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Abstract: This paper will explore social change in contemporary Samoan society with respect to
the traditional expectations of the church and kinship conflicting with the modern needs of an
urbanising population. In the Samoan way of life – the fa’aSamoa – religion, matai (chiefly system)
and reciprocal ‘gift-giving’ kinship arrangements among the aiga (extended family) are fundamental
and closely related elements. However, pressures from continued integration into the global
economy, the importance of remittance income and related migration of well-educated and highly
skilled Samoans overseas are presenting several challenges to the strongly held traditions of kinship
and church obligations. Among these challenges, low-income households are increasingly placing
the material well-being of the immediate household first, thus ‘opting out’ of the culturally defined
primary obligation to the church and risk alienation from beneficial familial ties. As a result,
settlement patterns are shifting towards leaseholds in urbanising Apia, with consequences, we will
speculate, that may have deeper cultural implications. Our research revealed that the church has
been slow to accept that, increasingly, Samoans are seeking relief from hardships that spirituality
alone cannot address. However, given its influence, strengths and resources, the church is well
positioned to take a lead role in facilitating opportunities for ‘bottom-up’, alternative development in
Samoa, as well as providing lessons for church-led participatory approaches in the Pacific Island
Region.
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Introduction

The importance of kinship and social networks
to cultural stability, and as an economic lifeline
among households and individuals in small
Pacific Island countries (PICs), is well docu-
mented (Ward, 1959, 2005; Oliver, 1961;
Holmes, 1980; Macpherson, 1999). Tradition-
ally, kinship and Christianity form the founda-
tion for all political, economic and social
organisation, and are inextricably linked.
Kinship and social networks involve a recipro-
cal system of gift-giving, where material and
financial support are exchanged, shared and
re-distributed among the aiga (extended family).
This support also extends to meeting the mate-

rial and financial needs of the pastor and his
residence (Samoa National Human Develop-
ment Report, 2006: 41). The matai (titled person
or chief) ensures equitable collection and distri-
bution of material and financial support. In
return for this support, village pastors ensure the
spiritual well-being of their church members.
This form of reciprocation among the aiga and
the church continue to shape Samoan society in
the twenty-first century.

Samoa is unique, however, in that its experi-
ence with colonisation has been relatively brief,
compared with other PICs, and religion initially
struggled to attain an ideological foothold and
subvert the authority of the matai (chiefs).
Although Christian missionaries were present in
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Samoa from the 1830s, it was not until the
twentieth century that the missionaries realised
that the future of the church in Samoa depended
on a close alliance with traditional leaders. In a
sense, the establishment of a permanent congre-
gation depended upon the willingness of the
church to adapt to traditional Samoan culture.
With the approval of the matai, Christianity
expanded quickly, and Western religion pro-
gressively became a fundamental part of
Samoan cultural identity.

Upon achieving their constitutional indepen-
dence in 1962, Samoans ensured that the role of
kinship and the authority of the matai in local
and national government were retained in the
constitution (Macpherson, 1999). At the village
level, the matai make decisions regarding the
collection, allocation and division of resources
for the aiga (extended family), which includes
land allocation. In addition, this often includes
choosing the religious denomination that will
receive financial support from the village. Some
academics have suggested that village matai
compete with neighbouring villages in the
costly construction of large churches, as a
symbol of the wealth and status of the village
(Muliaina, 2006; M. Kerslake, pers. comm.,
2007). Resources for the expansion of the
church and livelihoods of pastors are heavily
dependent on remittances from Samoan family
members who are working abroad. Approxi-
mately 63% of Samoan households use remit-
tance income for ‘social uses’, with 41%
typically directed to support churches (Brown
and Ahlburg, 1999: 334). A church in the host
country (e.g. Australia or New Zealand) of a
Samoan migrant worker will hold donations in a
local bank account on behalf of the church in
the country of origin (Samoa) (Brown and
Ahlburg, 1999). This type of kinship obligation
carries a significant financial burden, which can
represent more than 30% of family income
(International Religious Freedom Report, 2006).

The issue of landless families and individuals,
although not a new issue (Johnston, 1953;
Ward and Kingdon, 1995), has recently
been raised as a growing concern in the Samoa
National Human Development Report
(SNHDR) (Muagututi’a, 2006: 30, 58, 63) and
the Report of the Census of Population and
Housing 2001 (Government of Samoa, 2001).
Presently, the extent of landlessness in urban

Samoa and its relationship to financial obliga-
tions of kinship are not clear. Although the
notion of landless Samoans appears contradic-
tory, given the nature of customary land owner-
ship in the country, nevertheless, interview
respondents raised the issue in connection with
a severing of ties between urbanised Samoans
and their rural kin. Closely linked to the
responses of fraying of kinship ties is a shift
among low-income groups in Samoa to the
‘new’ or non-mainline churches. Respondents,
in addition to the SNHDR and 2001 Census
documents, claim that among the most vulner-
able households are urban villagers without
land. Increasing landless individuals and house-
holds have been identified as those most
affected by hardship, which is a ‘new public
concern’ and ‘less recognised than before’
(Muagututi’a, 2006: 58). Academics familiar
with Samoan society, however, have noted sig-
nificant changes in settlement patterns and
village organisation. In his contextual analysis
of these changes, Ward (2005) has suggested
that a detailed understanding of changes in
settlement as signals, or markers, of changes
within Samoan society itself is overdue. As
Ward recognises, the last examination of
changes in the socioeconomic and political
organisation of Samoan society was conducted
in the mid-1950s (Ward, 2005: 117). A study of
this kind would therefore be timely. As the
recently published SNHDR (Muagututi’a, 2006:
62) suggests, households are experiencing a
‘financial burden from increasing costs of
living’, during a period of systemic economic
change and the government’s pursuit of World
Trade Organisation (WTO) status. In addition,
the SNHDR finds households have paid, on
average, up to 52 million tala1 annually to both
cultural (e.g. weddings, funerals, title bestowals)
and church obligations. However, linking the
financial burden of these obligations to rela-
tively recent increases in the urban poor popu-
lation among indigenous Samoans has not yet
been investigated in any systematic way. These
issues are important, as any discussion about
change in church and kinship relationships is
essentially a discussion of the fa’aSamoa (the
Samoan ‘way of life’). Familial reciprocal
exchanges among the aiga and the church form
the foundation of Samoan society; the two are
inseparable. External change or influences

A. Thornton et al.

© 2010 The Authors
Journal compilation © 2010 Victoria University of Wellington

2



precipitated by economic openness, and/or
deeper integration with the global economy,
can arguably have some impact on important
decisions at the household level, in terms of
financial resource allocation.

