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Chapter 8

the effeCts of private 
household insuranCe on 
Climate Change adaptation 
strategies in samoa

ashley Bartlett, meg parsons and andreas neef

AbstrAct
Private household insurance has been relatively uncommon among households 
in Samoa to date. Meanwhile, numerous other adaptation interventions are also 
being implemented, including community-based adaptation (CBA) projects 
which draw on the skills of the community to address the climate change-related 
hazards that are expected to affect local communities. Through semi-structured 
interviews with community members from the urban/peri-urban area around 
Apia (with and without insurance) and an insurance company representa-
tive, this research explores private household natural perils insurance uptake 
in Samoa and the effect that the uptake of this insurance has on household 
engagement in other climate change adaptation (CCA) strategies such as CBA 
projects. Findings suggest that individuals whose homes are already insured with 
natural perils insurance are more likely to express more individualistic values or 
beliefs than those without natural perils insurance. Insured homeowners com-
monly framed adaptation as a technical challenge, with insurance being part of 
the technical and expert-led approach to prepare for, manage and recover from 
extreme events. In contrast, householders without insurance perceived CCA as 
less of a technical task and more of a social process. Those individuals with 
private household natural perils insurance coverage (in keeping with their more 
individualistic values) reported that they were less engaged in CBA projects 
compared to participants without insurance (who held more communalistic 
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values). Given the importance of household participation in CBA projects, an 
increased uptake of insurance may have problematic outcomes for the adaptive 
capacity of the broader community.

Keywords: Community-based climate adaptation; disaster risk management; 
household insurance; social contract; samoa; south pacific

INtroDuctIoN: INsurANcE As cLIMAtE 
ADAPtAtIoN strAtEgy

international organisations, such as the united nations (un) and the inter-
governmental panel on Climate Change (ipCC), have been increasingly promoting 
the use of insurance in developing countries in order to support climate change 
adaptation (CCa). the alliance of small island states (aosis) first raised the idea 
of a regional-based insurance programme in 1991 (mcgee, phelan, & Wenta, 2014). 
however, after decades of discussions, it was not until the 2013 Warsaw Conference 
of the parties (Cop 19) meeting that the vision of the aosis was realised in the 
form of the ‘Warsaw international mechanism for loss and damages’, which was 
established to manage risk at a national level (mcgee et al., 2014). in 2012, the year 
prior, the ipCC released a special report: Managing the Risks of Extreme Events and 
Disasters to Advance Climate Change Adaptation (SREX) which recommended the 
use of risk-sharing tools, such as insurance, at all levels, including the local (house-
hold) level (ipCC, 2012). in 2014, the ipCC released the fifth assessment report 
which also clearly identified the key role of insurance for supporting communities, 
especially in developing countries, to adapt to climate change (ipCC, 2014).

despite the enthusiasm of international organisations for insurance at the local 
level, this strategy is relatively new to households in developing countries such as 
small island developing states (sids). lucas (2015) estimates that among pacific 
sids, the mean insurance penetration rate is as low as 1.6%. according to munich 
re, a global reinsurance provider, currently only 1% of households in low-income 
and middle-income countries have insurance coverage against catastrophe risks, 
compared to 30% in high-income countries (ramachandran & masood, 2019). 
scholars have previously optimistically suggested that within a few decades, devel-
oping nations will ‘constitute half of the global market’ (mills, 2005, p. 1040).

private household natural perils insurance is a strategy that will join an existing 
repertoire of strategies that households within sids have already been using in 
order to adapt to climate change. much of the scholarship exploring household 
adaptation to climate change in developing countries, such as sids, have identi-
fied that households are implementing strategies to respond to the environmental 
changes they are facing. in addition to diversifying their livelihoods (Béné et al., 
2016; Campbell, Barker, & mcgregor, 2011) and relocating their household to 
respond to environmental hazards, such as sea level changes (Kelman, 2018), schol-
ars recognise that many households also participate in community-based adapta-
tion (CBa) projects to address climate change-related hazards (gero, méheux, 
& dominey-howes, 2011; mcnamara & Buggy, 2017). CBa projects come in  
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many forms, and examples can include community awareness programmes,  
community tree-planting programmes, community-built seawalls (plate 8.1) and 
other activities that involve members across a community.

When successfully implemented, CBa strategies draw on and utilise a broad 
range of skills, resources and opinions across communities to collectively address 
local issues and increase community ‘ownership of the adaptation’ (Klöck & nunn, 
2019, p. 206). Yet household insurance is a more individual and private approach to 
adaptation, and is not a form of CBa, as households choose to invest in a policy to 
secure their own home and possessions from being damaged or lost by natural per-
ils risks. given the importance of household participation in CBa projects, it is cru-
cial to understand if, and how, the introduction of private household insurance will 
shape household engagement in CBa. With a better understanding of how private 
household insurance affects household adaptation behaviour, policymakers and 
adaptation practitioners can make more informed decisions regarding adaptation 
planning and avoid encouraging adaptation interventions that may be maladaptive.

this research is based on fieldwork undertaken in samoa, a small south 
pacific island nation. this country was chosen because of the greater availability 
of information on samoa’s adaptation actions compared to other pacific nations, 
including details about insurance penetration and the prevalence of CBa pro-
jects. eight members of the samoan public, selected from the urban/peri-urban 
area close to apia, two with natural perils insurance and six others without natu-
ral perils insurance, and one insurance company representative took part in this 
exploratory research. the major research question that this study addressed is: 
how does the use of household insurance as a CCa strategy influence household 
engagement in CBa strategies in samoa?

Plate 8.1. Community-built seawall in samoa’s Capital apia. photo by a. Bartlett.
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coMMuNIty-bAsED cLIMAtE ADAPtAtIoN AND 
PrIVAtE NAturAL PErILs INsurANcE IN sIDs:  

A brIEf rEVIEw
Relevance of CBA Strategies in SIDS

in the context of sids, where communities are vulnerable to a host of climatic 
and other hazards, CBa has been described as an essential strategy for communi-
ties to address both climate change issues and underlying social and economic 
challenges that exist across these nations (mcnamara & Buggy, 2017). ngos 
have promoted CBa as it may be a means of ‘demonstrating the importance 
of participatory and deliberative methods within climate change adaptation … 
and the role of longer-term development and social empowerment as a means to 
reducing vulnerability’ (forsyth, 2017, p. 1). as there is no standard formula for 
CBa, communities can draw upon different types of adaptation interventions to 
reach a range of beneficial outcomes appropriate to their own situation.

academics recognise that the presumed suitability of CBa in sids is due to 
the relatively small scale of the projects and how these projects typically address 
the local impacts of climate change (mcnamara & Buggy, 2017; Westoby et al., 
2020). scholars have argued that community-based methods foster the develop-
ment of appropriate local solutions (ayers & forsyth, 2009; heltberg, siegel, & 
Jorgensen, 2009), which challenges the command-and-control approach to envi-
ronmental problems that is driven from ‘above’ (rojas Blanco, 2006). therefore, 
practical initiatives that tangibly address and improve societal adaptive capacity, 
thereby reducing vulnerability, are commonly expected to be evident at the com-
munity scale (ford & smit, 2004; Kates, 2000; Kelly & adger, 2000). this benefit 
of CBa effectively allows communities to identify their own vulnerabilities and 
design solutions that are appropriate for their needs.

