and did not have a great room large enough for gatherings
of the extended family. As one participant said: ‘Samoans build their houses in a
certain way. . . . If you're going to build somebody a house, why not build them a house
they’ll be able to live in?’.

Aid as a cultural disruption

From the community’s perspective, the introduction of outside aid into post-disaster
American Samoa, and the manner in which it was dispersed by aid organisations,
was viewed as a source of disruption to social and cultural systems and to ongoing
local response eftorts, although a small number of participants did express a ditfer-
ent opinion. With regard to cultural and social systems, a common criticism of the
response and recovery efforts was that the aid supplied by outside organisations was
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not distributed to the people who truly needed it. In explaining why this was the
case, participants described how outside organisations, in an effort to operate within
the local cultural context, often distributed the aid to the village matai, with the
expectation that the matai would oversee the (appropriate) distribution of aid within
the village. While some matai did distribute the aid, others were reported to have
hoarded it, or to have distributed it to their family members, instead of to those in
need. As one participant put it:

Anyway, the matai and distribution? That’s what people were saying . . . some [matai]
Jjust have, take the best for me and my family, then what’s left I give to the needy.

Similar issues were reported when aid was distributed through government officials,
including the pulenu’u, a government-affiliated position within the village akin to that
of'a mayor (pulenu’u are frequently matai as well). In the words of two participants:

Um, the distribution of goods wasn’t what it should have been. They would, and they
tried to . . . adapt into the culture so that they would go to the senior person in the village
— the pulenu’u or the mayor — and they would take all the water and all the food and all
the clothing there. And it’s sad to say, but it didn’t get distributed the way it could have been.

Of course government corruption has kept the money being sent to victims of the tsunami

from being distributed to them and people around the world sent money to help and none
of it is given to the victims and a lot of stuff that was sent is not distributed. A lot of things
the Red Cross sent—like water coolers—uwere given to government officials and chiefs first
and then to victims.

This influx of aid was associated, in the study data, with disruptions in relation-
ships at the village level. Samoan social networks are centred on the family, with
families organised into villages and governed by their matai. Damage caused by the
tsunami led to changes in routine social interactions and activities as the focus shifted
to the rebuilding of homes and villages. While these adjustments are understandable
and even expected, they were not without consequence; participants reported that
changes in social interactions and activities strained relationships within the villages
(Binder et al., 2014). The tsunami may have been at the root of these shifts initially,
yet the influx of outside aid appeared to exacerbate the problem. One participant
suggested that people who received a relatively larger volume of aid were ‘looked
down on’ by those who received less aid. When asked why she thought this was hap-
pening, she replied:

I just think it’s out of jealousy because they didn’t get that much, you know, and they
wanted more, or, you know, they could use it more or, you know, just things like that.
... You know, it’s not being able to get as much assistance as they should get, and yet
this person who didn’t need that much assistance, you know, got a lot more. . . . Yeah,
so you’re actually creating more division. Yeah, so you’re just dividing everybody, you know.
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In a related narrative, a pastor’s wife in one of the devastated areas emphasised that
several village groups that had been active before the tsunami were no longer meet-
ing. When asked why the groups had stopped meeting, she replied that people were
concentrating on building their houses and cleaning up their land, and so they were
not available to convene as before. She implied that, within the rebuilding process,
the perception that goods were being unequally distributed was fostering jealousy
and souring relationships among the villagers:

Before, everyone was like close and normal was like to talk to each other or, you know,
if they see you anywhere they, you know, they track you down and they say hello. You’ll
feel happy to see them, too. But it’s like sometimes, right now, not everyone is happy to see,
you know, like, to bring that good feeling. . . . I don’t know, maybe. . . . Sometimes it’s
because of what they’re getting, and what we’re not getting, you know? All that
(emphasis added).

Another participant depicted the ramifications of the influx of aid as a change in
‘the landscape of people’

you had [many organisations] all landing at the same time and choosing who they were
going to go and give these things to. That kind of . . . changed the, the landscape of
people. Uh, ‘Did you get assistance? Who did you get that from?’. You know, ‘We didn’t
get a tent’, and ‘We didn’t get this! We didn’t get that’ (emphasis added).