During the course of this research, the notion
that all Samoans benefit from a tradition of
financial and material reciprocity, which
includes customary land use privileges,
emerged as a contentious issue. Previous
research (unpublished, M. Kerslake, pers.
comm., 2007) in the study area indicated that
poor households,2 and individuals are becom-
ing increasingly disconnected from traditional
kinship arrangements. These kinship arrange-
ments include land security and remittances
from overseas family members, which are vital
to household social and financial life in Samoa
(M. Kerslake, pers. comm., 2007). In investigat-
ing the potential origins and impacts of increas-
ingly disconnected kinship arrangements and its
effect on changing attitudes towards the church,
the following issues emerged:
• Are economic ‘push factors’ resulting in

households ‘opting-out’ of cultural obliga-
tions to provide financial support to the
church?

• Has this opting-out coincided with the
relatively recent growth of non-mainstream
religious denominations in Samoan
communities?

• Do Samoans feel that they give too much and
receive too little from the church?

• Does the church provide for social or
community development, beyond spiritual
needs?

• Key documents refer to ‘landless’ Samoans,
but offer no decisive explanations of what it
means to be ‘landless’ in Samoa (Govern-
ment of Samoa, 2001: 31; Samoa National
Human Development report, 2006: 30, 58,
62)
The basic hypothesis of this research is that

households and/or individuals might consider
‘opting-out’ of kinship and church obligations
when either the financial strain becomes too
severe, or, alternatively, for purely ideological
reasons, or possibly some combination of the
two. In so doing, people might risk alienation
from reciprocal familial or social networks,
customary safety nets, such as land security
and remittances and, ultimately, may experi-

ence economic hardship and social exclusion.
In testing this core supposition of alienation
and obligation, two key questions were
addressed: first, are the expectations of church
and kinship at the village level out of sync
with the economic realities and material needs
of an urbanising Samoa? Second, with increas-
ing poverty and inequality in Samoa, to what
extent is the church committed to community
and social development and supporting indi-
vidual and household needs beyond spiritual
development?

Methodology

This research combines qualitative and quanti-
tative data collection with spatial analyses of
low-income and ‘landless’ households in and
around Apia, Samoa’s capital. Whereas the
research is ongoing, this paper will consider
results from the qualitative stage, which
included semi-structured interviews and focus
group discussions. For the purposes of the quali-
tative study, it was imperative to understand
how the church ‘works’ in Samoa, in terms of,
for example, its organisational structure and
community-level interaction. It was also impor-
tant to understand how issues of social devel-
opment are interpreted by the church, as well as
its views on increasing poverty, and attitudes
and perceptions of the role of the church in
modern Samoa. As a point of clarification, com-
munity and social development in this paper
involves tangible intervention by institutions,
such as the church, for poverty alleviation.
While it is true that the church, in Samoa and
elsewhere, typically offers primary education
and elderly care, this research is primarily con-
cerned with the response of the church to the
changing socioeconomic conditions of house-
holds and individuals. Although Samoa enjoys
high levels of literacy and life expectancy com-
pared with other so-called developing coun-
tries, poverty is increasing, and urban problems
due to population growth and low-income
settlements in and around Apia are not receiv-
ing the level of attention that they deserve. It is
suggested here that this observation is a key
factor in people leaving the ‘mainline’ churches
for ‘new’ or non-traditional churches.

Given the sensitive nature of the study, the
anonymity of the key informants will be

Religion and social change in Samoa

© 2010 The Authors
Journal compilation © 2010 Victoria University of Wellington

3



respected in this paper. The survey schedule of
key informants included multi-denominational
religious leaders, pastors, government and civil
society organisations, and matai from rural and
urban areas (Table 1). These interviews provided
invaluable insight into the dynamics of tradi-
tional kinship relationships in contemporary
Samoa, as these affect household decision
making, rural-urban drift and village
governance.

The Samoan context

On 1 January 1962, Samoa became the first PIC
to gain independence. In 1997, the country,
which was formerly known as Western Samoa,
became the Independent State of Samoa. It has
a population over 182 000 (2008 estimate), and
in the 2001 Census, 99% of the total population
identified themselves as Samoan (Muagututi’a,
2006). Apart from very small numbers on other
islands, Samoa’s population is unequally
divided between the two largest islands of
Upolu (76%) and Savai’i (24%).

Upolu Island is Samoa’s main island, where
the nation’s capital, Apia, is located, with an
estimated population of over 40 000 in 2008.
From 1991 to 2001, there has been a 35%
population increase in the area known as North-
West Upolu (NWU), which has been attributed
largely to rural–urban migration. These rural

population flows stem from Savai’i, the larger
of the two islands, which is characterised by
its more traditional, subsistence-based rural
economy. On Upolu, 52% of the population live
in theApia UrbanArea (AUA) and NWU, in what
will be referred to here as ‘greater Apia’. Popu-
lation increase has led to the growth of new
settlements along a significant corridor, which
now extends from the Faleolo International
Airport in NWU to Apia town. This corridor
includes many new settlements that are located
on previously state-owned land, overseen by a
statutory corporation – at the time known as
the Western Samoa Trust Estate Corporation
(WSTEC). In the 1990s, designated WSTEC lands
(post-1996, STEC, or Samoa Trusts Estate Corpo-
ration) were the target of a government-initiated
land grab, which included former coconut plan-
tations that were a legacy of the German colonial
experience in Samoa. The government initially
sought to encourage commercial farming on
these lands. However, a lack of interest in com-
mercial farming led to the decision to subdivide
the STEC lands into one-fourth acre housing
plots. These subdivisions became very popular,
particularly for non-titled Samoans seeking free-
hold land ownership, which is independent from
the influence of the matai, in terms of land
resource allocation.