CBa projects have also been recognised as important for supporting develop-
ment within sids as they reframe adaptation and guide projects that have multiple 
benefits. as schipper (2007) observed, this reframing is occurring as communities 
want projects that address underlying social issues in order to reduce their vulner-
ability. as a result, there have been significant attempts to design projects that tie in 
development aims with CCa. given that sids are all at various stages in their devel-
opment, as mcnamara and Buggy (2017) noted, it is assumed that CBa projects 
also include opportunities that would support sustainable development outcomes.

mcnamara and Buggy (2017) note, for CBa projects to be successful, they 
need to draw on the skills of a broad range of community members. despite the 
apparent suitability of CBa projects in developing countries like sids, many CBa 
projects have been considered unsuccessful. scholars such as Barnett (2008) have 
suggested that the cause of many of the failures has been the way projects have 
been implemented by elite actors to the community, rather than by the commu-
nity. for instance, many donor-funded projects have also become donor-directed, 
or directed by elite members within a community, without consulting with other 
members of the community. Betzold (2015) argues that this common practice has 
resulted in the exclusion of many parts of the community from the project, and 
the outcomes of the initiatives not adequately addressing the concerns affecting 
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the majority of the community. therefore, Klöck and nunn (2019) contend that 
the success of CBa projects is dependent upon the integration of the broader 
community, as this allows the projects to be community-owned and genuinely 
address the issues that are of concern to them. however, Westoby et al. (2020) 
argue that CBa projects also fail when they are designed by foreign experts and 
delivered back to the community. according to the authors, this results in CBa 
projects that cannot be continued by the community, especially once funding 
ceases. thus, Westoby et al. (2020, p. 1) argue that the key to successful adapta-
tion is that the interventions are ‘locally-led’, rather than being just ‘community-
based’ in order to maximise the likelihood that they address the needs of, and can 
be sustained by, the community.

the focus on ‘locally-led’ projects means that local community members will 
be required to participate in CBa. given that successful CBa projects require the 
engagement of the broader community, it follows that these community members 
must be available and able to participate in CBa. however, as dodman and mitlin 
(2013, p. 647) noted, communities are not homogeneous entities, which the CBa 
literature ‘tends to assume’. rather, there are power relations based upon age, 
gender and socio-economic positions within these communities which may work 
to exclude people from participating (dodman & mitlin, 2013). furthermore, 
various factors constrain individual and household participation in CBa projects 
such as income and available time (dodman & mitlin, 2013). While hagedoorn 
et al. (2019) recognise that household participation in community-based activities 
enhances adaptive capacity within communities, there are many barriers that can 
prevent individuals from being involved in community projects, such as social 
exclusion, time preferences and high opportunity costs.

Private Household Insurance and Individual Responsibility for Adaptation

despite the increasing recognition of the importance of CBa, private insurance 
is also being increasingly emphasised by international organisations as a use-
ful adaptation strategy. schäfer, Warner, and Kreft (2019, p. 318) contend that 
‘insurance has been a cornerstone in climate impact related discourses of the 
united nations framework Convention on Climate Change (unfCCC) from 
its establishment in 1992’. the potential of insurance to support adaptation was 
also outlined in several un reports, including sreX (ipCC, 2012) and the fifth 
assessment report (ipCC, 2014). most recently, the un Climate action summit 
held in september 2019 discussed how developed nations including the uK and 
germany could work towards increasing insurance coverage, including the provi-
sion of microinsurance products in developing countries for the benefit of the 
most vulnerable members of society (united nations, 2019). as a result, the ben-
efits and critiques of insurance as an adaptation strategy have been increasingly 
explored throughout the CCa, risk management and insurance literature.

in the context of climate change, risk management scholars have emphasised 
the positive role insurance companies could play in reducing household exposure 
to climate change risks. since the role of insurance started to be discussed in 
CCa discourse, scholars from the risk management and insurance fields have 
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emphasised the value of insurance as they argue it can encourage ‘the adoption  
of measures designed to minimise damages’ (freeman & Kunreuther, 2002,  
p. 202). similarly, herweijer, ranger, and Ward (2009, p. 379) argued that private 
insurance can ‘incentivise and enable adaptation’. scholars also emphasised the 
role that insurance could have in increasing the adaptive capacity of communi-
ties, particularly in developing countries (hecht, 2008; mills, 2007; starominski-
uehara & Keskitalo, 2016). specifically discussing sids, Campbell and Barnett 
(2010, p. 9) stated that insurance has the potential to increase adaptive capacity 
as ‘people with insurance coverage are better able to recover from an extreme 
event than those without insurance cover’. this would increase adaptive capacity 
as communities could recover more quickly from a single impact climate change 
event, such as a cyclone, and prepare for the next potential climate change event.

however, the limited short-term adaptation benefit of insurance is a key cri-
tique that has emerged within the recent literature on insurance. o’hare, White, 
and Connelly (2016) first began to challenge the usefulness of insurance as an 
adaptation strategy in the case of flood insurance in low socio-economic com-
munities in europe. these scholars argue that insurance merely serves to uphold 
the status quo by reinstating damaged property in a ‘like for like’ fashion, which 
means that the original materials that were damaged are what is replaced by the 
insurers. accordingly, o’hare et al. (2016, p. 1) argue that this serves to ‘embed 
risky behaviours’ and inhibit change after an event as the original structure which 
was destroyed is reconstructed in the same way, which supports a non-progressive 
form of resilience that maintains the status quo. for o’hare et al. (2016), house-
hold natural perils insurance is therefore a form of maladaptation because it only 
addresses sudden and single event environmental hazards and does not adequately 
support long-term adaptation to a changing climate. this is an important critique 
to consider in the context of sids, which face both sudden and single event cli-
mate change risks (such as cyclones) and slow-onset risks (such as sea level rise).

an additional critique of insurance focusses upon the accessibility of insur-
ance schemes for vulnerable people within a population. drawing on social 
justice principles, o’hare and White (2018, p. 389) stated that because some indi-
viduals ‘might lack the resources required to … participate in insurance schemes’, 
encouraging the increased uptake of insurance as a method of individual adap-
tation may be inappropriate. for these scholars, as the high costs of insurance 
premiums exclude households from taking out insurance coverage, this strategy 
would not be suitable for members of the community unless the policies were 
subsidised. this is an important critique as international organisations, scholars 
and commercial organisations are increasingly promoting insurance as a suitable 
adaptation method for households, including those in low socio-economic com-
munities, around the world.

