
Exploring Entrepreneurship in Developing Countries: The Case of Vanuatu 

 

Robert Davis 

Department of Management and Marketing, Faculty of Creative Industries and Business, 

rdavis@unitec.ac.nz, Phone: ++(649) 815 4321, Postal Address: Unitec Institute of 

Technology, Department of Management, Private Bag 92025, Auckland, New Zealand 

Tuna Tiseli 

Department of Management and Marketing, Faculty of Creative Industries and Business, 

ttiseli@unitec.ac.nz, Phone: ++(649) 815 4321, Postal Address: Unitec Institute of 

Technology, Department of Management, Private Bag 92025, Auckland, New Zealand 

Malama Solomona 

Department of Management and Marketing, Faculty of Creative Industries and Business, 

msolomona@unitec.ac.nz, Phone: ++(649) 815 4321, Postal Address: Unitec Institute of 

Technology, Department of Management, Private Bag 92025, Auckland, New Zealand 

 

Abstract 

In 2010, data was collected to explore the relationship between entrepreneurial behaviour and 

economic development in Vanuatu. 36 national experts were interviewed to understand the 

factors that constrain and promote entrepreneurial activity. The conceptual model is based on 

the National Expert component of the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM). Our analysis 

uses grounded theory in tandem with this model because of the lack of tested theory regarding 

entrepreneurship in the Pacific. The key findings discussed related to; (1) business definition, 

(2) motivations, (3) barriers, (4) presence of the government, (5) women and 

entrepreneurship, (6) social entrepreneurs, (7) expats vs. Ni-Vans vs. naturalised Ni-Vans, (8) 

the influence of Asian entrepreneurs, (9) sustainable development vs. value-adding and, (10) 

nationalism and the social thread. The research implications and limitations are discussed.  

 

Key Words: Vanuatu, Entrepreneurship, Grounded Theory, Case Study, GEM.  

 



Introduction 

Entrepreneurship raises the living standards of developing countries (Cahna, 2008; Ayyagari, 

Beck and Demirgue-Kunt, 2003) by creating small to medium sized enterprises (SME’s) that 

contribute economically to their owners, collectives and society. However, there is no 

guarantee that entrepreneurship will enhance the economic development of a nation (Autio, 

Kronlund & Kovalaines, 2007). Despite the existent knowledge on the relationship between 

entrepreneurship and economic development, there is a dearth of evidence from the Pacific 

region (Saffu, 2003; Yusuf, 1995). Since, Yusuf (1995), few studies have been completed. 

For example, Yusuf (1998) explored SME’s in six developing countries in the South Pacific. 

It was concluded that the key issues facing entrepreneurs in the pacific included; finance, 

deficient industry and market information, poor business knowledge and planning skills, 

infrastructure barriers and the impact of culture on entrepreneurship. Cahna (2008) supports 

these findings in an exploration of the synergy and tensions in the relationship between 

fa'aSamoa and micro-entrepreneurial activity. Saffu (2003) agreed, arguing that Pacific island 

entrepreneurs are different to Western entrepreneurs. Therefore, the key research governing 

this study is to explore and understand the relationship between entrepreneurial behaviour and 

economic development in Vanuatu (Saffu, 2003). The paper progresses through a discussion 

of the underlying conceptualization, method and discussion of the key findings. The authors 

note that in these proceedings, this paper is a companion study to a similar study implemented 

in the Kingdom of Tonga in 2009.  

Conceptual Model 

The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) focuses on three main objectives (GEM, 2010). 

First, measure the level of social and business entrepreneurship among countries (e.g., De 

Clercq and Bosma, 2008, de Waal, 2004). Secondly, to uncover factors determining national 

levels of entrepreneurial activity and finally, to identify policies that may enhance the level of 

social and business entrepreneurial activity (Koellinger, Minniti and Schade, 2007). GEM 

defines entrepreneurship as any attempt at new business or social enterprise by an individual, 

teams of individuals, or established businesses or social enterprises. Traditional analyses of 

economic growth tend to focus on established firms in the commodities, manufacturing, 

service and knowledge sectors. GEM considers not only the economic contribution of large 

and small businesses and social enterprises but also the behavior of the individuals behind 

them (e.g., Langowitz and Minniti, 2007). GEM links a country’s economic activity to the 

interplay of established and new firms (Aidis, Estrin and Mickiewicz, 2008). It thus allows a 

clearer understanding of why entrepreneurship is vital to the whole economy. The GEM 

conceptual model, methodology and data are widely published and are currently being 

deployed by 57 countries. The National Expert component of the Global Entrepreneurship 