The flow of rural migrants to greater Apia
reflects certain push-pull factors that are also

Table 1. Qualitative survey schedule

Respondent Interview /focus group Code

The Congregational Christian Church of Samoa (CCCS) Focus group KI:1
CCCS Interviews KI:2, 3
Catholic Church Focus group KI: 4
Methodist Church Interview KI: 5
CCCS, Catholic, Methodist Focus group KI: 6
Mormons or Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-Day Saints (LDS) Interview KI: 7
Assemblies of God (AOG) Interviews KI: 8, 9, 10
Samoa Council of Churches* Interviews KI: 11,12
Government of Samoa Statistics Department Interview KI: 13
National University of Samoa (NUS) Interviews KI: 14, 15, 16
Mother and Sisters of the Little Sisters of the Poor† Interview KI: 17
Mother and Sisters of the Little Sisters of the Poor Focus group KI: 18
Paramount High Chief , rural based on Savai’i island Interview KI: 19
‘Cecil’, an urban based matai, on Upolu island Interview KI: 20

*The Samoan Council of Churches (SCC) is a member of the World Council of Churches (US), and is an ecumenical network
concerned with the problems and emerging issues facing the church and Samoan society. Of note, the ‘new’ denominations
in Samoa are not at present members of the SCC. †The Little Sisters of the Poor, founded in 1839 in France, is an international
public charity that provides care for the sick and elderly. They established a branch in Samoa in 1988.
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symptomatic of urbanisation elsewhere in the
developing world – generally the hope for a
better life with improved employment oppor-
tunities, education and health care. For the
youth, pull factors might include the lure of a
more so-called modern urban lifestyle. Where
church-run schools are located in the urban
area, some households have relocated to
greater Apia to be closer to their children.
However, concerns about increasing pockets
of poverty and income inequality in Apia are
visible in the spread of sub-standard housing
and homeless persons, some of whom may be
in need of mental health care. Increasing sub-
urban dystopia is evident, with a growing fre-
quency of reports about youth crime and
domestic violence, which are generally attrib-
uted to restlessness, fragmentation of kinship
and decline in membership of Samoa’s main-
line or traditional church denominations.

Poverty trends in the PICs and the
Samoan situation

There is a vast amount of published literature on
urbanisation in PICs and related problems such
as unemployment, crime, and the growth of
squatter (illegal) and slum (informal) settle-
ments, most notably in Fiji and Papua New
Guinea (Walsh, 1982; Bryant-Tokelau, 1995;
Thaman, 1995; Jones and Cocks, 2003; Hassall,
2004, 2005; Storey, 2005; FAO, 2006; World
Bank, 2006; Asian Development Bank, 2007;
Thornton, 2009). The urban population in small
developing PICs has reached 40 percent, and
the growth trend is expected to continue (World
Bank, 2006). Urban poverty and growth in
squatter and slum settlements has emerged and
poses a significant challenge for local govern-
ments and urban planners, in terms of the pro-
vision of basic services and low cost housing.
For civil society groups and NGOs, these chal-
lenges include increasing social problems (e.g.
alcoholism, domestic violence, suicide and
theft), malnutrition and street culture among the
youth, which includes childhood prostitution
(for more on the problem of suicide in Samoa,
see Stewart-Withers and O’Brian, 2006). For
many households, the scale of remittance flows
from family members working overseas often
determines the economic and social stability of
the family back home. The importance of remit-

tances as a source of household income and
contributor to the GDP of many small island
developing states (SIDS) is widely acknowl-
edged in the literature (Brown and Ahlburg,
1999).

Poverty in the Samoan context includes rela-
tive, absolute and also poverty of opportunity
(Muagututi’a, 2006: 63). Relative poverty affects
people who are disadvantaged compared with
other people in their community or country,
while absolute poverty includes those who are
completely destitute or lacking material assets.
Poverty of opportunity can be assessed as a
denial of education, health, employment,
access to markets, as well as social freedoms
and other conditions that are difficult to quan-
tify (Muagututi’a, 2006: 63).

The external view of Samoan society is typi-
cally one of harmonious and self-supporting
kinship structures and stable governance at the
village and national levels. Compared with
many small island developing states, both
inside and outside the region, the persistence
of this view is understandable, albeit debat-
able. However, the reality of urban poverty
and urbanisation in modern Samoan society
reflects the general trend experienced in other
PICs. On the main island of Upolu, 35% of the
population is based in Apia, Samoa’s capital
(World Bank, 2006). Although comparatively
small in scale, issues of urban poverty in
Samoa are increasing (Jones and Cocks, 2003;
FAO, 2006). Remittance income accounts for
20% of Samoa’s GDP, and is a major source of
external income and a key driver of economic
growth. Informal employment activities in
Samoa are largely located in sectors such as
subsistence agriculture and fisheries. However,
weak formal employment growth and dimin-
ishing investment in the agricultural sector
have been linked to increasing inequality and
poverty rates among both rural and urban
households. Results from the 2002 Household,
Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) (Gov-
ernment of Samoa, 2002) indicated that 20%
of Samoan households are living below the
basic needs poverty line, defined as the ability
of households to meet the following require-
ments: food, housing, clothing, schooling,
church contributions and cultural obligations
(Muagututi’a, 2006: 62). These households
are ‘experiencing some degree of financial
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hardship on a daily or weekly basis’
(Muagututi’a, 2006: 110). For households
earning less than the basic needs line (less
than 1US$ per day), ongoing cultural and
church obligations are a growing concern, as
major contributors to hardship and a destabi-
lising strain on household budgets.

Both the 1997 and 2002 HIES indicated that
church contributions have become particularly
competitive, and the failure of households to
meet material expectations has been met with
‘punishments meted out by Village Councils’
that were ‘often harsh and financially expen-
sive’ (Muagututi’a, 2006: 62), and which can
result in expulsion from a village. According to
the 1997 HIES, over the course of one year,
households contributed over 109 000 tala per
week, or 5.7 million tala per year in church
contributions, and 34.8 million tala per annum
on fa’alavelave, or cultural obligations (e.g.
weddings, funerals and title bestowals). As
noted earlier, these contributions increased to
nearly 1 million tala per week (52 million p/a),
according to the 2002 HIES (Government of
Samoa, 2002).

Poverty reduction policies do not currently
exist in Samoa. However, the government has
recognised that economic hardship is increas-
ing for many households, particularly for the
most vulnerable groups, notably the youth and
elderly living in rural areas. In the urban areas,
food security problems have been identified as
a growing issue. Over one-half of all reported
cases of childhood malnutrition at the National
Hospital are from within greater Apia
(Muagututi’a, 2006: 62). Population expansion
in NWU and AUA has brought other pressures,
including health and environmental problems,
as well as sub-standard living conditions. More-
over, urban households live without the tradi-
tional support structures typically provided for
by the village community.

Some academics find that Samoan
government-led efforts to reduce poverty
through macroeconomic reforms and ‘top-
down’ anti-poverty programmes have faltered,
due to a lack of community involvement and
ignorance of social and cultural values (Tui-
laepa and Nartea, 2002). Notably absent from
research on Samoan poverty is a focus on the
emergence of sub-standard and slum settlement
growth in Apia.

