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Relationship status and elevated avuncularity
in Samoan fa’afafine

DOUG P. VANDERLAAN AND PAUL L. VASEY

University of Lethbridge

Abstract
“Androphilia” and “gynephilia” refer to sexual attraction to adult males and females, respectively. Samoan
androphilic males are known as fa’afafine. Previously, fa’afafine reported greater avuncular tendencies compared to
those of men as well as the materteral (i.e., aunt-like) tendencies of women. Here, the Samoan male sexual
orientation difference in avuncular tendencies was replicated. Furthermore, we hypothesized fa’afafine might form
and invest in intimate sexual/romantic relationships less, leaving them with more resources, thus facilitating
increased avuncularity. Fa’afafine, men, and women were comparable for sexual/romantic relationship involvement.
Men and women tended to lower avuncular/materteral tendencies when involved in sexual/romantic relationships,
which partially mediated the difference between fa’afafine and women for avuncular/materteral tendencies.
Discussion detailed alternate explanations for elevated avuncularity among Samoan fa’afafine.

“Androphilia” refers to sexual attraction and
arousal to adult males, whereas “gynephilia”
refers to sexual attraction and arousal to
adult females. In many non-Western cultures,
androphilic males, particularly those who
are transgendered, often occupy “alternative”
gender role categories that are distinguished
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linguistically from the gender-normative cate-
gories of “man” and “woman.” Some contem-
porary examples include, but are not limited
to, the woubi of the Ivory Coast (Brooks &
Bocahut, 1998), the xanith of Oman (Wikan,
1977), the hijra of India (Nanda, 1998), the
kathoey of Thailand (Totman, 2003), and the
muxes of Mexico (Chiñas, 1995). In Samoa,
androphilic males are referred to as fa’afafine,
which means “in the manner of a woman.”

Most fa’afafine do not self-identify as men
or women; rather, they self-label as fa’afafine.
Overall, fa’afafine tend to be effeminate in
appearance and mannerisms, and from a
Western cultural perspective many would be
described as effeminate males, whereas others
would be described as transgendered. Only a
small minority would be described as trans-
sexual because the vast majority of fa’afafine
do not experience any dysphoria toward their
male bodies (Vasey & Bartlett, 2007). They
range from extremely feminine to unremark-
ably masculine, although instances of the lat-
ter are quite rare (Bartlett & Vasey, 2006;
Schmidt, 2003; Vasey & Bartlett, 2007).

Despite this heterogeneity in gender role
presentation, fa’afafine are, with very few
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exceptions, exclusively androphilic. As such,
fa’afafine are, almost without exception,
childless (Vasey, Pocock, & VanderLaan,
2007; Vasey & VanderLaan, 2010a). It is
important to note that fa’afafine do not engage
in sexual activity with each other. Instead,
fa’afafine are attracted to, and engage in sex-
ual interactions with, masculine males who
self-identify as “straight men” (Bartlett &
Vasey, 2006). This pattern of sexual attraction
and interaction is one of the primary reasons
why fa’afafine do not identify as “gay.” In
a Samoan cultural context “gays sleep with
other gays.”

In a Samoan cultural context, “straight
men” are those who self-identify as men
and are masculine with respect to gender
role presentation. Inclusion in this category
is not contingent on exclusive sexual activ-
ity with women. Most self-identified straight
men are gynephilic, but may engage in sexual
activity with fa’afafine or other straight men
on a temporary basis, particularly if female
sexual partners are unavailable. Our partici-
pants informed us that many straight men in
Samoa have engaged in sexual interactions
with fa’afafine at least once in their lives (also
see Croall & Wunderman, 1999).

A large body of research indicates that
there is a biological basis for male androphilia
(reviewed in Mustanski, Chivers, & Bailey,
2002; Wilson & Rahman, 2005), and famil-
ial studies point to a genetic component (e.g.,
Bailey, Dunne, & Martin, 2000; Hamer &
Copland, 1994; Kendler, Thornton, Gilman, &
Kessler, 2000; Långström, Rahman, Carlström,
& Lichtenstein, 2010). At the same time,
research demonstrates that androphilic males
in Western cultures reproduce at about one
fifth to one tenth the rate of gynephilic
males (e.g., Bell & Weinberg, 1978; Hamer
& Copland, 1994; Iemmola & Camperio
Ciani, 2009; Saghir & Robins, 1973; Van
de Ven, Rodden, Crawford, & Kippax, 1997;
Yankelovich Partners, 1994). Given the repro-
ductive benefits associated with male
gynephilia, one would expect genes for male
gynephilia to have long replaced those for
male androphilia. Despite this prediction,
archeological evidence suggests that male
same-sex sexual activity existed during human

prehistory (e.g., Nash, 2001; Yates, 1993).
Moreover, male androphilia seems to exist
at similar, albeit low, frequencies across
diverse cultures (Whitam, 1983). Although
the approximate frequency of male andro-
philia across cultures appears to be quite low
(≤ 5% of males; Whitam, 1983), it, neverthe-
less, occurs too frequently to count as a ran-
dom genetic defect (Bell & Weinberg, 1978).
As such, a trait that lowers direct reproduc-
tion requires explanation when viewed from
a functional (evolutionary) perspective.