Monitor (GEM) focus on the factors that constrain entrepreneurial activities and the factors 

that promote entrepreneurship, and to recommend areas that can be improved in promoting 

entrepreneurship (Tajnikar and Pusnik 2008; Lee and Wong, 2004). The factors discussed in 

the interviews covered 9 categories: financing, government policies, government programs, 

education, R&D transfer, commercial and business services, internal market openness, social 

and cultural norms, and physical infrastructure. 

Methodology 

Our analysis is guided by the National Expert component of the Global Entrepreneurship 

Monitor (GEM) as well as the process of using grounded theory as the mode of analysis (Yin, 



1994). We use grounded theory in tandem with the GEM conceptual model because of the 

lack of tested theory regarding entrepreneurship in the Pacific and in particular, Vanuatu 

(Levie and Autio, 2008). Grounded theory was employed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) to 

enable them to discover theory from data rather than having to proceed by quantitatively 

testing hypotheses derived from the work of a few specialised theorists (Strauss and Corbin 

1990). Miles and Huberman (1994) state that grounded theory fits into the social 

anthropology approach to qualitative data analysis; the emphasis is on the genesis or 

refinement of theory, and the conceptual framework should emerge from the field in the 

course of the study. The grounded theory method is valid empirically because the process of 

conceptual development is bound to evidence and “grounded in the reality of experience” 

(Gummesson, 1999; Eisenhardt, 1989; 1991). The data consists of the qualitative interviews 

of 36 ‘national experts’ in Port Vila, Vanuatu. The ethnic groups of the interviewees included 

Ni-Vans, Australian, Indian, Chinese and French nationalities. Operationally, the following 

process of analysis was applied. The 36 interview transcripts were prepared in verbatim. The 

analysis employed techniques advocated by Miles and Huberman (1994) and Yin (1994). A 

coding scheme was developed and emblematic vignettes were then associated with the 

emerging codes. The process and conclusions were reviewed by both researchers to ensure 

validity. Its conclusions were reviewed by both researchers to ensure validity. An interim 

report of findings was also reviewed by AusAID. 

Results 

In the context of Vanuatu, how is a business defined? This is defined by expats as an 

opportunity or a gap that can be exploited or capitalised on, which will provide good financial 

returns. However, for the majority of Ni-Vans, businesses can mean income generating 

activities, that is, they are only activities from which income can flow for the purposes of the 

family and self. This definition or understanding of business does in turn highlight the 

motivations that some of these different groups may have when setting up a business. When 

canvassing the environment, one can see that most of the high profile businesses are owned 

by expats/foreigners while those at the grassroots level are operated by Ni-Vans.  

What are the motivations to being entrepreneurial? Starting a business is either driven by 

necessity and/or the exploitation and creation of an opportunity. Economic pressures push 

families to venture outside the square and in the context of Vanuatu it is very necessary to 

look outside the square, given the lack of employment opportunities. People mostly have to 

create and generate their own income through business ventures. Some are inspired by their 

environment and try to be like those they admire, assuming that they will reap the rewards 

their inspirations are experiencing. Others are driven by a dream or are inspired to be different 

from those around them, or they want to be a role model and by extension be a positive 

influence for those close to them. For some, the idea of being a good citizen and working 

really hard through setting up a business is very appealing. However, true or hard-core 

entrepreneurs turn their problems and challenges into opportunities and they consider their 

successes to be a community and family success or triumph. 

What are the barriers to being entrepreneurial? At the forefront is that the government 

training services that are provided and available are not contextualised to the Vanuatu cultural 

and social environment. As a result of this condition, there is an inability to educate local 

businessmen and women about key concepts such as innovation and what it means to be 

competitive. Business concepts and ideas need to be contextualised into the country’s cultural 

and social frame for people to make sense of them. According to the Government’s 

perspective, the educational services and outreach programmes are in place but these are not 



being reviewed and evaluated for effectiveness in terms of the relevant stakeholders. The 

issue here is the notion of accessibility to and the availability of information on programmes 

and training. The failure of businesses is due to poor management skills, lack of core 

accounting and financial skills together with other key business knowledge. The challenge for 

local business owners is running a business amidst structures that are framed in western ways; 

coping with an inadequate commercial infrastructure while being hindered by policies and 

government programmes that do not necessarily consider the best interests of the people, but 

also trying to acknowledge their traditional way of life. This is shown by how these policies 

and programmes are or are not implemented. Some experts emphasised that although the 

country is a tax haven, the utility costs, coupled with the dire state of infrastructures, add to 

the struggle they have with running their businesses.  