The church in contemporary Samoa

Since achieving independence in 1962, the
matai, church and state have been the three
enduring pillars of Samoan society. The close
relationship between church and state is
reflected in the practice of government leaders,
who are exclusively matai, performing dual
roles as church leaders (Samoa National Human
Development Report, 2006: 137). Hence, the
church is embedded in the matai system, and, in
this regard, the church is well positioned to
influence all aspects of village life and broader
public policy-making. Although freedom of reli-
gion is enshrined in the constitution, the one
village, one church policy has led to criticisms
of the close relationship between the church
and state. However, this relationship is a funda-
mental aspect of Samoan society and is rein-
forced by the village fono (matai council), a
traditional form of village governance that
makes all decisions in the village. These deci-
sions include whether only one or multiple
denominations may be practised, which tend to
be mainline faiths. The increasing popularity of
new church denominations has challenged this
traditional mainline policy and will be consid-
ered later.

Within each extended family (aiga), the
matai make decisions regarding the collection,
allocation and division of resources. In modern
Samoa, this primarily concerns sources of
wage and remittance income, as opposed to
the pre-Christian tradition of giving and receiv-
ing material goods and food. The value of a
matai title is now, to a certain extent, bound to
his or her ability to influence the aiga to con-
tribute as much to the church as possible. For
matai living overseas, a title (or titles) can be
maintained through securing remittances for
the church, pastor and his family. Approxi-
mately 63% of Samoan households use remit-
tance income for ‘social uses’, with 41%
typically directed to support churches (Brown
and Ahlburg, 1999: 334). These donations will
often bypass the household and provide direct
financial support for church leaders and
church-building projects (Hooper, 1998; Inter-
national Religious Freedom Report, 2006;
Muagututi’a, 2006). This type of kinship obli-
gation carries a significant financial burden,
which can account for more than 30% of
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family income in some mainline denomina-
tions (International Religious Freedom Report,
2006). With the increasing cost of living and
worsening hardship, respondents from civil
society groups and some government officials
urge the need for households to prioritise the
use and distribution of family resources:

I read an article [in the newspaper] where [a
senior government official] said that there are
parents with expelled [school] children, due to
non-payment of school fees, who still find
there is money in pockets to give to the
Church. If I am that parent, I’ll pay my school
fees. People must start prioritising: first, take
care of the family and extended family, next
priority is village responsibilities and then the
Church (KI: 13).

Giving is strong in Samoa. When pastors
impose giving to the Church, this is wrong.
People should only give what is necessary, but
must care for their families (KI: 11).

Arguably, the monetisation (cash-infused con-
ditions) of church membership in Samoa is
creating a material as well as spiritual
dilemma for those who are struggling to cope
with increasing hardship while meeting church
and kinship obligations. A strong indicator of
how such hardship can lead to social change
appears to be a noticeable exodus from the
so-called ‘mainline’ churches, accompanied
by a simultaneous membership growth in
‘new’ or non-traditional Christian denomina-
tions (listed Table 1). A thorough analysis of
this phenomenon will be presented in the
following sections, which will discuss how
the mainline and new faiths compare, in terms
of membership numbers, their approach to
collections and donations, and their views
on spiritual and social and community
development.

Mainline churches

During our interviews with church respondents,
administrators were asked for membership
figures updated from the 2001 Census.
However, these figures appeared to resemble
the 1991 Census, albeit in some cases inflated,
as follows in Table 2.

When comparing the 1991 and 2001 Census
data, membership in these mainline groups has
been declining steadily for many years (Table 3)
(Government of Samoa, 1991, 2002). This
decline has been attributed to the misuse of the
church’s ‘colossal resources’, stating that some
church members ‘will opt to detach themselves
from the Church completely’ (Muagututi’a,
2006: 140).

The current research revealed several further
‘push-factors’ that help to explain mainline
church membership decline. Interviewees most
commonly cited:
• The pressure to give, with little regard for the

financial circumstances of the household
• The failure to adapt to changing cir-

cumstances of members and the wider
community

• The church’s fixation with maintaining reli-
gious capital, e.g. tithes, collections, dona-
tions, new buildings

• The lack of reciprocation, for example in the
form of welfare provisions (getting nothing ‘in
return’)

• The practice of folafola, or the reading out
during the service of names and amounts
contributed by specific individuals and fami-
lies, which causes much public embarrass-
ment. It can also increase the urge of
members and families to compete in giving
larger donations.

Table 2. Comparing church membership

Denomination 1991
Census

2001
Census

Church
officials

Congregational 68 651 61 413 70 000
Catholic 33 548 34 714 30 000
Methodist 27 190 26 446 35 000

Table 3. ‘Mainline’ Christian church membership decline

Denomination 1991 HIES
Census (%)

2001 HIES
Census (%)

Congregational 42.6 34.8
Catholic 20 19.6
Methodist 16.9 15

Sources: Government of Samoa (1991, 2001).
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Financing faith or faithful financing?

Pressure to give

Many respondents cited problems associated
with the culture and practice of ‘giving’ as
reasons for declining mainline church member-
ship. Church practices originally became accul-
turated with Samoan traditional beliefs and the
kinship-based economy in a manner viewed
acceptable to Samoan high chiefs. Among these
traditional customs, the pre-Christian traditions
of gift-giving and folafola (announcing of gifts
and the giver) were at an early stage adopted by
the church and involved non-monetary, mate-
rial goods typical of the traditional kinship
economy. With increasing European presence
and the growing importance of the cash
economy, however, the innate practice of giving
in Samoa evolved into a complex system of
annual monetary collections (taulaga), weekly
donations, tithes and offerings, as a means of
financing pastors’ residences (rural and urban),
new church buildings and expansion. Attribut-
able to labour migration and other factors (dis-
cussed elsewhere in this paper), fewer and
fewer members of the three mainline churches
are now contributing ever larger donations.
Some focus group respondents (KI: 4) claimed
that those households with access to steady
remittance flows are better positioned to
provide resources for the church, and the village
pastor will more frequently call upon such
households, often assisted by the matai, whose
role it is to ensure the welfare of the village
pastor and the pastor’s family.

Acculturation of the tithe: voluntary
‘gift-giving’ or spirituality tax?

The practice of tithing is particularly contested
in the Samoan context, though it is important to
recognise that not all mainline churches inter-
pret and ‘enforce’ it in exactly the same way. It
is probably not appropriate here to consider in
detail the nature and importance of tithing in
modern Christianity, and more specifically in
Samoa, other than to say that tithing is men-
tioned in the Old Testament as giving a ‘one-
tenth part of something’, and that such giving is
‘voluntary’ (The New Revised Standard Version
(Anglicized Edition), 1995). In modern Samoa,

the practice of tithing is generally interpreted as
donating 10% of a household’s income to the
church. However, the significance and actual
percentage criteria used by mainline churches
among their congregations are not static. For
example, it is not uncommon for a household to
part with 30–50% (and sometimes, more) of its
income as a contribution to the church. Respon-
dents highlighted their concerns over the raising
and allocation of ‘religious capital’, and ques-
tioned the utility of excessive giving in the
context of spiritual development:

With the massive revenue from its members,
the church could easily turn into a business
venture. There are several members below the
poverty line, but the Church is too busy build-
ing huge churches in villages [where people]
live in a near poverty line situation (KI: 11).