Broadly, the study data suggest that outside aid was disruptive to the ongoing
response efforts being facilitated locally through the matai system and established
local organisations. The outside aid, when it arrived, entered a context in which local
response and recovery operations, based on cultural norms and the work of local
people and organisations, were already under way, including initiatives to clean and
rebuild, maintain the safety of villages, and ensure that the basic needs of affected indi-
viduals were met. Interestingly, while there was a sense of dissatisfaction with the ways
in which aid was distributed, data related to the outside aid provided did not centre
on it as being insufficient, as one might expect. Rather, there was a sense that, as one
participant noted, ‘the aid was too much’. In other words, when large volumes of
assistance arrived, it may have influenced the behaviour of those responsible for dis-
tributing the aid (see the next section) and discouraged people from relying on local
resources and capacities. This is evidenced in the following exchange on the impact
of outside aid on culturally-embedded practices for meeting the material needs of others:

Participant 1: We, remember, remember 1 said earlier about, we naturally do things? . . .
There is a natural thing that we do amongst ourselves. It’s a cultural thing we’ve been
raised with. But as soon as the outside aid arrived, we went to pieces.

Participant 2: Yeah.

Participant 1: It’s like, you know, ‘Well, did you get the assistance?’. I mean, ‘Is your
house being built? And what did you get? Oh, you got a car!”. Do you know what I mean?
That division sort of.
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Culture and the distribution of aid

Efforts by outside aid organisations to deliver aid through culturally-appropriate
channels (such as the matai and pulenu’u) represented an admirable attempt to operate
within local cultural systems, although participants in this study described the out-
come as less than ideal. In exploring further the important question of why the dis-
tribution of aid did not work as intended, a deeper analysis from the standpoint of
Samoan culture is instructive. This section focuses on two key factors:

« the role of social hierarchy; and
o the presence of underlying cultural changes.

To begin, it is important to recognise that in Samoan culture everything is deter-
mined according to the social hierarchy. As an example, traditionally the division
of food is strictly guided by ceremonial rules. If a pig (or a turtle, or a shark, for
instance) was killed in the village, it would be carefully divided and distributed to
members of the village according to each person’s status, with the best pieces going
to the high chiefs (see Figure 1). In this way, the pig constitutes a helpful analogy for
understanding why the post-tsunami aid was distributed as so. When the aid arrived,
it was delivered to the chiefs who kept the best items and passed on the rest accord-
ingly. From this perspective, the issue was not one of corruption, but one of custom.
As an outsider observing this system, it would be difficult to determine what ‘appro-
priate’ distribution looks like.

A generation ago, the patterns of distribution may not have been questioned.
However, as was reflected by some of the participants in this study, the culture is
changing. While traditional cultural values and practices are still very much intact,
some have begun to question openly these practices and traditions. In this study,
this was particularly evident among participants who had travelled to or lived in
Western countries. Several participants described a general sense of dissatisfaction
with the matai, indicating, by way of example, that some matai had become ‘greedy’
in their demands for contributions for fa'alavelave. During these events, family mem-
bers are expected to make contributions as determined by the matai, typically in
the form of food, money, or cultural objects. These contributions are an accepted
practice (and part of the propensity to help with material needs, as described previ-
ously), yet some participants felt that the demands for contributions were becom-
ing excessive, in some cases requiring that families obtain loans to comply. One
woman described how she had refused to take out a loan for her contribution to a
funeral, and as a result was no longer permitted to attend village meetings. From a
cultural perspective, this willingness to question openly and even criticise the matai
is a dramatic departure from the past. Furthermore, it illustrates how, while the cul-
ture in American Samoa is dynamic and changing, fa'aSamoa remains dominant.