What is the role of Government in entrepreneurship? There is a lot of enthusiasm from the 

public sector about the changes and visions which their respective departments have for the 

future of the country. However, some people feel that several of the policies and programmes 

are token activities to show that decision makers are doing something, when in reality there is 

a lack of implementation, and there is a question about the appropriation of funds. On the 

other hand, there is a genuine belief and feeling of optimism that the country is heading in the 

right direction and existent is a general endeavor towards economic growth and progress for 

all. People accept that there have been many mistakes made by the government since 

independence. This acceptance includes the acknowledgment that it is still an infant state, 

emerging from a complex history, in possession of a strong and rich culture that has been 

suppressed for a long time because it has been struggling to build and redefine its structure. 

However, for many, the government is a significant barrier to progress and its inexperience is 

felt across society. 

What is the role of women in entrepreneurship? As a consequence of social pressures and 

recent close monitoring from key international NGOs, some government departments are 

pushing for women to take up key positions in both public and private sectors. The view that a 

woman is an ideal manager is something key departments and the Provincial Councils are 

advocating. In support of this idea, micro-financers such as the Vanuatu Women’s 

Development Scheme, VANWODS, are adopting this position and helping to support 

disadvantaged or displaced women through loans, thus giving them financial and technical 

assistance that enables them to run their little businesses. This empowers a huge part of 

society where gender inequality is still a big issue, something the government is constantly 

being asked to monitor and address. In Vanuatu, women are indispensable in building, 

running and managing the home. For many, the woman is an entrepreneur looking out for the 

welfare of the family by providing labor and services for income. Though some have found 

liberation through the act of starting their own little businesses, the need for support from 

families and husbands is a contributing factor to why some women are not in business. 

Women’s businesses and in return most assume the supportive role to complement their 

wives. However, it can be said that to a large extent the men’s contribution in this context is 

still very deficient compared to that of the women.    

Does Vanuatu value social entrepreneurship? There is a strong sense of community and 

collectiveness among business people towards their immediate community and also towards 

their country. The drivers for conducting businesses in Vanuatu are to help; a) family, b) 

community and 3) to build their country. Given the collective nature of the country, the idea 

of starting a business is the dream and aspiration of many in the community. It is suggested by 

some experts, that helping fellow competitors is something that is practiced in the country; 

such as when they are overwhelmed with clients or work, they share the workload with their 



competitors. In the case of the Mamas, this idea of cooperation is one of their main strengths; 

such as the way in which the women help each other when they are struggling financially and 

with other resources. There is a strong and deep bond that exists within the Mamas network; 

they share a genuine understanding and care for each other. This behavior and attitude 

conflicts with the Western business concept of competition, but reinforces the meaning of 

entrepreneurship in Vanuatu especially in terms of the local Ni-Vans in business.   

What is the comparative entrepreneurial behavior of Expats vs. Ni-Vans vs. Naturalized Ni-

Vans? The cultural and traditional values central to the Vanuatu communities still inform the 

ways of the people. Since their independence, people have deepened their sense of nationality 

and they want the Ni-Vans to be in the forefront of everything in the land. People want to 

improve themselves for the welfare of their family and be a good citizen and a model Ni-

Vanuatu. A sense of nationalism is strong within this context but it is an area where expats or 

foreigners also have a stake. It will be an experience shared by all when Ni-Vans are 

influential players alongside naturalized Ni-Vans, and expats or foreigners. Expats or 

foreigners feel that they are discriminated against, and that the attitudes of locals toward them 

and their hard work are immature and unfounded. They do not feel that the government is 

doing its job, and that they feel strongly that there are many side transactions. However, 

although the naturalized Ni-Vans (French, Chinese and Indian) the team spoke with  have a 

strong sense of nationalism and patriotism similar to that of their fellow Ni-Vans, they are like 

the expats in that they do not tolerate the perceived inadequacy of the government and those 

in office. They understand the views which both Ni-Vans and expats have towards each other 

and the running of the country but they still feel a sense of discrimination from fellow Ni-

Vans. 