The Church hierarchy treat giving as quotas,
not whether you are able to give. Spiritual
growth is thwarted by giving and more giving –
there is a non-spiritual element to it (KI: 14)

People are giving to the mainline churches, but
getting nothing back (KI: 10).

Nothing comes from the Church to help poor
people. The Church does not step in to help.
But, even though you are poor, you do not go
to the Church and say this; it is the tradition of
the family to help and a non-spiritual thing to
complain about giving (KI: 14).

Respondents frequently mentioned that ‘giving’
is linked to the depth of their faith. Poverty,
through intentional deprivation of material
wealth, goods or resources seems to be viewed
as elevating the self and village perception of
the ‘giver’ as a strong devotee to their faith.
Excessive giving, typically through a tithe, can
also elevate the status of a household, their aiga
and their matai.

Folafola: a source of public embarrassment

For many households, including the very poor,
it is a ‘source of pride to give more . . . [believ-
ing that] God will give more’ (KI: 6). A mem-
ber’s pride is often satiated during a church
service, when a pastor will announce the col-
lections, or folafola. In the mainline churches,
the practice of folafola involves revealing the
name of the giver of the donation, a practice
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frequently mentioned by respondents as a key
push-factor that is leading to membership
decline:

Folafola is declared publicly and was adopted
by the Church. It has negative implications;
those giving a lot feel good, but those giv-
ing less and announced [as such] feel em-
barrassed; mainline churches are losing
members; mostly the Congregational (CCCS)
and Methodist members are picked up by the
Assemblies of God and Seventh Day Adven-
tists (KI: 15).

In pre-Christian Samoa, the folafola was essen-
tially a celebratory traditional practice, where
the food and material contributions of a par-
ticular household or the larger aiga received
public recognition. Since the combined accul-
turation of Christianity and a transition to a
more western cash economy, the folafola
seems to have evolved into a competition
among wealthy families within a village and
between villages within the same congrega-
tion. Although this competitive approach to
fundraising may have strengthened the Church
financially, it has had the unintended effect of
militating against a unified and harmonious
membership. The role of the Church as a
development agent, through charitable social
programmes, particularly in terms of poverty
alleviation and HIV/AIDS programmes, is a
common practice in other developing coun-
tries in the global South. In a study of religion
and development in African countries,
Odumosu et al., (2009) distinguishes health
and education services as typical roles for the
church, as opposed to a broader welfare-based
model of community development, which
generally aims to address the material needs
of individuals or households. However, in
Samoa, the practice of seeking contributions
from local members largely serves the organi-
sational purpose of church expansionism,
which includes construction of new churches
(the most costly for village communities, Kolia,
2006: 138), church halls, building mainte-
nance, housing for the pastor’s family, pastor’s
income, as well as funding for church-run
youth group and Sunday school programmes.
Ironically, the church may be a victim of its
own expansionist agenda, meaning, the ‘colos-
sal resources’ needed for new church buildings

are draining funds away from youth education
programmes, deemed to be ‘a sacred task, for
without it the maintenance and growth of the
church are deliberately ignored’ (Kolia, 2006:
140–141).

In light of the above, the lack of faith-based
community or social welfare programmes that
serves the immediate material or physical needs
of an individual or a community, which are
independent from serving the institutional aims
of the church itself, may be entirely unique to
the practice of mainline Christianity in Samoa.
As stated in the Samoa National Human Devel-
opment Report (2006: 43), ‘huge church build-
ings constructed from church offerings have
always taken precedence over the near-poverty-
line situation in which church adherents live,’
and ‘the church has yet to help the financial
situation of individual members of congrega-
tions (Samoa National Human Development
Report, 2006: 41). The mainline churches, as it
stands, offer limited concerted programmes for
social or community development, beyond
those which serve the direct interests of the
church itself. This is a role that the church does
not recognise as its responsibility. The mainline
churches interpret community development as
ensuring that the spiritual needs of the congre-
gation are met, while it is the role of the aiga to
look after its own family members who are
struggling:

[For the Church], community development
is spiritual development. The building of
churches also helps the community, [as] it pro-
vides them with a place to worship (KI: 3).

Nothing comes from the Church to help the
poor people; the Church does not step in to
help. Even though you are poor, you do not go
to the Church in the village to say this. [It is]
traditional that the family helps. The Church
has enough money to start a [micro-credit]
bank, to help the people to start something.
The CCCS floated this idea, but it has not
moved forward; it was voted down at the last
General Assembly [of Churches]. The Method-
ist Church owns a lot of prime land in central
Apia, where they’d like to build a [shopping]
mall (KI: 14).

Spiritual needs vs. social needs

The mainline churches’ approach to
community-spiritual development for ‘weaker
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parishes’ primarily consists of a ‘loan scheme’,
whereby parish members can:

. . . apply for assistance at a small interest rate
of 5 per cent per annum to finance local parish
youth halls, pastor’s residence and so forth
(Muagututi’a, 2006: 139).

The Samoa National Human Development
Report shows some concern that these loan
schemes have led to a ‘slight problem’ of repay-
ment difficulties among people in the weaker
parishes, thus adding a double burden
(Muagututi’a, 2006: 139). Although the Report
cites a need for ‘improved living conditions’,
the church, arguably, appears to have inter-
preted this as spiritual development through the
financing of church-related projects. While the
mainline churches insist that, in return for mon-
etary contributions, members’ spiritual well-
being is well-catered for, the availability and
costs of providing care for the physically disad-
vantaged, mentally ill and the elderly are
increasing in Samoa, especially as fewer family
members in the villages are able to share the
burden of care. The Little Sisters of the Poor and,
more recently, the Catholic Church, each
provide a (non-denominational) home for the
elderly. However, the demand is ‘so over-
whelming that some requests have been denied
due to lack of facilities’ (Muagututi’a, 2006:
141). Traditionally, care for the sick and elderly
is provided by the aiga. However, the Little
Sisters of the Poor have recently noticed a sig-
nificant change at the village level in the care of
vulnerable family members:

We now have more invalids than sick people. It
is expensive to take care of an invalid. In recent
years, some of the mentally ill are wandering
around, no home and no place to go [though
this is rare]; more homeless types . . . In the old
days, people used to take care of their own.
Twenty years ago, the villages took better care
of people. Today, people are becoming more
urban and [as they get older] they do not have
villages to go back to, for care (KI: 18).