The influx of aid may have exacerbated or accelerated these underlying cultural
changes, a finding that echoes anthropological disaster studies (Oliver-Smith, 1996).
Historically, one’s status in Samoan society was determined by one’s generosity. For
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Figure 1. Pig ceremonial divisions

Ficure 72.—Pig, ceremonial divisions: 1, wlu (head) to the au manga (young men
who cook) ; 2, tvi muli ulu (neck) to the tulafale (talking chief); 3, oo (back) to the
oli'i (chiefs) of secotd grade; 4, alanga lima (shoulder) to the tulafale (talking chief);
5, tuala (loins) to the ali’i of the first grade; 6, ilu mea tele (big side) to the ali’i of
second grade; 7, itu pale asu to the family of chief; 8, muli to the women; 9, alanga vae
(leg) to the matai (chief of lesser rank); 10, alo (abdominal wall) to the taupou
(village maid).

Source: Hiroa, 1930.

instance, one participant noted how, when she was young, her grandfather, who was
a matai and a minister, travelled to other villages to preach and was given food and
other gifts to take home in return. When he arrived back in his village, he would
divide up the items he received, and then have the grandchildren distribute them
throughout the village. This reflects the type of behaviour that traditionally was
expected of the matai, according to the study participants, and still reflects the behav-
iour of many. In recent years, though, participants reported that this has begun to
change as people have become more Westernised and materialistic. With this shift
in values, more emphasis is placed on what one has. This may have contributed to the
issues that arose with some of the aid that was given to the matai not being prop-
erly distributed in the village. Furthermore, the volume and the nature of the aid
that was received may have altered this balance. It seems that basic necessities, such
as food and water, were distributed according to need (at least in the days immedi-
ately after the tsunami), whereas complaints about greed and hoarding tended to
focus on non-essential items, such as cash, coolers, and tents. In previous years, the
practice by some matai of keeping the first and best goods for themselves and their
families may not have been questioned openly. The statements of participants in
this study, though, reflect a perception that, in this case, some matai kept too much
and did not act in the best interests of their family and village.

Discussion

This case study of the tsunami in American Samoa, while interesting and valuable in
its own right, is also a poignant example of the need to assess the roles and responsi-
bilities of outside aid organisations in non-Western cultural contexts. In considering
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the relationship between local systems and external organisations, the literature
reveals that aid and relief operations can ‘ignore and “mis-recognize’ (Telford and
Cosgrave, 2007, p. 17) the existing capacities of affected communities in interna-
tional disaster events. This is an apt description, from the community’s perspective,
of the post-tsunami situation in American Samoa (see also Rumbach and Foley, 2014).
Family- and village-based response eftorts were active and under way when the out-
side aid organisations arrived. Many of these efforts were an extension of cultural
norms and practices, embedded in fa'aSamoa, which have equipped Samoans to deal
with crises. Ablon (1972, p. 52) describes this eloquently:

Samoan families and communities have their own disaster plan, a complex pattern of
expectations and actions that spontaneously becomes activated when a crisis arises. This
plan is evident on a small scale at the time of the death of an individual, when all family
members — including those so remote in degree that most Americans would have lost all
record of relatedness — are expected to donate money and ritual items of goods and food to
the bereaved family.

Following the tsunami, affected individuals could expect help from three primary
sources: (1) family and village leaders; (i) churches and other local organisations;
and (ii1) family members living off-island. The arrival of outside aid introduced a
large source of assistance that tended to replicate and disrupt, rather than support,
these culturally-embedded capacities. In addition, local organisations in American
Samoa reported feeling alienated from the response process. This suggests that
outside aid organisations did not take full advantage of opportunities to collaborate
with and support local organisations that played vital roles in the functioning of
American Samoa before the tsunami, and that will continue to do so in the future.
Interestingly, Paulson (1993) documented a case in which a similar outcome was
avoided after a hurricane struck neighbouring Independent Samoa in 1990. She
attributed the effectiveness of the local response to the fact that the ‘amount of aid
received at the village level was not overwhelming’ (Paulson, 1993, p. 52). Households
in Independent Samoa received very small quantities of goods (some food supplies
and a small amount of cash), but not so much that it discouraged village-level rebuild-
ing and recovery efforts.*