How do Asian entrepreneurs influence behavior? The business men and women understand 

that the Chinese business model is a successful one. They attribute this to their culture (one 

that is individualistic as opposed to the obligations required by their collective culture), the 

fact that their government (Asian) encourages an entrepreneurial and risk-taking spirit with its 

favorable lending system, and their level of business skills. However, local experts did not 

indicate that they need to understand this model a little better or whether they can learn from 

their Chinese counter-parts. This was true for participants in both public and private sectors. 

The sharing of knowledge and experiences is something that is not encouraged or practiced. 

This is quite a contradiction to the collectivist nature of the culture and the strong community 

spirit which is often advocated. On the other hand, many feel that the Chinese are taking 

advantage of the hardship of the Ni-Vans by exploiting their labor and services. It seems that 

many workers who are employed by the Chinese businesses tolerate the ridiculous pay and 

poor management because they do not have a better choice or there is no remedial action they 

can take to improve their situation. Because of this, there is no strong sense of community or 

reciprocation from some of these Chinese business owners towards their fellow countrymen 

and women. Generally, the locals do not trust or respect these business entities or their 

owners. In progress is the convergence of obvious differences in work ethics and attitudes 

especially towards pay for performance where local Ni-Vans as employees must adjust to the 

European/Eastern employer expectations based on hard work and long hours. This may take 

considerable time to address. 

Is sustainable development a key goal of entrepreneurship? The concept of sustainability is 

an idea promoted by the public sector without giving too much thought on how this will be 

implemented in the Vanuatu context. However, the positioning of this concept through 

community outreach programmes and initiatives intended for the grassroots does not make it 

effective. A problem emphasized by individuals within the government is the lack of 



implementation of policies and programmes while the misappropriation of funds is a key 

issue. Some feel that the incoming funds should be able to finance many things in the country, 

but they believe that the funds never reach the intended stakeholders. Some (both from the 

public and private sector) are of the view that the country is rich in natural resources but 

people are still selling, creating and marketing the same things they did 20 and 30 decades 

ago. The idea of value-adding their existing resources is something that key entrepreneurs are 

trying to advocate or introduce. The saying from one of the islands, “why are you looking for 

the turtle when you’re standing on it?” can be translated to mean “many are searching for 

their competitive advantage when their competitive advantage is right in front of them, land”. 

The idea of diversification coupled with adding value to what they own has not been 

introduced to the masses. 

What is the impact of culture? For some, the ideas and structures related to business and its 

practice are operating outside the embedded culture, ways and norms of the country. The 

issue at hand is the lack of education for current business people and those thinking about 

starting their own little business. Some may have the drive and enthusiasm to own and work 

for their business, but the knowledge as to how to run the business or have the understanding 

of what the business requires are things that have not been introduced or psychologically 

absorbed by the people. For example, access to finance, education and training and an 

adequate commercial infrastructure. Correspondingly, some people may have the funds but do 

not have the skill level to be able to differentiate their business from their family/personal 

obligations. On the other hand, many people feel that the business entity and all that belongs 

to the business is part of the family. However, one cannot implement anything successfully in 

the country without having a strong and real appreciation of the cultural and religious ideals 

which the majority live by. The idea of contextualization is one that should be strongly 

observed when it comes to education, implementation, outreach or anything related to the 

people. Previous initiatives have fallen short because they did not articulate or acknowledge 

this key ideal. A huge problem is that the government is in the forefront of this lack of 

interpretation and translation. Many understand that certain skills and knowledge are needed 

in the country but these beliefs have not been properly translated into the cultural, social and 

environmental contexts of the land.  

The main limitations that constrains this research relate to the lack of literature regarding 

entrepreneurship in the Pacific. As Saffu (2003) and Cahna (2008) argue, the Pacific island 

style is different. Hence, an exploratory rather than confirmatory approach has been taken. 

There possibly could be validity issues with the data as many of the interviews were 

conducted in Bislama. This was controlled by obtaining the translation services of an expert. 

The translation was reviewed by a second researcher.  
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