The kin selection hypothesis for male
androphilia (Wilson, 1975) offers a poten-
tial explanation for the maintenance of male
androphilia over evolutionary time. This
hypothesis postulates that genes for male
androphilia could possibly be maintained in
the population if the fitness costs of not
reproducing directly were offset by enhanc-
ing indirect fitness. Indirect fitness is a mea-
sure of an individual’s impact on the fitness
of kin (who share some identical genes by
virtue of descent), weighted by the degree
of relatedness (Haldane, 1955; Hamilton,
1963). Theoretically speaking, androphilic
males could increase their indirect fitness
by directing altruistic behavior toward kin,
which, in principle, would allow kin to
increase their reproductive success. In par-
ticular, androphilic males should allocate
altruistic behavior toward close kin because
they share more genes in common with
such individuals. Hence, if this process of
kin selection accounts for the evolution of
male androphilia, then selection should have
favored the evolution of cognitive biases in
androphilic males that could enhance invest-
ment in kin. The implication, then, is that
androphilic males should be more willing
to invest in kin relative to other individuals
whose life histories are (or will likely be)
characterized by direct reproduction.

To date, studies conducted in the United
States and Great Britain have not found that
androphilic men are more willing to invest
time and money toward parents, siblings, or
nieces and nephews relative to gynephilic
men; these studies, therefore, do not sup-
port the kin selection hypothesis for male
androphilia (Bobrow & Bailey, 2001; Rahman
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& Hull, 2005). These studies were repli-
cated in Samoa and, in contrast, a male sex-
ual orientation difference in willingness to
invest time and money toward kin was found
(Vasey et al., 2007; Vasey & VanderLaan,
2010a). Specifically, fa’afafine exhibited ele-
vated avuncular tendencies (i.e., uncles’ will-
ingness to care for nieces and nephews)
relative to Samoan gynephilic men. In addi-
tion, fa’afafine exhibited elevated avuncu-
lar tendencies compared to the materteral
(i.e., aunt-like) tendencies of Samoan women
(Vasey & VanderLaan, 2009). Also, com-
pared to Samoan women and gynephilic men,
fa’afafine give more money to nieces (Vasey
& VanderLaan, 2010b) and exhibit a pat-
tern of avuncular cognition that appears to be
adaptively designed for maximizing resources
directed toward nieces and nephews, whereas
minimizing resources directed toward nonkin
children (Vasey & VanderLaan, 2010c). Taken
together, these findings from Samoa are con-
sistent with the kin selection hypothesis for
male androphilia.

Despite these results, there is a need to
be cautious about claiming that the kin selec-
tion hypothesis for male androphilia provides
an accurate account of why fa’afafine exhibit
elevated avuncular tendencies (Vasey et al.,
2007; Vasey & VanderLaan, 2009, 2010a).
Some unique proximate factor(s) not explic-
itly posited by this hypothesis might under-
lie elevated avuncular tendencies in Samoan
fa’afafine and better explain why they dif-
fer from Samoan women and gynephilic men
as well as Western male androphiles in this
regard. As such, factors that are specific
to the group that is exhibiting the unique
pattern represent the most tenable candi-
date explanations (Bailey, Gaulin, Agyei, &
Gladue, 1994; VanderLaan & Vasey, 2008).
Here, we consider one such factor, involve-
ment in sexual/romantic relationships, which
may potentially be different for fa’afafine as
well as relevant to their elevated avuncular
tendencies.

Inclusion in the category fa’afafine is
contingent on feminine gender role presen-
tation rather than sexuality (Poasa, 1992;
Schmidt, 2003; Shore, 1981). Not surpris-
ingly then, fa’afafine are often identified in

childhood, long before patterns of overt sex-
uality emerge (Bartlett & Vasey, 2006; Vasey
& Bartlett, 2007). Although the vast major-
ity of fa’afafine are androphilic in adulthood,
Samoans view this pattern of attraction as an
optional consequence of being a fa’afafine,
rather than as a defining criterion for inclusion
in this category (Besnier, 1993). Fa’afafine’s
gender atypicality seems to be relatively
unproblematic for most Samoans, perhaps
because the fa’afafine’s gender-liminal sta-
tus affords them the opportunity to undertake
both men’s and women’s work, which fami-
lies and community members prize (Schmitt,
2003; Vasey & VanderLaan, 2009, 2010a).