Within sids, due to the high costs associated with insurance, scholars have 
also directly questioned the practicality of insurance as an adaptation strategy 
within these nations. Baarsch and Kelman (2016) argue that as a result of exclu-
sionary clauses and premium costs, private insurance policies are likely to be of 
limited value in pacific sids. parsons, Brown, nalau, and fisher (2018) also note 
that business people in developing countries struggle with affording insurance; 
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therefore, it seems unlikely that members of the community, who are typically in 
a lower socio-economic bracket, would be capable of affording insurance as they 
may have less disposable income to take out an insurance policy and meet any 
required preconditions. Combined, the contributions of these authors suggest 
that there are many limitations of insurance as a form of adaptation in sids due 
to the high costs associated with this strategy.

in addition to the high costs associated with insurance, scholars have also 
critiqued insurance as an adaptation strategy in sids as only some community 
members will be eligible for coverage. surminski and oramas-dorta (2013) ques-
tioned the role of insurance as a form of adaptation across the region due to the 
range of climate change threats expected to affect sids. as many states across 
the pacific region will face increasing climate variability and more exposure to 
specific climate change risks, insurance companies will not be able to offer insur-
ance to all of society for all climate change risks. insurance will not be available 
to all members of society due to the issue of ‘insurability’ whereby many climate 
change-induced risks are not insurable from a commercial perspective (savitt, 
2017). this issue of insurability is problematic because as the risks of climate 
change become more certain with time, it is more likely that areas and commu-
nities that were once insurable become uninsurable. therefore, as the risks of 
climate change increase for sids, it is likely that in the future a lower share of the 
population will be eligible for an insurance payout despite investing in this type of 
adaptation in the present due to insurance companies progressively withdrawing 
coverage for increasingly high-risk areas.

despite historically low levels of insurance penetration within sids, financial 
institutions are increasingly attempting to gain further penetration at the house-
hold level within the region. according to lassa, surjan, Caballero-anthony, and 
fisher (2019), insurance uptake in the asia-pacific region is among the lowest in 
the world. this runs counter to mills’ (2005) earlier predictions that insurance 
coverage for natural perils insurance will increase significantly in the developing 
world, accounting for over half  of policies in the global market in a few decades. 
in samoa, a report produced by the university of the south pacific (usp) (2016) 
outlined the results of a financial programme, which included a module on insur-
ance, administered by a commercial bank. the report noted that all individu-
als who attended the programme run by the bank felt more confident about the 
insurance options that would work for them (university of the south pacific, 
2016). While there is limited research available about the frequency of these pro-
grammes in sids, the report from usp exemplifies how insurance providers are 
trying to educate potential customers on the benefits of insurance coverage and 
expand the insurance market throughout sids within the pacific.

potentially as a result of insurance companies seeking to expand into new mar-
kets, a significant part of the scholarship on insurance is focussed on exploring the 
design of insurance products for developing countries, especially designing out 
the risk of ‘moral hazard’ (linnerooth-Bayer et al., 2009). moral hazard refers to 
human behaviour that intentionally increases the exposure of insured individuals 
(mcleman & smit, 2006). miranda and vedenov (2001) argued that insurers have 
tried to manage this issue by creating index-based insurance products that reduce 
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the incentives for insured households to intentionally destroy their property  
(i.e. crops) in order to receive an insurance payout. for household insurance poli-
cies, the establishment of strict prerequisites households must meet in order to be 
eligible for insurance coverage can also be described as a way in which insurers are 
working to prevent moral hazard.

morale hazard is also a significant hazard generated by insurance coverage 
which has received little attention in the literature focussed on climate change 
insurance. similar to moral hazard, morale hazard also refers to human behaviour 
that increases the exposure of individuals to potential perils, but it differs because 
it is a result of unintentional rather than intentional actions. the outcomes of 
morale hazard can be equally as damaging as the outcomes of moral hazard.  
a notable exception to the dearth of literature on morale hazard and CCa is the 
work of mcleman and smit (2006) who reconceptualised the standard approach 
to vulnerability into the language of insurance and risk management and devel-
oped a new conceptual model of vulnerability. the authors applied their model 
to crop insurance products (designed to reduce losses from climate change) to 
determine the effect of insurance on the level of risk the farmers faced. through 
their novel approach, mcleman and smit (2006) found that morale hazard due 
to insurance coverage caused individuals to unintentionally make decisions that 
increased their exposure to climate change risks, for example, by choosing to grow 
a less diverse range of crops. therefore, this finding exposed that in addition to 
moral hazard, research should also explore how insurance may result in morale 
hazard and the extent to which this hazard might offset the potential benefits of 
insurance for reducing risk.

discussions about the role of insurance also feed into a larger debate about 
the responsibilities of different actors within society for managing environmental 
issues such as climate change. pretty and Ward (2001) argued that the responsi-
bility for the environment, traditionally managed by the state, was increasingly 
shifting to individuals through government policies. several scholars have argued 
that this shift in the traditional division of responsibilities between the state and 
society is a result of the governing regime of neoliberalism, which advocates for 
the elimination of price controls, deregulation of capital markets and increased 
privatisation (Blythe et al., 2018; Joseph, 2013). in the context of CCa, adger 
et al. (2013) argue that unclear social contracts between states and communities 
may be problematic, and therefore should be made explicit in order to promote 
effective and consistent long-term CCa.

if the social contract, the division of responsibilities between the state and 
society, becomes explicitly clear, individual community members may become 
abruptly responsible for adapting to environmental changes. vilcan (2017) has 
drawn on the governance concept of ‘responsibilisation’ to describe the process 
where responsibility shifts, or appears to shift, from governments to individuals 
within adapting communities. according to vilcan (2017), this process of respon-
sibilisation is driving individuals and communities to manage adaptation them-
selves, despite largely not being responsible for the issues causing the changes to 
their environment. explored largely in the context of flood risk management, the 
responsibilisation of the community requires citizens to manage and implement 



The Effects of Private Household Insurance on Climate Change 175

their own risk management initiatives, though there is doubt regarding their 
ability, or adaptive capacity, to do so (Walker, Whittle, medd, & Watson, 2010). 
research conducted by Bergsma, gupta, and Jong (2012) on the use of insurance 
to manage flood events in the netherlands suggested that the increasing use of this 
individualistic strategy has caused fragmentation in society. this breakdown of 
social ties within the community has resulted in a reduction in the overall capac-
ity of dutch society to manage the risks and adapt to flooding as households 
are acting autonomously, rather than collectively. this suggests that there is a 
strong link between a changing social contract (real or perceived), increasing indi-
vidual responsibilisation, individual insurance coverage and a reduced capacity  
in the community to respond to environmental issues, like flooding.