To conclude, the combined impacts of the pres-
sure to give and the lack of anonymity and
public humiliation tied to donations and contri-
butions, are driving members away from the
mainline churches. At the same time, social and

economic changes and the resulting changing
settlement patterns, are creating voids in the
care and concern for the most vulnerable and
marginalised. Whereas the mainline churches
have yet to address these voids, they have, unin-
tentionally, provided opportunities for new
faiths to intercede. The following section will
discuss the potential pull-factors for the rising
popularity of the ‘new’ churches.

Popularity of new faiths

There has been an increase in membership
among certain new denominations (Table 4):
Mormons or Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-
Day Saints (LDS), Assemblies of God (AOG) and
Seventh Day Adventists.3 Relying on key infor-
mant interviews, this section will discuss the
low-cost membership terms, financial sources,
anonymity and liberal approach to contribu-
tions and community development approaches
within the LDS and AOG in Samoa. Unfortu-
nately, it was not possible to secure interviews
with representatives of the Seventh Day
Adventists.

Mormon-LDS pull-factors: low-cost of
membership and organisational pro-activity

The widespread presence of the LDS in Samoa
is undeniable, and its expansion over the last
15–20 years has been rapid. In the 1980s, the
LDS ‘constructed’ its strongest statement, in
Samoa with the dedication of the 14 560 ft2

(1352.66 m2) Apia Samoa Temple, built with
granite, on a 2-acre site in central Apia.
Destroyed by a fire in 2003, the original temple
was subsequently rebuilt, adding another
4000 ft2 (a total of 18 691 ft2 or 1736.45 m2),
and was rededicated in 2005.

Table 4. ‘New’ church membership

Denomination 1991 HIES
Census (%)

2001 HIES
Census (%)

Mormon/Latter-Day Saints 10* 13
Assemblies of God 3.4 6.6
7th Day Adventists 2.9 3.5

Sources: Government of Samoa (1991, 2001).
*In 1971, Mormon membership comprised 2% of survey
respondents.

A. Thornton et al.

© 2010 The Authors
Journal compilation © 2010 Victoria University of Wellington

10



Although the Mormon (LDS) church had
established missions in Samoa from the late
1880s, the LDS have experienced a period of
rapid expansion, which is immediately visible
throughout Samoa in the construction of new
churches and other buildings in villages
throughout both Savai’i and Upolu. The LDS in
Samoa claim to have 38 400 members,
excluding American Samoa, with 100–120
new converts each month. Lifestyle change
and increasing poverty over the last 15 years,
and the Mormon approach to spiritual devel-
opment and anonymous contributions (no
folafola), are cited as key reasons for the rise in
LDS membership (KI: 7). Unlike the mainline
churches, the LDS does acknowledge that
living costs and food prices have increased in
recent years, and new members openly
confess economic hardship. The LDS claims
that approximately 50% of new members are
from low-income families, and it is reason-
able to suggest that these families are attracted
to the relatively low cost of membership and
the educational opportunities afforded to
members. With the majority of LDS ministers
employed in other occupations (except for the
Bishop), their livelihoods are not completely
dependent on excessive donations from local
members.

Assemblies of God pull-factors: low-cost and
liberal style are attracting the poor

The Assemblies of God (AOG) established its
first congregation in Samoa in 1956 on Upolu.
Between 2003 and 2008, the AOG increased its
presence from 64 churches to 71 churches; the
majority of these (49) are located on Upolu and
the remainder on Savai’i (22). In the last two
years, AOG membership increased by 2400,
with total membership reaching 8700 in 2008.
Most of the new members are young (in their
20s), relatively poor and generally converts
from the mainline churches. The AOG leader-
ship attribute their more liberal approach to the
increasing membership:

People joined this church and left other
churches. We preach the Good News Gospel
[and] people get converted. [We are] less
traditional, more liberal, more free music,

singing, free for all teaching. Others are more
traditional (KI: 8).

Most of our new members are young and seek
a different style of worship, expressive style of
worship. The mainline [groups] are quiet and
formal (KI: 10).

The AOG intends to expand its presence into
the more rural and traditional island of Savai’i.
As expected, they have found culture and tra-
dition, in terms of a conservative and reserved
approach to faith, very strong in the villages.
The Congregational Christian Church of Samoa
(CCCS) was founded on Savai’i in the 1830s,
and was the first Christian denomination to
establish a permanent congregation in Samoa.
It follows that the CCCS is well represented on
the island; hence, the conservative influence.
However, the popularity of the ‘more liberal’
approach of the AOG, and the related increase
in membership, can be seen as part of a con-
tinuing acculturation of different styles of
worship that are penetrating Samoa, and this
change is spearheaded by Samoa’s Christian
youth. The majority of this youth movement
are also poor – having little or no access to
remittance income, no matai title and, conse-
quently, have no land to establish a plantation.
Furthermore, and similar to the reasons for
Mormon expansion, the issue of roll-call or
folafola, serves as a catalyst, or a key push-
factor, behind the many converts leaving the
mainline churches for the AOG:

Traditional [mainline] churches pressure the
people to give. Roll call of families, reading
out loud the names and amounts given. This
is too much pressure. People with less
income feel inadequate and guilty. We have a
higher percentage of poorer people in our
church, no pressure to give. People feel
welcome.’ KI: 8

‘People feel they are missing something from
the mainline [groups]. They keep giving and
giving, but not getting anything back. So they
look to the AOG. [We] use a free-wheel basis,
don’t put pressure on people to give what they
have, but give what they want. We are cheaper
for families. We want people to be cheerful
givers. The mainline groups [in this regard]
have lost focus, perspective [over the years]
(KI: 10).
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Faithful financing? Cost and benefit of the
Mormon-LDS and the AOG

Mormon-LDS financial infrastructure: thinking
global, acting local

LDS income is derived from three sources;
tithes, youth missionary work contribution (150
tala per month), and a ‘two-week fast’, which is
enumerated at 20–30 tala per meal (members
deciding not to fast may pay the equivalent meal
costs). However, the LDS claims to apply no
pressure on its members to contribute to all
three types of donation. It applies a 10% tithe of
income on its members, but does not practice
folafola, and members donate anonymously
using an envelope system. The LDS finds this
system to be transparent, as the envelopes and
contributions are not collected or accounted for
by a single person. Envelopes are collected from
a depository on a monthly basis, and, typically,
the Bishop and two ‘counsellors’ balance the
receipts with cash and report to a ‘central office’
(KI: 7); these deposits are registered on the fol-
lowing day in an LDS account.