The same cannot be said for fa’afafine’s
expression of same-sex sexuality, however,
to which some Samoans voice objections
(Schmitt, 2003). Because the fa’afafine’s
same-sex sexuality is sometimes viewed dis-
paragingly, it is not surprising that marriage
between fa’afafine and men is not sanc-
tioned by Samoan society. Sexual interac-
tions between Samoan men and fa’afafine
are often clandestine, “one-night stands.”
When sexual relationships between Samoan
men and fa’afafine do occur, they tend to
be quite short-lived (Dolgoy, 2000; Mageo,
1992; Schmidt, 2003). Reflecting on this sit-
uation, some fa’afafine have told us that it
is simply not part of their role in Samoan
society to have enduring sexual/romantic
relationships with men. Thus, unlike their
androphilic male counterparts in Western cul-
tures (i.e., gay men), and gynephilic men
and women in Samoan culture, fa’afafine
may be less involved in sexual/romantic
relationships.

If fa’afafine are, in fact, less involved in
sexual/romantic relationships, this may have
implications for their avuncular tendencies.
Because resources are finite, investing effort
in forming and maintaining sexual/romantic
relationships might then limit the amount of
resources that can be allocated toward other
endeavors. Hence, if fa’afafine invest less in
sexual/romantic relationships, then this might
afford them greater resources, such as time
and money, that can be allocated toward
nieces and nephews, and thus form the basis
of their elevated avuncular tendencies.



Avuncularity and relationship status 329

Here, we present two studies. In Study
1, we replicated previous studies comparing
the avuncular tendencies of Samoan fa’afafine
and gynephilic men (Vasey et al., 2007; Vasey
& VanderLaan, 2010a). In Study 2, we
tested the relationship hypothesis, which sug-
gests that elevated avuncular tendencies on
the part of fa’afafine are mediated by their
lesser involvement in sexual/romantic rela-
tionships (i.e., having a relationship partner,
frequency of spending time with a relationship
partner, money allocated to a relationship
partner). Specifically, on the basis of the infor-
mation presented above, we predicted that
fa’afafine would be less likely to form, and
invest in, intimate sexual/romantic relation-
ships with men, than women and gynephilic
men would be to form, and invest in, intimate
relationships with each other. In addition,
we tested whether decreased sexual/romantic
relationship involvement was associated with
increased willingness to invest time and
money toward nieces and nephews as well
as whether fa’afafine’s elevated avuncular
tendencies could be accounted for by their
sexual/romantic relationship involvement.

Study 1: Replication

Method

Participants

All participants were recruited through a net-
work sampling procedure on the two larger
and more populated islands of Independent
Samoa: Upolu and Savai’i. A network sam-
pling procedure involves contacting initial
participants who display qualities of inter-
est (i.e., status as women, fa’afafine, or
men), then obtaining referrals from them
to additional participants who, in turn, pro-
vide further referrals, and so on. The rate
of participation for all groups was greater
than 90%.

Data used to replicate the sexual ori-
entation difference in avuncular tendencies
were collected during a single field trip
(July to August, 2008) from 42 self-identified
fa’afafine and 44 self-identified straight men
who had not been interviewed previously. A

total of 41 fa’afafine (97.6%) described their
sexual feelings as exclusively androphilic
(Kinsey rating = 6). One fa’afafine (2.4%)
reported most sexual feelings toward males,
but an occasional fantasy about females (Kin-
sey rating = 5). All 44 (100%) straight men
described their sexual feelings as exclusively
gynephilic (Kinsey rating = 0).

Procedure and measures

Participants were interviewed using stan-
dardized questionnaires. A Samoan-speaking
research assistant was present for those inter-
views for which the participants indicated that
they preferred to do the interview in Samoan,
or for those participants who were deemed by
the researchers to be insufficiently fluent in
English.

Biographic questionnaire. Participants res-
ponded to questions about basic biographic
information including age, sex, gender iden-
tity (i.e., fa’afafine, “straight” man, woman),
sexual orientation (androphilic vs. gynephilic),
highest level of education received, and
annual income. Highest level of education
received was coded in an ordinal fashion
(i.e., 1 = primary school or less, 2 = sec-
ondary, 3 = postsecondary). Data on the par-
ticipants’ annual incomes were converted to
U.S. dollars. Sexual orientation was assessed
using a Kinsey rating (Kinsey, Pomeroy, &
Martin, 1948) question about sexual feelings
experienced during the last year. Samoans,
both inside and outside the fa’afafine commu-
nity, recognize that fa’afafine are biological
males that are socially distinct from men and
women. Nevertheless, for the sake of consis-
tency, participants were told, prior to answer-
ing questions pertaining to the Kinsey scale,
that the category “males” included straight
men and/or fa’afafine, whereas the category
“females” included women.