Customary Forms of Insurance in SIDS

scholars in the field of anthropology, economics and rural sociology have iden-
tified that in many developing country contexts, individuals and communities 
are more likely to rely on traditional relationships of reciprocity and mutual 
assistance to avoid losses rather than engaging with Western forms of insurance 
(fafchamps & lund, 2003; platteau, 1997). reciprocity essentially functions as a 
form of insurance as there is a strong belief  by community members that if  goods, 
such as money or food, are shared with others, they will be returned to a similar 
value in times of need. in many instances, if  a community member wants to leave 
the informal system without having to claim back their goods, the goods will be 
returned to them in their entirety (platteau, 1997). evidently, this is very different 
from the way in which Western insurance companies operate.

scholarship on traditional forms of insurance exploring the use of these socio-
cultural forms of insurance against climate-induced hazards within sids remains 
scant. despite the recognition that in developing countries, communities are more 
likely to use reciprocity as a form of protection against loss than commercial forms 
of insurance, there has been little systematic research exploring such social mecha-
nisms within sids nations in terms of their role as a form of insurance against 
the risks of climate change. notable exceptions include the work of perkins and 
Krause (2018) and hofmann (2017) who have explored traditional forms of insur-
ance used to protect communities from environmental changes in the federated 
states of micronesia (fsm). perkins and Krause (2018) identified how the sawei 
system operating in Yap state has enabled the local communities to adapt to cli-
mate change. the sawei system is a ‘bicultural system of tribute offerings, gift 
exchange, and disaster relief’ between mi [main island] and oi [outer island] cul-
tures (hunter-anderson & Zan, 1996, p. 1, as cited in perkins & Krause, 2018). 
as perkins and Krause (2018) noted, the structured movement of goods between 
the main and outer islands of Yap ceased long ago, but the legacy of the system 
continues to shape the relations between people living on the islands. perkins and 
Krause (2018, p. 73) have described the practice as an ‘adaptation of mutual reci-
procity’ since one set of islands provided the other set of islands with the resources 
they needed in order to survive. hofmann (2017, p. 88) similarly identified the 
movement of individuals and communities between islands in Chuuk state, 
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fsm, as a socio-cultural activity that served as a form of ‘insurance’ for the local  
communities. the ongoing use of these systems in Yap state and Chuuk state dur-
ing periods of environmental change indicates that they have a history of success 
in protecting the communities from loss.

While not directly referring to a form of mutual reciprocity, le de, gaillard, 
friesen, and smith (2015) recognised that samoan households consider the trans-
fer of money, or remittances, from family living abroad as a form of ‘self-insur-
ance’ during post-hazard periods. underpinning samoan society and all aspects 
of samoan life, including their economy, is fa’asamoa, or the ‘samoan way of 
life’. Fa’asamoa comprises three key aspects which include matai (chief  system), 
aiga (family) and religion (thornton et al., 2010, p. 1). parsons et al. (2018) argue 
that fa’asamoa plays a key role in driving decisions, including around CCa. in 
addition to attending religious services, households within samoa have a cultural 
obligation to donate generously to the church. as part of fa’asamoa, there is 
an expectation held within the community that each household will give finan-
cial donations to the church in their village. as noted by thornton et al. (2010,  
p. 7), this type of kinship obligation carries a significant financial burden which 
‘presents a dilemma for those who are struggling to cope with increasing hard-
ship’. however, the movement of money and other goods between families and 
the church can also be seen as a form of ‘community insurance’, as there is an 
expectation that social-cultural networks will support families in the aftermath of 
disasters. Clearly, given the recognition that societies in sids are utilising tradi-
tional and communal forms of insurance to protect themselves against losses, it is 
important to consider the extent to which this may impact the uptake of private 
insurance coverage.

in conclusion, despite the growing amount of literature focussing on adapta-
tion, significant gaps still remain. there is a dearth of studies that have sought 
to explore different people’s perceptions of insurance within developing countries 
through qualitative methodologies, and little is known about the uptake of house-
hold insurance as an adaptation strategy in the pacific. furthermore, of the schol-
arship that has addressed potential maladaptation caused by insurance, no research 
has explored the effect insurance coverage may have on CBa strategies. therefore, 
this study seeks to contribute to filling this gap by exploring how individuals in 
urban and peri-urban households in samoa perceive household insurance as a 
CCa strategy and how this influences their engagement in CBa strategies.

MEthoDoLogy
given the exploratory nature of the research project, semi-structured, conversa-
tional interviews were considered as the most culturally appropriate method in 
the context of the fieldwork location of samoa. Talanoa, which translates to sto-
rytelling, is a means of communicating that is appropriate in the pacific context, 
particularly in samoa, tonga and fiji (vaioleti, 2006). this form of communica-
tion allows meaning to be co-created in the interview process between the partici-
pant and the interviewer through the use of personal stories. this simultaneously 
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develops a sense of trust between the researcher and the participant which allows 
for sensitive or personal topics and information to be discussed safely.

research participants were recruited through a third party, a samoan research 
assistant. in accordance with ethics regulations, particular emphasis was given to 
informed consent and non-disclosure of research participants’ identity. interviews 
were conducted face-to-face by the first author, with a total of nine participants 
who represented the samoan public (referred to as Cm1-8 in the findings section) 
and a samoan representative from a major insurance company (iC1) in samoa. 
all participants agreed to have the interview recorded. interview transcripts were 
coded with nvivo 12 software and thematically analysed.

fINDINgs
this section presents the results obtained from interviews with community mem-
bers and an insurance company representative in samoa. three critical themes 
emerged from the interviews and are used to organise the results. the three key 
themes are: (1) a shared and strong sense of individual responsibility for adapta-
tion; (2) the technical and self-oriented approach to adaptation taken by house-
holds with natural perils insurance coverage; and (3) household insurance as a 
new challenge to the existing socio-cultural ‘insurance’ networks in samoa.

Strong Sense of Individual Responsibility for Adaptation within the Community

the first theme evident in the primary data concerns how different people (insur-
ance company representative, community members) perceived who was respon-
sible for planning for, and enacting, adaptation at the household level. in this 
section, we present the different perceptions the research participants held on the 
topic of individual responsibility for climate change in samoa.

research participants frequently raised the topic of responsibility for adapta-
tion. they questioned who was responsible for implementing CCa actions. the 
insurance company representative suggested that people in samoa did not possess 
a strong sense of responsibility for taking individual actions to reduce their vulner-
ability to environmental hazards, including those related to climate change, due to 
the samoan identity. samoan community members were perceived by the insurance 
company representative to ‘take things lightly’ and underestimate their risks:

i know our people. they just joke about everything and anything, [they] take things lightly. if  
they see a wave, you know, a big tsunami coming, they’re probably going to make a joke right 
before the tsunami hits them … but that’s just how our people are …. people can probably see 
those aids and people coming in to help build something. and then to them its ‘oh, we’re set-
tled. nothing to worry about. this is awesome.’ (iC1, 2019)

With this obviously paternalistic statement, the insurance company repre-
sentative suggested that this attitude made the samoan community dependent 
on external assistance. this comment also implied that the insurance company 
representative is of the opinion that samoan people are resistant to taking on the 
responsibility for enacting disaster risk reduction and CCa strategies. he also 
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characterised samoans as lacking motivation for change and void of a sense of 
personal responsibility for adaptation. instead, he considered samoan people 
to be reactive (responding to environmental hazards following extreme events) 
rather than proactive in their actions and mostly dependent on foreign (outside) 
knowledge, skills and financial support in times of crisis. however, as the follow-
ing paragraphs will show, this characterisation of samoan community members 
as dependent was not represented in most responses obtained from participants 
representing the community.