Off-shore religious capital

The institutional centre of the LDS is located in
Utah, in southwestern United States. Globally,
all tithes are channelled into Utah, which then
pays for all construction and other costs associ-
ated with the organisation. Although figures are
not publically available, the wealth of the LDS is
likely to be substantial, considering that the LDS
reports a total membership of over 13 million,
globally.4 Essentially, in each country where the
LDS is established, 1/10th of all collections are
funnelled into Utah (the total amount was not
disclosed), with Mormon tithes from within the
US constituting the majority of all LDS earnings.
In Samoa, Mormons donated 56 000 tala in
2007, which translates into only a small central
contribution of 5600 tala. At the same time, the
US ‘Federal Law on Charities’ offers exemptions
on church and other recognised charitable
holdings, such as land, buildings and other
sources of net investment income (Internal
Revenue Service, 2009a). An ‘integrated auxil-
iary’, such as church-supported youth mission-
ary work, is also an acceptable US tax
exemption (Internal Revenue Service, 2009b).

Essentially, the LDS uses broad and complex
financing and accounting systems that benefit
its members around the world. The LDS can
afford to attract members from low socioeco-
nomic groups in Samoa, as it can use its
growing membership base as a way of enhanc-
ing its asset base, while offering, in effect, an
inexpensive alternative to the mainline
churches.

Financial support for the AOG

The financial apparatus of the AOG is far less
complex and more localised than the LDS, as
the church solely depends on contributions
from local and overseas Samoan members. The
AOG does not directly benefit from family
remittance income, which reaches its intended
household, as opposed to a system used by the
mainline groups, where relatives hand-over
their earnings to the church in the host country,
which are then transferred into the bank
account of the parent church in Samoa (Brown
and Ahlburg, 1999). Although there is no
taulaga, or annual collection service in the
AOG, there is a tithe of 10%, which is collected
anonymously, in a process similar to the LDS,
and typically supports the pastor’s household.
The majority of AOG finances are collected
through fundraising, whereby AOG ministers
will go abroad, mainly to New Zealand and
Australia, to seek contributions from other AOG
groups. Samoan AOG groups overseas contrib-
ute significantly to the cost of new buildings and
renovations for the AOG in Samoa.

Community development programmes

LDS-social and educational assistance

The LDS finances a ‘Welfare programme’ in
Samoa, which is available to all Samoans, for
example, in the wake of a natural disaster. It is
not surprising that, after witnessing such gener-
osity, many Samoans convert (KI: 7). Further
conversions result from an LDS scheme that
offers leasehold agreements to Samoans seeking
land in Apia (KI: 7). Once converted, Mormons
then have access to a ‘Perpetual Education
Fund’ (worldwide, not specific to Samoa).
Under this scheme, a Samoan Mormon pays 5
tala per month for an interest free loan to attend
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any university. Finally, as the Book of Mormon
preaches self-reliance, the LDS maintains an
employment centre, teaching computer skills,
and a seed bank for emerging farmers (KI: 7).

AOG: poverty-focused and ad hoc relief

Although the AOG do not have any formal
poverty relief programmes, they offer a ‘break-
fast service’ for children before Sunday school
and a ‘Christmas programme’ to benefit poor
households with children (KI: 8). The AOG
claims to be a ‘church of the poor’, with an
emphasis on ‘healing the body and the sick’
and, for this reason, ‘people are drawn into the
Pentecostal’,5 and, arguably, this is what new
members ‘feel they are missing’ from mainline
membership (KI: 10). The AOG provides finan-
cial and material assistance to ‘develop people’
and help families through donations (KI: 10).
The AOG finds that only the Seventh Day
Adventists and the Mormons are as pro-active in
providing material welfare for their members
(KI: 10). To accomplish its welfare work, the
AOG draws upon considerably fewer resources
than the LDS and must devote much of its time
to organising fundraising events for financial
support.

Overall, the popularity of the new groups can
be attributed to their more liberal and less
intimidating approach to membership, in terms
of contributions, worship style and affording
equal weight to the material and spiritual needs
of local members. Drawing on the material pre-
sented in this section, the following section will
consider mainline and village conservatism in
relation to increasing poverty and the tentative
claims of landlessness in Samoa.

Spiritual and material impasse and
land access

Throughout the interview survey, representa-
tives from the mainline church groups empha-
sised that they have a responsibility only for the
spiritual development of the Samoan people,
and if people are experiencing hard times, then
it is the traditional responsibility of their families
to look after them. However, when this need is
neither filled by the aiga nor the church, people
understandably become alienated and seek
alternatives. These alternatives include joining a

new congregation and seeking independence
from the village through adopting an urban lif-
estyle in Apia:

People, without the [material] means, just
leave the church and move elsewhere (KI: 11).

In either case, the choice involves asserting
one’s individual rights, and placing one’s own
needs or priorities above those of the matai, the
local pastor and aiga. However, asserting inde-
pendence and opting out of traditional struc-
tures can stigmatise the ‘dissenting’ household
or individual and sever ties with the kin-based
economy, which includes access to aiga land.
Such declining involvement in village affairs
might ultimately result in a denial of customary
land rights. As trustees of aiga land, the matai
might be unwilling to allocate land to a family
member seeking independence or a more
western, non-traditional lifestyle:

If someone wants to go to the town [Apia] and
not give to the church or the family, then they
are on their own. People are becoming more
western; they move to town, focus on [nuclear]
family and forget about commitments to the
aiga. People lose their access to family land
this way (KI: 20).

You can’t expect to get something [benefits of
reciprocation, land use] for nothing. Some
people are too lazy to grow food on the plan-
tation. If you fall on hard times [when migrat-
ing to Apia] it is your own fault. People have to
be responsible, self-reliant (KI: 20).

The issue of landless Samoans is not very well
understood and the underlying reasons are
likely to be multi-faceted. In an early account
by Johnston (1953: 36), the issue of landless
Samoans primarily involved ‘part-Samoans’, or
‘persons of mixed blood, particularly of Euro-
pean and Samoan [heritage]’, explaining further
that they were at a disadvantage, ‘as they do not
have access to native land’ except through mar-
riage, or a ‘relative of Samoan status’ (1953: 36).
Alternatively, in contemporary Samoa, a land-
less person can mean that they are Samoan
without a title. Traditionally, matai titles are
entwined with land accumulation, as this
increases the influence of the matai: typically,
the larger the aiga, then the more land it has
available; more land leads to more titles.
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However, household size can impact the deci-
sions of a matai in the allocation of lands:

In the old days, families were smaller. In the
last 50 years, the population has increased and
extended families have grown. The proportion
of land available to each family is less and less.
The custom is that the chief [matai] is trustee.
Untitled people do not have land. All pieces
of land [belong to] the extended family; if
there are 3 plots and those untitled number 10,
then there is not enough plots. The head of
the family should allocate extended family
members a piece of land to grow food. There
are people who come to live in town on a 1/4
acre to grow a plantation. It is becoming a
problem that more people will have less if
Samoans come back to Samoa [from overseas]
(KI: 13).