Avuncular/materteral tendencies subscale.
All participants completed a subscale com-
posed of nine items that was used in previous
research (e.g., Bobrow & Bailey, 2001; Vasey
et al., 2007) and was designed to measure
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics for continuous biographic and relationship variables as well as
avuncular/materteral tendencies

Fa’afafine Men Women

M SD M SD M SD

Study 1
Age 27.69 8.92 28.91 8.81 — —
Income 3,426.70 4,837.64 2,464.24 5,194.19 — —
Avuncular tendencies 5.99 .96 5.51 1.43 — —

Study 2
Age 29.23 6.36 22.02 4.58 20.08 4.79
Income 6,719.37 8,839.84 2,200.26 3,368.33 2,327.33 3,074.63
Money spent on

relationship partner
252.74 1,044.44 203.46 434.25 95.73 204.39

Avuncular/materteral
tendencies: Time
investment (six
items)

6.20 .97 5.55 1.13 5.37 1.27

Avuncular/materteral
tendencies: Monetary
investment (three
items)

6.37 1.08 5.78 1.24 5.14 1.66

Avuncular/materteral
tendencies: Overall
subscale

6.25 .93 5.63 1.06 5.29 1.20

avuncular/materteral tendencies toward nieces
and nephews. Specifically, participants were
asked to imagine that a brother or sister
lived nearby (i.e., in the same village) and
asked for help with the following child-
care activities: (a) babysitting for an evening,
(b) babysitting on a regular basis, (c) taking
care of the children for a week while their
parents are away, (d) buying toys for the chil-
dren, (e) tutoring one of the children in a
subject you know well, (f) helping to expose
the children to art and music, (g) contributing
money for day care, (h) contributing money
for the children’s medical expenses, and
(i) contributing money for the children’s edu-
cation. Responses to these items were based
on a 7-point Likert-type scale that ranged
from 1 (very unwilling) to 7 (very willing).
Avuncular/materteral tendencies scores were
calculated as the mean response to these nine
items.

Results and discussion

Internal consistency reliabilities, standardized
item alpha, were computed for fa’afafine and
men on the avuncular tendencies subscale, and
were appreciable for both groups (fa’afafine:
α = .74; gynephilic men: α = .84). Table 1
provides descriptive statistics concerning age,
annual income, and avuncular tendencies.
Response frequencies for highest level of edu-
cation received for fa’afafine and men, respec-
tively, were primary school or less: 0 (0%)
and 2 (4.5%); secondary: 21 (50%) and 32
(72.7%); post-secondary: 21 (50%) and 10
(22.8%).

Avuncular tendencies subscale scores of
fa’afafine and gynephilic men were compared
using hierarchical multiple linear regression.
Avuncular tendencies score was the dependent
(criterion) variable. Participant age, annual
income, and education were entered as control
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Table 2. Study 1: Stepwise hierarchical linear multiple regression of avuncular tendencies

B SE B 95% CI β �R2

Step 1
Age .04 .02 .01, .08 .31∗

Income .00 <.01 >−.01, <.01 −.02
Education −.11 .31 −.55, .66 .02 .091∗

Step 2
Group .57 .27 .05, 1.10 .23∗ .050∗

Note. Fa’afafine coded as 1 and men coded as 0.
∗p < .05.

variables on the first step of the equation.
Group (i.e., fa’afafine vs. men) was entered
as a dichotomous predictor variable on the
second step of the equation. Fa’afafine exhib-
ited significantly greater avuncular tendencies
subscale scores than men (Table 2).

Study 2: Relationship Hypothesis

Method

Participants

To assess the relationship hypothesis, we
used data collected during a single field trip
(March to June, 2007) from 73 fa’afafine, 48
self-identified straight men, and 37 women,
all of whom did not have children. Data
were collected from the islands of Upolu
and Savai’i using a network sampling proce-
dure with a rate of participation greater than
90% as in Study 1. All 73 fa’afafine (100%)
described their sexual feelings as exclusively
androphilic (Kinsey rating = 6). A total of
39 (81.3%) straight men described their sex-
ual feelings as exclusively gynephilic (Kin-
sey rating = 0), 5 (10.4%) reported most sex-
ual feelings toward females but occasional
fantasies about males (Kinsey rating = 1),
and 4 (8.3%) reported most sexual feelings
toward females but some definite sexual feel-
ings about males (Kinsey rating = 2). Kinsey
ratings for women indicated that 36 (97.3%)
described their sexual feelings as exclusively
androphilic (Kinsey rating = 0), and 1 (0.7%)
reported most sexual feelings toward males
but occasional fantasies about females (Kin-
sey rating = 1).

Procedure and measures

All participants included in Study 2 com-
pleted the biographic questionnaire and avun-
cular/materteral tendencies subscale as in
Study 1. Data from the avuncular/materteral
tendencies subscale were used to assess (a)
willingness to make time investments (i.e.,
the mean response for items a to f of
the avuncular/materteral tendencies subscale),
(b) willingness to make monetary investments
(i.e., the mean response of items g to i of
the avuncular/materteral tendencies subscale),
and overall avuncular/materteral tendencies
(i.e., the mean response to all nine items of
the avuncular/materteral tendencies subscale).