the majority of community members interviewed as part of this research 
expressed a strong sense of individual responsibility for adapting to the impacts 
of climate change, which included the desire to receive training in how to do so. 
When the topic of responsibility was raised with participant Cm7, for instance, 
she declared that ‘i think everybody should get involved.’ similarly, when partici-
pant Cm5 was reflecting on the responsibility of individuals to implement adaption 
strategies, she expressed a clear desire to take on more responsibility for CCa:

so, i think, i think whichever – governments, local governments or someone from overseas – should, 
what’s it called, empower our communities to do projects for climate resilience. (Cm5, 2019)

the above quote, which was representative of the views of most of the commu-
nity members interviewed in this research, highlights their view of shared respon-
sibility for CCa. rather than being merely dependent on outside assistance, Cm5 
articulated a more nuanced depiction of the relationships between external actors 
(international, national and local government institutions) and local communities. 
the adaptation policies and projects should empower community members (and 
communities) to be able to take responsibility for addressing the impacts of climate 
change. Community members did not appear unwilling to take on more responsibil-
ity at the community level for adapting to the impacts of climate variability, includ-
ing extreme weather events, and ongoing changing climate conditions. instead, 
community members were constrained to take on personal and collective respon-
sibilities for climate adaptation due to existing power dynamics and institutional 
arrangements. recognition of the need for community members to take responsibil-
ity for CCa and their desires to be given more responsibility through CCa policies 
and projects in the future was further emphasised by participants’ expressions of 
disapproval about other organisations being given responsibility for adaptation.

When discussing the role of the Church (which includes a diverse range of 
different Christian denominations) within samoan society, one community par-
ticipant (Cm6) spoke about her opposition to samoans being dependent on such 
organisations for assistance with adaptation (and in post-hazard periods). in 
samoa, Cm6 noted, religious groups as well as ngos and international aid agen-
cies were involved in projects to assist samoan communities to adapt to climate 
change. several research participants spoke disapprovingly about such organisa-
tions, sources of foreign aid and the ongoing pattern of receiving aid from exter-
nal sources as a way to cope with extreme events.

But i would never expect the church to come help, which is why as you can see, i put a lot of 
effort into doing what i think [is important] and that is for my own safety, for my own future. 
(Cm6, 2019)
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for Cm6, individuals were (or should be) taking responsibility for  
adaptation, rather than relying on outside assistance (including insurance com-
panies). the sense of individual responsibility and the emphasis on individuals’ 
agency (and capacities to enact changes) were strongly expressed by the samoan 
community members who participated in this study, which contrasted with the 
insurance company representative’s depiction of samoans as being dependent on 
foreign assistance and unmotivated to take actions to reduce their vulnerability 
and adapt to climate change.

Technical and Self-oriented Approach to Adaptation by Households with  
Natural Perils Insurance

the second theme developed from the interviews reflects the way in which house-
holds with natural perils insurance engage in adaptation in a more self-oriented 
and technical manner compared to non-insured participants. in this section, dif-
ferent strategies that households implement or engage with in order to adapt to 
climate change are explored. the strong sense of responsibility that community 
member participants in this research feel towards CCa is clearly evident in their 
reported behaviour and engagement with adaptation strategies. five out of the 
six participants that did not have natural perils insurance coverage were involved 
in implementing or engaging with strategies at both the household and commu-
nity level. the other two participants, who had natural perils insurance, did not 
report engagement in CBa strategies, such as growing community crops inland, 
planting community trees or attending community seminars.

When participants discussed whether they were using household natural perils 
insurance to adapt to climate change, the two households with the natural perils 
insurance coverage focussed on describing the logical nature of their behaviour to 
take out an insurance policy. Both participants indicated that investing in an insur-
ance policy with natural perils coverage was a logical decision considering they 
were living in samoa, an environment exposed to climatic and other hazards. for 
these participants, it was logical because they trusted that their insurance policies 
would cover the value of their properties in the instance of an environmental haz-
ard linked to climate change. Both participants also highlighted that their house-
holds have been a big investment for them, and thus, they are ‘worth’ protecting:

i grew up in new Zealand so if  you want to protect your investment, it’s not a stupid thing to 
do, especially when you’re in an area which does have cyclones. (Cm1, 2019)

so, when i moved back to samoa, we bought a cemented concrete double storey building, 
injected a lot of money for renovation, making sure we get everything done. insurance on the 
house, insurance for both businesses, the coffee shop and the [restaurant], insurance on the cars, 
dogs, … everything. (Cm2, 2019)

Clearly from the perspective of these householders, the use of this strategy in 
samoa was a rational choice to protect the financial value of their investment, their 
household. the participants also indicated that their decision to take out house-
hold insurance was significantly shaped by their international experiences. Cm1 
directly noted that their experience living in new Zealand shaped their thoughts 
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on insurance. this participant alluded to the importance of accumulating wealth 
and protecting it, through the purchase of property, which, according to the par-
ticipant, is symbolic of the culture in new Zealand. additionally, throughout 
the interview with Cm2, the participant also described how experiences of liv-
ing in europe and new Zealand shaped their worldview, which included their 
opinions on the importance of insurance. these comments strongly reflect how 
participants have brought the concept of insurance and ways of thinking about 
this strategy back to samoa.

unlike the participants who use natural perils insurance as a form of adap-
tation, other research participants perceived insurance as an illogical waste of 
money. the one participant who had household insurance without natural per-
ils insurance and the two participants who no longer had insurance coverage 
expressed far more critical opinions of insurance as a suitable adaptation strat-
egy compared to the participants with natural perils coverage. instead, these par-
ticipants claimed that insurance was an illogical choice for economic reasons. a 
major concern of these participants was that in the instance of an environmental 
hazard that caused damage to their property, the amount of compensation they 
would receive after making a claim with the insurance company would be less 
than the amount of money they had paid the insurance company in premium fees:

if  i add all the premiums that they can ask me to pay them on a yearly basis, and then compare 
it to any damages that would occur, whether it be from climate change or strong winds or what-
ever, i think i would much rather fork out the money and it will cost less. (Cm3, 2019)

this attitude was expressed as a result of previous personal experiences and 
stories of other people within the community who had experienced difficulty 
when making claims with insurance companies. another participant also dem-
onstrated her scepticism of insurance, stating ‘like i said, i’m very wary of their 
small print that they have’ (Cm7, 2019) due to a past experience trying to gain 
compensation from an insurance company after a cyclone struck her property. 
Clearly, these critical reflections on insurance reveal there are very different per-
ceptions of the value of insurance and experiences with the trustworthiness of 
insurance companies among the participants interviewed in this research project 
within samoa.

participants with natural perils insurance had homes that were built to a higher 
technical standard than participants without insurance. When discussing the resil-
ience of their household, three participants identified that they had built or pur-
chased a home that was resilient to the effects of climate change. two of these 
participants also had the natural perils insurance to adapt to climate change, while 
the other participant did not. despite all three participants identifying that they 
had built or purchased a resilient house, there was a marked difference between the 
insured participants and the participant without insurance. the insured participants 
focussed on how their home had been built to a specific standard, such as a ‘Kiwi 
Build’ (Cm2, 2019) standard, or designed by a certified ‘engineer’ (Cm1, 2019) to 
be resilient to climate change. however, when the participant without insurance 
was explaining how they were building a new house with concrete in order to be 
‘stronger and cooler’ (Cm8, 2019), they mentioned that it was not designed by an 
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engineer, but a friend of the family, a builder. When discussing the construction of 
the home, this participant reflected on how the quality of the workmanship had 
occasionally been poor. as a result, several contractors had been used to build the 
home. these responses suggest that there was likely to be a difference in the quality 
and resilience of the homes of the insured participants compared to the uninsured 
participants – probably due to the wealth differences – despite the three participants 
identifying that they were implementing the same strategy.