In the above quote, the one-fourth acre plots
refer to the former WSTEC land, which is the
location of relatively new settlement areas in
greater Apia, further distinguished by an
absence of traditional authority, or fono. These
new settlement areas, such as Vaitele, have a
reputation of being high crime areas that are
dominated by youth and high unemployment
(Muagututi’a, 2006: 161). The Samoan Statistics
Department characterises them as having sub-
standard housing and ‘many people do not have
the minimum requirements to live a decent life’
(KI: 13). Such responses invited the following
question from the interviewers: ‘When the situ-
ation becomes too difficult for urban-based kin,
do people simply return to their home villages?’
The answer to this question was surprisingly
direct:

It is very rare. People do not go back (KI: 20).

Landlessness is linked to migration. Villages do
not accept urban-rural returnees – they get sus-
picious. They could become a liability to the
family. If they have not been contributing to the
church and family, they are not welcome back
(KI: 15).

The issue of being ‘untitled’ is also a liability for
the village ‘returnee’: ‘If they have no title and
ask to have land, it is very difficult and [they]
must gain full consent from the family. They
can’t just come back and claim it. They would
have to be willing to stay for a long time and

build respect. But Samoans have a sense of
pride. It is unlikely that an urban family would
return to the village seeking help or claiming
poverty. Also, the village is very proud. A return-
ing member would have to be able to contribute
and be part of village life: socially and finan-
cially. It is becoming a problem. We need poli-
cies to address landlessness.’ KI: 15

When considering spatial patterns and social
change in Samoa, a trend that is increasingly
apparent is the emergence of a settlement class
that is rather untypical of Samoa and more
typical of developing countries elsewhere, in
terms of urbanity, poverty, social problems and,
perhaps the most significant indicator of social
change in Samoa, the loss of traditional and
customary linkages, which include familial and
reciprocal kin-based relationships.

Conclusion

This paper has argued that the mainline church
system of contributions and donations in Samoa
is enduring and relevant to understanding social
change and the increasing popularity of new
religious denominations. Alternatives to the
conservative and traditional faiths are attractive
to those who have become disillusioned by the
mainline emphasis on gift-giving (material and
financial) and its relationship to spiritual devel-
opment. Membership of the new churches pre-
dominantly comprise of households that are
living below the poverty line and having very
limited income sources or opportunities for sub-
sistence farming. This is the case for both rural
and urban households, with the difference
being that the rural poor are untitled and thus
side-stepped by the matai for land allocation.
Meanwhile, interview respondents, particularly
matai and village pastors, acknowledge steady
migration of village residents to Apia’s new
settlements, with many entering into leaseholds
and not maintaining kinship ties. Further results
from this research, which involves a quantita-
tive household survey, will hopefully lead to
improved understanding of new settlement
areas in greater Apia, and the extent to which
they constitute a new landless class in Samoan
society.

Samoa is not immune to the urban and rural
development challenges facing other PICs. The
country is experiencing rapid urbanisation,
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slum settlement expansion and increasing crime
and unemployment, which are symptomatic of
many developing countries that are seeking
deeper integration with the global economy. It
may be the case that, given the relatively recent
concerns about increasing poverty in Samoa,
the church has yet to fully consider that, for
many Samoans, the cost of spiritual fulfilment is
becoming secondary to the material welfare of
the household.

This paper has also revealed the existence of
a link between mainline church membership
decline and ‘fraying’ kinship relationships
among an urbanising population as indicators
of social change. The interview survey revealed
a growing trend where individuals and house-
holds are effectively rejecting the conservative-
ness of village life for greater independence in
the urban areas. This independence comes in
the form of individual, economic, financial,
educational and religious freedom. In striving
for individuality, there are consequences or
trade-offs, such as exclusion from the benefits of
the kinship-based economy of reciprocation,
which includes material resources, and,
perhaps, plantation land. Since the accultura-
tion of Christianity in Samoan society in the
nineteenth and twentieth century, the church
has exerted its power and authority at various
levels in Samoan society, at the household,
village government and national government
levels, as well as influencing its members who
live beyond the borders of Samoa.

The strength of Samoan cultural identity,
essentially, dictated the terms by which Chris-
tianity would eventually, and thoroughly, merge
with the fa’aSamoa. This ultimately places the
church in a unique position, where it can influ-
ence social and economic development goals at
the grassroots and governmental levels. In light
of alternative development theory, the church in
Samoa, as a social trust, has great potential to
become a unifying force for bottom-up devel-
opment, or development from below, where
development solutions and the means to imple-
ment and carry out locally derived solutions are
possible using the organisational strengths and
financial resources of the church and the energy
and skills of communities. For example, the
legions of Samoans working overseas represent
an alternative group of potential donors for
community-based or social development

projects. The church has the ability to efficiently
access funding from these migrant workers, free
from the general practice of protracted grant
application processes with faceless and often
self-serving donor groups with their own inter-
nal agendas and restrictions placed on the dis-
tribution of funds. With its secular clout and
resource mobilising attributes, there is signifi-
cant potential for the church to initiate true par-
ticipatory development opportunities and to
achieve meaningful outcomes at the household,
village and national levels.

Notes

1 Samoan tala (SAT or WST). 1USD = 3.01SAT/WST,
based on a 2002 exchange rate average.

2 Poor households in Samoa are defined as earning
incomes below an ‘overall essential needs line’ of 5.36
tala p/d.

3 Other non-mainline faiths include: Baha’i Faith, Jeho-
vah’s Witness, Worship Centre, Voice of Christ, Full
Gospel, Baptist Church and Islam (the last is quite rare).
Although referred to in this paper as ‘new’ churches and
faiths, the term is used to draw a distinction with the
more traditional ‘mainline’ churches that have practised
in Samoa since Christianity was introduced to the
islands by missionaries. It is a fact, however, that some
of the so-called ‘new’ churches have practised in Samoa
for many years and are now well-established.

4 According to official LDS statistics for 2007, there are
13 193 999 Mormons, globally. Available at: http://
newsroom.lds.org/ldsnewsroom/eng/statistical-
information, 6 January 2009.

5 Pentecostal is a term that broadly describes ‘renewalist’
or evangelical Christian groups or movements.
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