Relationship involvement questionnaire.
Participants in Study 2 also responded to
an additional set of questions that assessed
involvement in romantic and/or sexual rela-
tionships. Specifically, participants were asked
to indicate whether they were currently in-
volved in a romantic and/or sexual relation-
ship by providing a yes (coded as 1) or no
(coded as 0) response. In addition, partic-
ipants were asked to report the frequency
with which they spent time with a relation-
ship partner. Response options for this second
question were treated in an ordinal fashion
and included: never, less than once a week,
at least once a week, two to three times a
week, almost every day, and every day. These
responses were coded as 1 through 6, respec-
tively. Finally, these participants were asked
to report the amount of money they allocated
toward relationship partners over the course
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of the previous year. Monetary amounts were
converted to U.S. dollars.

Results and discussion

With respect to the sample used to test
the relationship hypothesis, internal consis-
tency reliabilities, standardized item alpha,
were computed for fa’afafine, gynephilic men,
and women for avuncular/materteral tenden-
cies measures. For all three groups, reliabili-
ties were appreciable for the six items used
to assess time investment (fa’afafine: α =
.71; men: α = .72; women: α = .75), three
items used to assess monetary investment
(fa’afafine: α = .82; men: α = .76; women:
α = .84), and the overall avuncular/materteral
tendencies subscale (fa’afafine: α = .84; men:
α = .82; women: α = .81).

Table 1 provides descriptive statistics con-
cerning age, annual income, amount of money
allocated to sexual/romantic relationship part-
ner, and the avuncular/materteral tendencies
measures. Response frequencies for highest
level of education received for fa’afafine,
men, and women, respectively, were primary
school or less: 0 (0%), 0 (0%), 1 (2.7%); sec-
ondary: 51 (69.9%), 28 (58.3%), 10 (27.0%);
postsecondary: 22 (30.1%), 20 (41.7%), 26
(70.3%). Forty-one (53.6%) fa’afafine, 31
men (64.6%), and 28 (75.7%) women indi-
cated that they had a sexual/romantic relation-
ship partner. Responses to the question con-
cerning amount of time spent with a sexual/
romantic relationship partner for fa’afafine,
gynephilic men, and women, respectively,
were as follows: every day: 24 (32.9%), 15
(31.3%), and 10 (27%); almost every day:
1 (1.4%), 2 (4.2%), and 3 (8.1%); two to
three times a week: 9 (12.3%), 4 (8.4%), and
8 (21.6%); at least once a week: 2 (2.8%),
9 (18.8%), and 7 (18.9%); less than once
a week: 3 (4.2%), 0 (0%), and 0 (0%);
and never: 34 (46.4%), 18 (37.3%), and
9 (24.4%).

To investigate whether relationship in-
volvement mediated fa’afafine’s elevated
avuncular tendencies, we followed the guide-
lines for investigating the presence of pos-
sible mediation effects described by Frazier,
Tix, and Barron (2004). Hence, we first

confirmed that group was significantly asso-
ciated with avuncular/materteral tendencies
above and beyond the influence of con-
trol variables (i.e., age, income, education).
As mentioned, previous studies showed that
fa’afafine exhibit greater willingness to invest
in nieces and nephews compared to Samoan
men and women, but Samoan men and women
do not differ in this regard. For the present
sample, group comparisons were conducted
using a stepwise hierarchical multiple linear
regression model that simultaneously evalu-
ated whether men and women differed from
fa’afafine for avuncular/materteral investment
tendencies after age, income, and education
were statistically controlled. To this end, we
used two dummy-coded predictor variables
with men coded as 1 in the first, women coded
as 1 in the second, and fa’afafine coded as 0 in
both. The results of these analyses were con-
sistent with those of previous studies. Specif-
ically, relative to fa’afafine, men showed
significantly lower avuncular time invest-
ment tendencies, women showed significantly
lower materteral monetary investment tenden-
cies, and both men and women showed sig-
nificantly lower overall avuncular/materteral
investment tendencies (Table 3).

Next, we evaluated whether relationship
involvement was a potential mediator of any
of these group differences. Doing so entailed
first assessing whether fa’afafine differed
from men or women for the variables used
to assay relationship involvement. Regres-
sion analyses using the same dummy-coding
scheme as the previous analyses showed that
women were significantly more likely to be
involved in a relationship relative to fa’afafine
but that no additional significant group dif-
ferences existed for these variables (Table 4).
Hence, none of the relationship variables were
candidate mediators for the significant group
differences between men and fa’afafine for the
avuncular tendencies measures because there
were no significant group differences for any
of the relationship variables.