the insurance company representative indicated that in order to obtain insur-
ance certain building requirements (such as an engineer’s report) specific to the 
insurance company must be met. according to the insurance company repre-
sentative, many households in samoa are still living in traditional housing situ-
ations, such as ‘huts, with coconut leaves as roofing’ (iC1, 2019). the insurance 
company representative acknowledged that this was a problematic situation for 
these households as it would be a barrier preventing them from obtaining insur-
ance coverage. the insurance company indicated that these households would 
be excluded from coverage as the risk of damage to their household would be 
too high, and therefore, the insurance company would be unwilling to provide 
insurance coverage. the insurance company representative described how their 
process of assessing households to determine whether they are insurable excludes 
many types of buildings, in favour of buildings which are constructed to a higher 
technical standard:

and so, if  we go to see a building and it’s a rundown building, i would say, uh … it’s made out 
of timber [for example], it’s a risk that we probably would not want to take, and therefore we will 
probably have to decline [their request for insurance]. and so, [because of that], i’m sure people 
won’t bother to insure, unless they have a brand-new house or very solid building. (iC1, 2019)

additionally, the participants with household insurance had more technical 
strategies to prepare for the post-hazard period. drawing on an experience with 
Cyclone evan in 2012, when most of the electricity in apia was down for months, 
participant Cm2 described why it was necessary to install a generator and a water 
tank. the participant emphasised the practicality of this adaptation strategy, as 
it would allow them to remain ‘functional’ if  another devastating event should 
occur, unlike in the aftermath of Cyclone evan:

so, making sure you have a water tank and making sure you have a generator and the generator 
to run electricity for the property. for example, we have a generator here, at home, at the restau-
rant, just to make sure that you know, you know, you can keep the food cool. then, if  you need 
maybe a place to go, then you know everything is functional. (Cm2, 2019)

during the interview, the participant also mentioned how other community 
members seemed to challenge the participant’s decision to invest in this strategy. 
the participant described how other people in the community had questioned his 
decision to replace the existing generator, ‘and people will say, well, why are you 
buying a new generator?’ (Cm2, 2019), rather than expressing support for the 
decision. despite this, the participant stated that they proceeded with the genera-
tor as they felt that in samoa ‘you just need to be in the state of mind of always 
being on the safe side’ (Cm2, 2019). Considered in the context of the interviews 
with the community members, this further represents the self-oriented behaviour 
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of the insured participant as they spent money on their own adaptation strategy, 
rather than giving it to CBa projects which would benefit the broader community.

When non-insured members of the community discussed how they were 
adapting to the anticipated losses from an environmental hazard, they identified 
less technical strategies. one participant without household insurance mentioned 
that her household has a basic ‘preparation kit’ (Cm4, 2019) which contains sim-
ple emergency supplies, such as a torch and non-perishable food, that they can 
use in the event of an environmental hazard, such as a cyclone. Compared to the 
participant using generators and water storage, this strategy allows this partici-
pant to cope, rather than remain functional. there is clearly a big technical differ-
ence in the strategies that the household with natural perils insurance and the one 
without natural perils insurance are using in preparing for climate change events.

furthermore, the adaptation strategy that was most frequently discussed by 
participants within the interviews was ongoing basic do-it-yourself  (diY) main-
tenance to their home in order to make it secure and ready for weather events 
which may be aggravated by climate change. Conducting ongoing diY main-
tenance to their house was the strategy that most participants identified imple-
menting in order to adapt to climate change at the household level. for most 
participants, this meant ‘nailing down’ (Cm7, 2019) or ‘buckling down’ (Cm6, 
2019) the surface material of their home in order to make it more stable before 
cyclone season. this strategy was also suggested by one of the participants with 
natural perils insurance coverage as a strategy that would be most appropriate for 
other people within the community to implement. despite having insurance for 
their own home, this participant said that ‘tying down their roofs’ (Cm1, 2019) 
would be the most appropriate adaptation strategy that other members of the 
community should do, rather than purchase household insurance. this suggests 
that less technical solutions are considered unsuitable for households that have 
insurance. however, this may be because insured households are built to a higher 
standard than those without natural perils insurance.

the participants without natural perils insurance expressed a strong sense of 
awareness and involvement in community adaptation events that were occurring 
in their village, and more broadly across samoa. many participants spoke of 
their awareness about local initiatives that they could participate in, such as com-
munity meetings, through to nation-wide initiatives, like tree planting. research 
participants without insurance coverage for natural perils described themselves 
as being ‘very busy’ in their day-to-day lives in samoa, but despite their busy 
schedules, they discussed their involvement in community-based strategies. these 
participants identified that these initiatives were successful because people across 
the community were all doing their part:

i think tree planting is one of the best ways that we’re all doing. (Cm6, 2019)

furthermore, these participants without natural perils insurance also dis-
cussed the collective benefits that participating in these projects could have for 
community resilience. attending seminars, meetings and participating in com-
munity-based emergency drills were strategies and adaptation events that sev-
eral participants reported actively engaging in. three participants identified that 
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their communities were implementing these CBa strategies, such as engaging in  
community seminars or emergency drills, in order to ensure that people within 
the community were prepared for environmental hazards associated with climate 
change, such as cyclones and other hazards like earthquakes and tsunamis. the 
importance of these events was emphasised by these participants as they bring the 
community together and ensure that everyone is aware of what to do in the case 
of an emergency:

Yeah, i think with our church community we actually had like a session where the pastor would 
make sure that we understand, especially with the cyclones, and when we had the earthquake. 
they actually gave a little session about, you know, preparing and being prepared. When there 
would be a cyclone we would have to evacuate, the numbers to call, you know we have 911 now, 
and where a centre would be for our church community to actually come and gather together, 
say if  something happened. so, we have the church community hall that actually caters if  a 
disaster came up and people who have their houses destroyed or something. they can actually 
be, they are supposed to come there for shelter. (Cm3, 2019)

additionally, the important environmental and social outcomes that partici-
pating in CBa strategies could have on the environment were also highlighted by 
participants without insurance. the participants without insurance spoke about 
how strategies such as the community planting initiatives directly help to address 
the cause of climate change by reducing atmospheric carbon dioxide, while simul-
taneously helping to enable community members to adapt to rising temperatures 
because it provides shade for people. of all the adaption strategies mentioned 
by participants, this strategy was the one that resonated most strongly with the 
majority of participants:

to plant trees to save the, uh, the climate. [they] will help with all the changing of the weather. 
so, i think everybody’s aware of trying to plant, and don’t cut down those trees, but leave some …. 
Yeah, everybody goes out and plants some. it’s called conservation day. they have it on a 
monday, usually it’s on a monday and it’s a day off  ….that’s what we’re doing. (Cm7, 2019)

however, when the topic of CBa was raised with participants during the inter-
views, participants with natural perils insurance did not have many comments to 
share about strategies being implemented within their communities. an exception 
to this was one participant expressing their awareness about community seminars 
being held in order to help with CCa. however, they stated that they were too 
busy at work to attend community events of this nature:

Well, actually, not much. i am pretty much busy with my two family businesses that i don’t get 
much time to go to events or conferences. (Cm2, 2019)

these reactions clearly reflect how attending community events, like seminars, 
is of a low priority to these insured participants as they were unable to spare time 
to attend the events. this is particularly clear when compared to the responses of 
the participants without natural perils insurance, as they described being simi-
larly busy in their everyday lives.

furthermore, when discussing CBa projects, participants with natural perils 
insurance chose to highlight that they perceived the actions of other community 
members as irresponsible. these participants highlighted that they felt commu-
nity members made poor personal choices as they did not take proactive action to 
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adapt. one of the participants with insurance focussed on the choice of individuals  
within the community to live in vulnerable areas, while the other participant 
focussed on the reactive nature of people within the samoan community:

um … because, you know, a lot of it is up to personal choice because a lot of people choose 
to live in vulnerable areas, because of their family connection. sometimes they feel they have 
nowhere else to go. so, you know, they have made themselves more vulnerable to climate change 
by choice. not because they want to be vulnerable, but because that’s where they decided to live, 
and they are well aware of the risks of living there. (Cm1, 2019)

What i think, samoa has never been a very proactive country … it’s kind of a last-minute rush 
to the shops and trying to buy candles, some canned food, or try to fix the house, everything 
happens very last minute. (Cm2, 2019)

these criticisms emphasise how the participants who have natural perils insur-
ance believe that individuals are responsible for managing risks associated with 
climate change-related hazards. this approach reflects a self-oriented approach 
to adaptation and helps to explain why they may not be engaging as actively as 
people without insurance in community-based initiatives.

Clearly, despite the active and meaningful participation and engagement in 
community strategies reported by most participants, there was a distinct lack of 
engagement in these strategies reported by the two participants who were using 
insurance as a household adaptation strategy. as shown, the participants with 
natural perils insurance did not report engaging in adaptation strategies beyond 
the household level, unlike other participants without natural perils insurance. 
the focus of these participants on their own households reflects a self-oriented 
approach to adaptation.

Private Household Insurance as a New Challenge to Existing Socio-Cultural 
Security Networks in Samoa

the third major theme that emerged from the data concerns the way in which 
insurance is perceived as a new challenge to the existing socio-cultural security 
networks that operate in samoa. this section explores how participants without 
insurance perceived it as a foreign concept and an expensive form of adaptation 
that challenges the existing cultural obligations of samoa. participants also iden-
tified an existing form of socio-cultural insurance in samoa, which the introduc-
tion of Western insurance products appears to be challenging.

for most participants, the alien nature of insurance was identified as the rea-
son why insurance penetration was so low in samoa. some participants suggested 
that only people living in the capital city, apia, would be aware of insurance, and 
that the community members living further from the nation’s capital would be 
unaware of the concept. one participant directly stated that insurance is a con-
cept from abroad:

With all due respect from the samoan community, this concept of insurance … it comes from 
overseas. (Cm4, 2019)

the perspective of the insurance company representative confirmed these views, 
emphasising that this was an issue that needed to be addressed. he described an 
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awareness-raising initiative which involved speaking to children in several schools. 
however, it was acknowledged that this initiative would exclude the vast majority 
of the population. the response from the insurance company shows that insur-
ance is currently not a widely used strategy within samoa, but attempts are being 
made by the industry to promote the strategy in places beyond the capital apia in 
order to increase the uptake of coverage:

Well, we did once get involved with something that was arranged with the Central Bank of 
samoa, where we did speak to about 100+ students from different schools and talk about insur-
ance. But as you know, those types of programs and workshops would really help [promote 
insurance] not only for students, but to the public in general. We get a lot of profiles for com-
mercial risk and these people understand the importance of insurance, but it’s the other maybe 
80% of the community who don’t understand is the concern for us. and it’s them that are the 
target. not so much that we want their money …. (iC1, 2019)

many participants also highlighted that fulfilling cultural obligations was of 
a higher priority than purchasing insurance in the samoan context. most of the 
participants interviewed raised the cultural obligations towards which they are 
expected to contribute as a major barrier limiting their financial capacity to take 
out insurance coverage. donations to the Church and financial support to family 
members are expected and some participants identified that this was due to the 
competitive culture that existed between households, where they needed to donate 
more money than other families, especially to the Church, in order to retain a 
high social standing:

i’m not sure if  it’s culture but you know how we do fa’lavelave [funeral, wedding, other life-
altering event]. We have obligations to do like funeral, family bestowments and also we have 
obligations when we become chief. so, most of the family have to give money to church, to the 
village, and fa’lavelave. i think the mentality is that when it comes to fa’lavelave, when it comes 
to funeral and things like that it becomes the priority for most of samoan families give a lot of 
money to funerals and stuff. (Cm5, 2019)

evidently, the cultural traditions and obligations within samoa place a large 
financial burden on households, which plays an important role in shaping house-
hold uptake of insurance. While the insurance company representative agreed 
that insurance is expensive, he also emphasised that it was an attainable form of 
CCa for members of the broader samoan community. When discussing the con-
siderable costs of insurance coverage including natural perils coverage in samoa, 
the insurance company representative acknowledged that it was expensive for the 
average family in samoa. similar to participants from the community, he also 
noted that cultural events are a priority for many families which limits their finan-
cial resources. Yet he also suggested that if  a household wanted to ignore these 
cultural obligations in order to take out insurance, it would be possible:

Because if  it’s important, if  you understand and if  you know what’s important, regardless, you 
put money into it. i think money will come second or third to being the issue. But if  your mind 
is set to something, and you know how important it is, then regardless if  it’s expensive or unaf-
fordable, you make, you make an effort to, to get there and do something about it. (iC1, 2019)

Yet the insurance company also acknowledged that they were considering 
potential strategies to assist households in overcoming the financial barriers that 



186 ashleY Bartlett et al.

prevent samoan families from taking out insurance coverage. the representative 
expressed that it was difficult for households to take out insurance coverage due 
to high premium costs and the prerequisites they must meet, such as an engineer-
ing certificate of the property. as a result, the company was exploring potential 
ways they could assist households in taking out coverage.

When discussing the topic of choosing whether insurance was necessary in 
samoa, many participants expressed that there is an existing system that serves 
as a form of insurance against losses in samoa. many participants talked about 
how they felt that Western insurance was not necessary in samoa. in particular, 
participant Cm8, who had spent more than 50 years living in new Zealand and 
had had household insurance coverage for his home there, reflected on the deci-
sion to return back to samoa and to not take out insurance coverage for the fam-
ily home in samoa:

But it did arise in my mind that this is home and there is no need for insurance. (Cm8, 2019)

taking time to think about the reasoning for this response, this participant 
expressed that there was a culture of reciprocity that already existed in samoa 
before the concept of insurance was introduced.

i’m finding that insurance maybe is a foreign idea that gets pushed and slowly creeps in…. and, 
it takes away that openness to compensate for (imitates the voice of a young boy) ‘fa’amolemole 
(please), can i please have some money or some mangos to eat because our crops aren’t going 
too well?’. (Cm8, 2019)

this response highlights how people in samoa have managed difficulties and hard 
times by drawing on their social network. While the participant was sharing this 
opinion, he also shared a story of an interaction with a young boy that had occurred 
during the morning, just prior to our interview. the young boy from a neighbour-
ing house in his village had come over to ask for some mangos to eat because his 
family was hungry. this story helped to emphasise how close social relationships are 
between people within the community in samoa, literally and physically, and that 
they serve as a form of insurance for many people within the community.