One way to view the relationship between local residents and organisations and
outside actors in this context is as a case of intercultural contact. The literature
provides examples of the challenges that arise in these instances, when disaster aid
workers operate with a different worldview than that of the affected community.
Kaniasty and Norris (1999, p. 36), for instance, note that:

[ T'[hese helping volunteers and professionals may lack information and understanding of
the lives of those individuals they are trying to help. Helpers’ working models of how to
help, of what help is needed, or of what is appropriate and when are direct reflections of
their own cultural and societal standing and convictions.
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In American Samoa, outside organisations disseminated aid based on their under-
standing of the local cultural context. Supplies were distributed to the village matai
and pulenu’u, a decision that, laudably, reflected the centrality of the matai system
in Samoan culture. Unfortunately, these efforts did not account adequately for the
complexity and dynamic nature of fa'aSamoa. While the assumption that the distri-
bution of resources in American Samoa is administered by the matai is accurate, it
is incomplete, as it does not represent the complexities associated with daily life in
American Samoa, nor the cultural changes that are taking place.

What could be done differently?

In considering the response process in this and other disasters, one instructive ques-
tion is: what could have been done differently? With regard to American Samoa, the
following two key questions arise:

* How could the response process have been tailored better to the cultural context?
* How could the response have been more supportive of local capacities?

Answers to these questions need to be generated locally and in collaboration with
aid agencies, although, as discussed, village leaders and representatives of local organi-
sations did offer some specific recommendations as part of this study.

While highlighting the actual and potential roles of local systems and resources,
this research is careful not to ignore the challenges that are evident in these systems.
On the one hand, the matai system can be leveraged as a resource in disasters, yet its
hierarchical nature is a potential challenge.’ Relatedly, the local territorial govern-
ment was viewed as exacerbating the challenges associated with the response and
recovery processes. Villagers’ dissatisfaction with response and recovery eftforts centred
on the role of outside aid organisations, but the local organisations that participated
in this study (with one exception) also expressed dissatisfaction with the govern-
ment’s performance during this event. As of the completion of the fieldwork for this
research in March 2012, though, there had been no formal debriefing meeting or other
effort to facilitate discussions across organisations or sectors locally. Representatives
of local organisations reported that the government was actively developing an
operations plan for future disasters, but that it had not reached out to local organisa-
tions to include them in that process. One participant said that there had been some
discussion of organising a debriefing meeting, but that it was unlikely to happen
because there is a cultural expectation that the ‘top people’ will do the planning and
make the decisions. In fact, despite their misgivings, representatives of three local
organisations indicated that the government was primarily responsible for planning
and preparing for future disasters, a view that is reflective of cultural norms related
to attribution and social hierarchy (Poasa, Mallinckrodt, and Suzuki, 2000). This
issue is complicated further by cultural shifts that appear to be altering perceptions
of and opinions on these hierarchical structures.
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While questions specific to planning for future disasters in American Samoa deserve
further attention, the focus here is on more broadly applicable process-related matters.
The analysis begins with a discussion of the importance of considering culture in
disaster response and recovery interventions. It is imperative that disaster practition-
ers and researchers consider the role of culture in disaster contexts carefully and
fully. The alternative, as stated by Trickett (2011, p. 64), is for culture to become
‘something to which a program must be tailored, rather than a local ecology that
requires understanding and prolonged engagement’. The shortcomings of approaches
that do not reflect an adequate understanding or acknowledgement of culture as local
ecology, both for the disaster-affected community and the outside aid organisations,
have been highlighted in the literature and were evidenced in American Samoa.
Alternately, a better understanding of the relationship between culture and post-
disaster interventions, followed by the development of methods for operationalising
that knowledge, can improve these outcomes, and provide a better foundation for long-
term recovery.