Given these results, we narrowed our
analyses and focused on whether the dif-
ference between women and fa’afafine for
being in a relationship mediated the difference
between these groups for avuncular/materteral
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Table 4. Study 2: Group comparisons for relationship involvement of men and women relative
to fa’afafine using multiple regression

B SE B 95% CI β

Relationship partner (1 = yes, 0 = no)
Predictor 1: Men .11 .09 −.07, .29 .11
Predictor 2: Women .22 .10 .03, .42 .20∗

Frequency of time spent with partner
Predictor 1: Men .19 .40 −.59, .97 .04
Predictor 2: Women .54 .43 −.31, 1.39 .11

Money allocated toward partner
Predictor 1: Men −49.28 140.74 −327.29, 228.74 −.03
Predictor 2: Women −157.02 152.84 −458.94, 144.90 −.09

Note. Group differences in whether the participant had a relationship partner were assessed using logistic regression,
whereas analyses pertaining to the other relationship variables utilized linear regression. Groups were compared using
dummy coding such that men were coded as 1 for Predictor 1, women were coded as 1 for Predictor 2, and fa’afafine
were coded as 0 for both Predictors. Predictors 1 and 2, therefore, show the effects of fa’afafine versus men and
women, respectively.
∗p < .05.

monetary and overall investment tendencies.
Using stepwise hierarchical multiple linear
regression controlling for age, income, and
education, we examined whether being
involved in a relationship was predictive of
monetary and/or overall investment tenden-
cies. We also included two additional inter-
action terms in the model. These terms were
the cross-products of the binary variable for
whether the participant had a relationship
partner (1 = yes, 0 = no) and each of the two
dummy-coded variables used above to con-
duct group comparisons. Thus, inclusion of
these interaction terms made it possible to also
assess whether the prediction of investment
tendencies by relationship involvement was
moderated by group (i.e., moderated medi-
ation; Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes, 2007).
These analyses showed that although avun-
cular/materteral investment tendencies were
not significantly predicted by whether the par-
ticipant had a relationship partner for the
overall sample, significant interaction effects
did exist whereby men and women’s avuncu-
lar/materteral investment tendencies tended to
be lower when they had a relationship partner
(Table 5).

According to guidelines in the literature
(Frazier et al., 2004; Preacher et al., 2007),

the results detailed thus far indicate that
having a relationship partner (i.e., yes vs. no)
satisfies the prerequisite conditions for poten-
tial moderated mediation of the avuncular/
materteral investment tendencies differences
between women and fa’afafine. Consequently,
we examined whether the observed interac-
tion whereby women, but not fa’afafine, who
were involved in a sexual/romantic relation-
ship tended to show lower investment ten-
dencies toward nieces and nephews mediated
the differences in such investment tendencies
between fa’afafine and women. In a stepwise
hierarchical multiple linear regression anal-
ysis using the same dummy-coded predictor
variables for group comparisons as had been
used above, after age, income, education, and
the aforementioned interaction term were con-
trolled, compared to women, fa’afafine still
had significantly greater avuncular monetary,
B = −1.19, SE B = .50, 95% CI [−2.17,
−.20], β = −.37, p = .02, and overall invest-
ment tendencies, B = −.78, SE B = .39, 95%
CI [−1.56, .00], β = −30, p = .05. Mod-
erated mediation effects were calculated in
accordance with the guidelines provided by
Preacher and colleagues, and these effects
were significant for the difference between
fa’afafine and women in monetary (one-tailed:
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Table 5. Study 2: Stepwise hierarchical multiple linear regression of investment tendencies on
whether the participant is involved in a relationship and its interaction with group

Monetary investment tendencies Overall investment tendencies

B SE B 95% CI β B SE B 95% CI β

Relationship partner (1
= yes, 0 = no)

.47 .27 −.07, 1.00 .17 .37 .22 −.06, .80 .16

Predictor 1 ×
Relationship Partner

−.86 .34 −1.52, −.19 −.25∗ −.64 .27 −1.17, −.11 −.23∗

Predictor 2 ×
Relationship Partner

−1.14 .36 −1.84, −.43 −.32∗∗ −.71 .29 −1.27, −.14 −.24∗

Note. Statistics related to the controlled effects of age, income, and education are identical to those presented in
Table 3. Interaction terms were calculated as cross products using dummy coding such that men were coded as 1 for
Predictor 1, women were coded as 1 for Predictor 2, and fa’afafine were coded as 0 for both Predictors. Thus, the
Predictor 1 × Relationship Partner and Predictor 2 × Relationship Partner interaction terms indicate how relationship
involvement differentially affects investment tendencies for fa’afafine versus men and women, respectively.
∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01.

z =−1.81, p = .04) and overall investment
tendencies (one-tailed: z = −1.64, p = .05).
Taken together, these results indicate that the
tendency of women in relationships to exhibit
lower investment tendencies partially explains
why they differ from fa’afafine in this regard,
but does not completely mediate these group
differences.

General Discussion

In Study 1, the previously reported male sex-
ual orientation difference in avuncular tenden-
cies (Vasey et al., 2007; Vasey & VanderLaan,
2010a) was replicated using an independent
sample. This additional replication further
suggests that the documented male sexual ori-
entation difference in avuncular tendencies in
Samoa is genuine and not the result of sam-
pling bias.