DIscussIoN AND coNcLusIoN
given that CBa strategies are an essential part of samoa’s approach to adap-
tation, there is a risk that increased insurance coverage may have a significant 
impact on the adaptation outcomes of samoa. Within the scholarship, there is 
consensus that CBa strategies are an essential way in which sids, including 
samoa, can successfully adapt to climate change. this is due to how CBa strate-
gies allow for CCa to be implemented from the ‘bottom up’, with interventions 
and projects designed at the grassroots level to address climate change impacts 
that will be of concern to people at the local level. Within samoa, participants 
in this research confirmed that CBa projects are addressing a range of climate 
change effects affecting the community at the local level. however, despite the 
relative success of CBa in samoa, there is also a parallel push by insurance pro-
viders, development agencies and government to increase the number of people 



The Effects of Private Household Insurance on Climate Change 187

taking out private household insurance across the country as a way to reduce the 
risks to their properties posed by climate change-related natural hazards. Yet, if  
there is indeed a tendency of insured households to become more self-oriented, 
the success of CBa projects may be reduced due to a decrease in the level of par-
ticipation of insured households in CBa strategies.

furthermore, the eligibility criteria that prevent many members of the samoan 
community from gaining insurance challenge the assumption that insurance 
coverage can be a widely adopted adaptation strategy by households. as shown 
within the literature on CCa, there is some confidence that insurance can support 
adaptation efforts in communities in developing countries. however, a growing 
portion of the literature has identified that there are several social justice and 
equity issues that act as barriers preventing large parts of the population from 
gaining coverage. scholars have identified the costs of insurance premiums and 
the location of households as two significant barriers preventing the uptake of 
insurance (Baarsch & Kelman, 2016; parsons et al., 2018; phelan, 2011; picard, 
2008). as identified in the findings section, insurance companies are addressing 
the cost issue by considering subsidised premiums for households. however, it 
was also revealed by the insurance company representative that insurance compa-
nies require households to confirm the structural integrity of their homes before 
they can be insured. it was acknowledged by the insurance company that many 
households in samoa are constructed with traditional building materials such 
as coconut husks, rather than the materials used in modern Western homes, and 
consequently, these households would be unable to take out insurance.

given the collective nature of samoan society, the socio-cultural system, 
fa’asamoa, can be understood as a traditional form of insurance as it helps to pre-
vent loss across society. as demonstrated in the results from this research, many 
community members interviewed for this research expressly referred to how the 
samoan way of life, or fa’asamoa, has played a significant role in shaping their 
actions, including those around adaptation. as many participants noted, because 
fa’asamoa promotes the generous sharing of resources, including money, food and 
gifts, within family and the wider community, in times of hardship it is likely that 
these resources will flow back to those who give generously. the role that fa’asamoa 
has on providing community members with a sense of protection from loss is 
important because it clearly demonstrates that a traditional form of insurance is 
already in use in samoa. therefore, efforts to increase the penetration of Western 
insurance products within samoa, and potentially other sids nations, must be 
cognisant of existing cultural systems that may already be providing this protection 
to the community. it is important to recognise the role of traditional socio-cultural 
systems as it is crucial to support adaptation strategies that are culturally relevant 
to communities in order to ensure that adaptation effects are successful.

the importance of non-Western knowledge is becoming increasingly more 
appreciated within the literature on environmental management issues. increasingly, 
scholars, policymakers and adaptation practitioners are recognising the importance 
of local knowledge in discussions about direct actions to address climate change, 
including adaptation policies and practices. political and community leaders from 
sids nations themselves are demanding that the leading Western nations consider 
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the value of local knowledge and embed it within climate adaptation policies and 
projects. to date, aside from the research conducted by perkins and Krause (2018) 
and hofmann (2017) in fsm, and le de et al. (2015) in samoa, there is a dearth 
of studies explicitly exploring traditional insurance systems in the context of CCa 
in pacific sids nations including samoa. this research adds to the growing body 
of literature that is seeking to emphasise the value of non-Western approaches to 
environmental issues, including CCa. therefore, recognising the role of fa’asamoa 
in samoa is an important contribution to the adaptation literature as it further 
confirms that traditional socio-cultural systems based on reciprocity are valuable 
non-Western forms of insurance that are proven to play a vital role in protecting 
communities from loss during times of environmental change.

Without understanding the impacts of introducing Western adaptation strate-
gies into non-Western nations, tensions may develop that limit the social cohe-
siveness of the community. rather than providing improved human security for 
the wider community, the introduction of insurance may create some tension or 
social disparity within samoan society between those households with insurance 
and those without insurance. the tension could intensify as households with-
out insurance continue to give the majority of their resources to their family or 
church (for the collective benefit). in contrast, those with insurance are, or may 
in the future, reduce their donations in order to pay their insurance premium 
and implement adaptation strategies to their household. this highlights how the 
introduction of insurance might support adaptation to climate change on the 
one hand, yet may also simultaneously disrupt existing social-cultural practices 
on the other. in the case of samoa, the existing socio-cultural system has already 
been shown to be considered a traditional form of insurance for many people 
within the community. given the importance of social networks in samoa, this is 
an important finding that must be considered when insurance is encouraged as a 
form of adaptation in sids such as samoa.

a growing amount of literature has been published by academics on the impe-
rialist nature of the approach to CCa led by Western nations. scholars such as 
sealey-huggins (2017) have suggested that the CCa industry is a new form of 
imperialism as it forces developing countries to adopt particular strategies for the 
benefit of a developed nation. according to sealey-huggins (2017), the capacity 
of people to survive is recast as a commodity and thus something that can be 
financialised and traded by agencies who claim the authority of having resources 
to help alleviate their vulnerability. this critical view is supported by moulton 
and machado (2019) who argued that the damage caused by hurricanes irma and 
maria was problematised as a physical issue that required a technical response 
which could be solved by fossil fuel imports and hard solutions, which further 
embedded the historical debt issues faced by the Caribbean sids. the concerns 
raised by participants about the extractive nature of insurance companies can be 
understood in this way as foreign-owned insurance companies offer insurance to 
vulnerable members of the community, and similar to colonists before them, are 
actively engaged in extracting resources from the nation.

the results from this exploratory study with a small sample size illustrate that 
there is a need for further empirical research to determine whether this pattern 
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of insured households not engaging in CBa is observable at a broader scale.  
if  future studies determine that this pattern is evident across the nation, increas-
ing penetration of private insurance products in samoa may lead to a fragmen-
tation across the samoan community which may have a noticeable impact on 
samoa’s adaptive capacity, and thus adaptation outcomes.
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