Thorough and careful consideration of culture in disaster contexts is important,
yet one must also consider what is appropriate and feasible in terms of the roles and
responsibilities of outside aid organisations. In American Samoa, outside aid organi-
sations took steps to be more reflective of local cultural systems, but their compre-
hension of them was incomplete. By acting on a surface-level understanding of the
culture, their well-intentioned attempts at cultural sensitivity became a flaw in their
efforts, and potentially a stumbling block in American Samoa’s recovery. In other
words, there is a level of risk inherent in operating with a partial understanding of
a cultural system.

Still, cultural systems are both complex and dynamic. This is certainly the case
in American Samoa, where long-held values and practices have recently begun to
be questioned for the first time, and where the local territorial government was
influential in shaping post-tsunami response and recovery processes. In these situ-
ations, it may seem infeasible or impractical to hold outside aid organisations (or any
outsider) responsible for maintaining a deep understanding of each culture exposed
to a disaster. Importantly, though, this knowledge is available locally, and can be utilised
through meaningful collaboration with local organisations. It is the responsibility of
outside aid organisations to work collaboratively with local organisations, and, notably,
to do so in ways that privilege the cultural perspective of the local organisations.

The people of American Samoa, like other disaster-affected communities, were
in need of help after the tsunami, but they were not helpless. They were harnessing
their capacity as families, organisations, social groups, and villages to respond to
their needs using methods that emerged from cultural beliefs, norms, and practices.
In the case of American Samoa, more meaningful collaboration with local organi-
sations may have complicated the implementation of aid programmes, but it would
have represented an important investment in the viability of the organisations that are
responsible for its long-term recovery, a process that will continue long after outside
aid organisations depart. The response of local organisations in American Samoa
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indicates that more work and more effective processes are needed. In addition, by
working within the local cultural context, this type of collaboration would increase
the ecological validity and minimise the unintended consequences of aid interven-
tions (Kelly, 2010).

Finally, this discussion has implications for practice and research. For practitioners,
careful consideration of the role of meaningful collaboration and of whose cultural
perspective is privileged in the planning and implementation of aid programmes is
recommended. Interventions that prioritise the local cultural perspective could address
identified gaps in local resources without replicating or displacing resources that are
available locally, or introducing resources or practices that are inconsistent with local
norms. In this way, outside aid organisations could provide valuable and needed
services while remembering that they are ‘guests in someone else’s house’ (Trickett,
2011, p. 65). To this end, ecological assessments of the impacts of disasters and,
subsequently, the arrival of aid would be beneficial. Hawe, Shiell, and Riley (2009)
have developed one such evaluative framework that is grounded in ecological systems
theory, and which views a given intervention as a ‘critical event in the history of a
system’ (Hawe, Shiell, and Riley, 2009, p. 267). This framework could be applied
to determine the effects of a disaster itself, or, perhaps more usefully, the ecological
fit and the ramifications of post-disaster aid interventions (with the introduction of
outside aid as the critical event).

More research, too, is needed. Studies could include ethnographic explorations of
disaster response and recovery processes outside of the US to pinpoint specific ways
in which culture influences the disaster process. Participatory research with affected
communities would facilitate the identification of culturally-appropriate strategies
for post-disaster assistance (Mercer et al., 2010). And valuable knowledge could be
gained through explicit evaluations of the values that underlie post-disaster interven-
tions, such as comparisons of perceptions of interventions across multiple stakehold-
ers. The use of techniques such as discourse analysis (Oliver-Smith, 1996) could flag
principal conceptual disconnects and highlight avenues for improving intercultural

communication and cooperation in disaster settings.

Limitations

As with any study there are limitations that one should note. First, this study con-
centrated explicitly on the events surrounding the tsunami from the community
perspective. A limited number of interviews were held with representatives of the
territorial government, but the study did not include interviews with representatives
of outside aid organisations. This was a strategic decision based on recommenda-
tions by key informants, intended to foster the highest level of trust possible between
the lead author, community members, and community-based organisations. In addi-
tion, this approach enabled an emphasis on the community perspective, which is
underrepresented in the literature and other sources. As such, these findings should
be considered along with related studies that represent the perspectives of outside
aid organisations.
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Second, this study was also affected by a number of cultural issues. Language was
a barrier in a small number of cases, although most residents of American Samoa
speak English. Translators were employed on only two occasions. Still, some partici-
pants seemed to face a challenge in describing their experiences as richly in English
as they could have done in their native language. Cultural norms also contributed
to a gender imbalance in the sample, as it was more appropriate for the lead author to
speak to and spend time with other women.