In Study 2, we tested the hypothesis
that the elevated avuncular tendencies of
fa’afafine (Table 3) were mediated by their
lesser involvement in sexual/romantic rela-
tionships. Our findings were generally incon-
sistent with this hypothesis. First, contrary to
the ethnographic literature, fa’afafine reported
levels of sexual/romantic relationship involve-
ment that were comparable to that of Samoan
men and women, particularly in terms of the
frequency with which they spent time with
sexual/romantic relationship partners as well

as the amount of money they allocated to sex-
ual/romantic relationship partners (Table 4).
Second, based on the hypothesis, we predicted
that fa’afafine would show greater avuncu-
lar tendencies due to a relative lack of rela-
tionship involvement. However, fa’afafine’s
investment tendencies were relatively less
affected by whether they had a
sexual/romantic relationship partner. Instead,
it was men and women who showed a rela-
tively greater decline in avuncular/materteral
tendencies when they had a sexual/romantic
relationship partner (Table 5). Third, the
results indicated that relationship involve-
ment was insufficient to account fully for
fa’afafine’s elevated willingness to invest in
nieces and nephews relative to men and
women.

Previous research demonstrated that the
elevated avuncular tendencies of fa’afafine
are not a by-product of a lack of parental
care responsibilities (Vasey & VanderLaan,
2010a), increased femininity (Vasey & Van-
derLaan, 2009), or general interest in chil-
dren (Vasey & VanderLaan, 2010c). On the
basis of this study, it appears that the ele-
vated avuncular tendencies of fa’afafine are
also not simply a by-product of a lack
of investment in sexual/romantic relation-
ships. That said, it is important to highlight
that women’s tendency to lower investment



336 D. P. VanderLaan and P. L. Vasey

in nieces and nephews when involved in
a sexual/romantic relationship did partially
mediate the group difference between women
and fa’afafine for avuncular/materteral ten-
dencies. There is some evidence, then, to
suggest that relationship involvement bears
relevance to understanding group differences
in avuncular/materteral tendencies. Yet, the
manner in which relationship involvement
does so may differ from that posited by the
hypothesis examined here. Rather than a lack
of relationship involvement being associated
with an elevation in the avuncular invest-
ment tendencies of fa’afafine, the present find-
ings tentatively indicate that men and women
might have a tendency to lower their avun-
cular/materteral tendencies when involved in
a relationship, thus widening the existing gap
in willingness to invest in nieces and nephews
between them and fa’afafine.

The question remains, then, as to what
additional circumstances might influence
elevated avuncular tendencies in Samoan
fa’afafine when compared to women and
gynephilic men. Like fa’afafine, “gay” male
androphiles in Western nations are, on aver-
age, more feminine than gynephilic men
(reviewed in Bailey, 2003), particularly with
respect to their social interests and work pref-
erences (reviewed in Lippa, 2005), but unlike
fa’afafine, they do not exhibit a transgen-
dered pattern of male androphilia. Instead,
Western gay men exhibit an egalitarian pat-
tern of male androphilia in which both part-
ners are more or less gender normative for
their sex and do not adopt specialized roles,
instead treating each other as equals (Murray,
2000). It is noteworthy that although both are
androphilic, it is the transgendered fa’afafine
who exhibit elevated avuncular tendencies rel-
ative to gynephilic men (Vasey et al., 2007;
Vasey & VanderLaan, 2010a), whereas non-
transgendered gay men from Western nations
do not (Bobrow & Bailey, 2001; Rahman &
Hull, 2005). One possible explanation for this
cross-cultural difference is that elevated avun-
cular tendencies may be more contingent on a
male’s transgendered status than on a male’s
androphilic status.

For reasons that remain unclear, transgen-
dered male androphiles are often described

by the gender-normative members of their
societies as being superior to men and women
in terms of various labor practices, often
combining the best that both sexes have to
offer (see Williams, 1992). For example, in
Samoa, Chief Vaasili Fiji stated: “Most of the
families consider having a fa’afafine in the
Samoan home as an asset because in the plan-
tation they are men; in the house they are
wonderful and great housekeepers” (Croall &
Wunderman, 1999). Owing to their “third”
gender status, fa’afafine may adopt unique
(trans)gender role orientations that are distinct
from, but combine elements of, the singu-
larly masculine and feminine roles of men and
women. The elevated avuncular tendencies of
fa’afafine may somehow reflect such unique
(trans)gender role orientations. In this regard,
it is interesting to note that various individuals
with whom we spoke emphasized the special
role of fa’afafine within Samoan families. For
example, one fa’afafine we spoke with on the
island of Savai’i had this to say: “My brothers
and sisters have all gone off and started their
own families. Fa’afafine are more available
if the family needs their support. They bring
the family together.” Similarly, a woman we
spoke with on the island of Savai’i said: “A
fa’afafine is more responsible than a son or a
daughter. They contribute more to the family.
Everyone knows that.”