Third, recall bias was a potential concern, given the amount of time that had
elapsed since the tsunami. Yet, it is important to note that the impacts of the tsunami
were still very present among many participants at the time of this study, and the
recovery process was ongoing. Furthermore, the literature indicates that self-reports
related to disaster losses are reasonably stable over time (Norris and Kaniasty, 1992).

Finally, it was not possible to conduct follow-up interviews with the participants
in this study, although multiple informal interactions did take place with several of
them. This was primarily because of the living situation of the lead author during
fieldwork. As a guest of a Samoan family, family expectations sometimes precluded
additional meetings with participants.

Conclusion

By all accounts, the local response to the tsunami in American Samoa was impres-
sive. Residents mobilised to help with the rescue and clean-up, as well as to provide
food, shelter, and water to those who needed them. Still, the magnitude of the
disaster meant that outside aid was necessary. That which arrived in American Samoa
after the tsunami was critical in many ways. There was an acute need for food and
water, and outside aid organisations helped to meet those needs until additional help
could be secured from off-island family members, church networks, and other
sources of assistance. On the whole, however, rather than leveraging local capacities
successfully, outside aid efforts were perceived locally as a destabilising influence in
the response and recovery process. Outside aid (and the way it was distributed) resulted
in a disruption of local response efforts, social networks, and village hierarchies.
Analyses of these events from the standpoint of Samoan culture suggested that, while
the distribution of aid reflected, to some degree, traditional cultural norms, under-
lying cultural changes may have contributed to the sense of dissatisfaction with the
response process.

This study has implications for the role of outside aid in diverse cultural con-
texts. It highlights the need for outside aid organisations to support local capacities.
Although this is the intent of many such actors, more work needs to be done on
understanding how to operationalise this objective in meaningful ways. This research
also highlights the importance of cultural and intercultural understanding on the
part of aid organisations. While the acute and unplanned nature of disasters must be
taken into account, post-disaster interventions risk generating a host of unintended

301



302

Sherri Brokopp Binder and Charlene K. Baker

consequences when they are not reflective of the local culture, or when they are based
on limited comprehension of the local culture. Methods grounded in an ecological
perspective may be helpful in understanding the impacts of disasters and post-disaster
interventions, and for developing effective aid and recovery strategies that are eco-
logically valid, supportive of local capacities, and sensitive to the expressed needs and
recovery goals of the communities in which outside aid organisations are operating.
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Endnotes

' See Shore (1982) for an excellent description of the complexities and intricacies of fa'aSamoa.

> The term elderly (or elderlies) is used locally to refer to older adults, so that is the term applied here.

3 Prior to conducting the fieldwork for this study, local contacts in American Samoa suggested to
the lead author that there was a level of mistrust between the villagers, the territorial government,
and the outside aid organisations. Hence, the authors opted to focus the data collection effort at the
community level, since, in this small community, interactions or associations with government
officials or outside aid organisations would probably have jeopardised the lead author’s relation-
ships with community members. As with all research, the findings of this study are best understood
in the context of other related works that explore this topic from alternative perspectives.

* For a broader discussion of this topic, see Olshansky (2005).

5 While this proved true for disaster response and recovery processes in American Samoa generally,
members of vulnerable populations, notably individuals from Independent Samoa and Tonga, faced
particular challenges. Individuals from Independent Samoa and Tonga frequently emigrate to
American Samoa in search of economic or educational opportunities or for US national status for
their children. While people from Independent Samoa often live with family members in American
Samoa, they are treated as second-class citizens in a number of respects, including access to jobs
and services such as healthcare. The study data, while limited on this topic, indicate that this social
status translated into vulnerability after the tsunami, and meant that members of these populations

did not have the same access to resources as did others on the island.
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