Research conducted in Western societies
indicates that when individuals transgress nor-
mative gender role expectations, their individ-
ual gender role orientations (i.e., “masculine”
and “feminine” characteristics and behaviors),
as perceived by others, become linked to
the social roles they occupy rather than their
sex (e.g., stay-at-home dads, women athletes;
e.g., Etaugh & Poertner, 1991, 1992; Harrison
& Lynch, 2005; Riggs, 1997). For example,
men who occupy gender-atypical social roles
(e.g., stay-at-home dads) are more likely to
be perceived by others as having a femi-
nine gender role orientation compared to men
who occupy traditional social roles. Future
research should assess whether Samoans hold
special (trans)gender role expectations for
fa’afafine, particularly in relation to familial
duties, including avuncularity.
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Self-attribution of atypical gender role ori-
entations by individuals who do not con-
form to normative gender role expectations
has been documented in Western (e.g., Colker
& Widom, 1980; Lantz & Schroeder, 1999)
and non-Western cultures (Koca, Aşçı, &
Kirazcı, 2005). For example, Koca and col-
leagues (2005) showed that female athletes
in Turkey perceive themselves as having a
more masculine or more androgenous gender
role orientation compared to their nonathlete
counterparts. Future research should, there-
fore, also assess whether fa’afafine come
to hold unique (trans)gender role expecta-
tions for themselves, including their role in
regards to avuncularity. It is also worth not-
ing that fa’afafine tend to have more siblings
than Samoan gynephilic men (VanderLaan &
Vasey, 2011; Vasey & VanderLaan, 2007) and
that having larger families might exaggerate
the expectations that fa’afafine have of them-
selves regarding their role as caretakers of
the family. Future research may, therefore,
also consider how family size influences atti-
tudes toward caring for kin, including atti-
tudes about avuncularity.

Finally, Williams (1992) hypothesized that
transgendered androphilic males in many non-
Western cultures excel at various labor prac-
tices, especially feminine ones, as a way of
striving for prestige within their families and
communities. He argued that one consequence
of this pattern of prestige acquisition was that
transgendered androphilic males sometimes
behave in a competitive manner when execut-
ing feminine labor (Williams, 1992). Anec-
dotal evidence from Samoa provides some
support for these ideas. For example, one
fa’afafine from the island of Upolu stated “If
you cook with a fa’afafine, I think a fa’afafine
will be better than you. If you’re cleaning or
doing all those kind of stuff that a woman
should do, a fa’afafine is better than a woman
for doing that” (Poe, 2004). Given that child
care in Samoa is primarily a feminine labor
practice (Freeman, 1983; Nardi, 1983/1984;
Ochs, 1988), it would be valuable if future
research assessed whether fa’afafine strive for
prestige by overexcelling in the domain of
avuncularity.

There are a number of respects in which
the methodology employed here could be
improved in future studies. For example,
simply asking participants to report sex-
ual/romantic relationship status, frequency of
spending time with a sexual/romantic relation-
ship partner, and the amount of money allo-
cated to a sexual/romantic relationship partner
may have provided measures of relationship
involvement that were too coarse to effec-
tively test the relationship hypothesis assessed
in Study 2. A more refined assessment of sex-
ual/romantic relationship involvement might
have entailed gathering additional information
about participants’ sexual/romantic relation-
ships such as degree of emotional attachment
to relationship partners. Also, this study did
not consider a number of variables that may
affect investment in kin, including, but not
limited to, the financial status of the partic-
ipants’ siblings (i.e., parents of nieces and
nephews), the sexes of the participants’ sib-
lings, and the ages of nieces and nephews.
Furthermore, in addition to obtaining reports
of willingness to allocate time and money
toward nieces and nephews, it might also be
worthwhile to assess participants’ histories of
actually allocating time and money toward
nieces and nephews. Consideration of addi-
tional information captured by variables such
as these would further inform the extent to
which sexual/romantic relationship involve-
ment relates to investments in kin.

There are also analytical limitations worth
noting. Appropriate tests of mediation effects
rely on the use of regression techniques.
In certain respects, however, the data ana-
lyzed here were not ideal for such techniques.
In particular, participant income and money
spent on relationship partner had skewed dis-
tributions, and time spent with relationship
partner was measured in an ordinal fash-
ion. Also, group differences in biographic
variables existed, which, although statisti-
cally controlled, is less ideal than having
matched groups. Yet, from a pragmatic point
of view, these limitations are difficult to over-
come. Growing economic disparities exist
among people in Samoa (Tone, 2010), which
naturally skew the distributions of income
and money that can be allocated to others.
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Quantifying time spent with relationship
partners in a continuous fashion (e.g., number
of days or hours) seems likely to produce sub-
stantial measurement error. Finally, obtaining
samples of childless Samoan men and women
that were comparable to fa’afafine for bio-
graphic variables (e.g., age) would also not be
ideal because, not only would they be difficult
to procure, but they would be peculiar given
that fa’afafine have very different reproduc-
tive life history courses in Samoan society.
Given the various limitations of this study,
the findings reported here should lead one to
tentatively downgrade, as opposed to outright
refute, the hypothesis that increased avuncular
tendencies in Samoan fa’afafine are mediated
by their lesser involvement in sexual/romantic
relationships.
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