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NON-TECHNICAL SUMMARY 

My PhD study focuses on the well-being of Samoan and Tongan groups living in, and moving 

between, Auckland and Brisbane. This research seeks to capture the voices, perceptions and 

experiences of these migrants using a mixed methods approach (both qualitative and quantitative 

data) that incorporates indigenous research methods (Pacific Island frameworks based on cultural 

knowledge and protocols). This working paper presents a review of literature that is relevant to 

the focus of the PhD study, concentrating on Pasifika well-being in Auckland and Brisbane. This 

paper is the second of a three-part literature review: (1) Pasifika diaspora; (2) Pasifika well-being; 

and (3) Pasifika methodology.  

An overview of available literature suggests well-being dialogue in Australia, specific to Pasifika, 

is largely descriptive of Pasifika socioeconomic characteristics; often drawn from New Zealand-

based and US-based research. Whilst the available literature considering New Zealand-specific 

Pasifika well-being is more empirical and in-depth, the same cannot be said of the Australian-

specific literature. Thus, this paper highlights the need for more Australian-based research focused 

on Pasifika well-being.  

The well-being literature dealing with New Zealand Pasifika, although minimal, is on the cutting-

edge of its holistic considerations, with a handful of well-being studies carried out by Pasifika 

based in New Zealand. A consideration of publications focused on Pasifika perspectives and 

experiences of well-being, from a range of social disciplines, provides a fresh look at well-being 

from a Pasifika diasporic perspective; acknowledging the heterogenous aspects of specific Pasifika 

groups as well as their shared cultural perspectives. On the other hand, the available literature 

considering Australian-specific Pasifika well-being is lacking; what is available are government 

summaries and reports that provide broad-stroke statements drawn from Census data.  

In relation to the research focus of this review, this paper highlights notable works. Of special note 

is Manuela and Sibley’s Pacific Island Well-Being Scale, that has been developed and revised, 

specifically for Pasifika in New Zealand. A very rare collection of cross-cultural perspectives edited 

by Agee, et.al. offers an entry point for researchers into the scholarly writings most relevant to 

Pasifika well-being studies. Another rarity is the report published by Queensland Health in response 

to the Pasifika and Māori health needs assessment in 2011. Therefore, this paper not only 

highlights the ‘silent voids’ in well-being literature but draws focus to the current and relevant 

dialogue on Pasifika well-being perspectives and experiences in Australia and New Zealand. 
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ABSTRACT 

Understanding Pasifika Trans-Tasman migrant perceptions and experiences of well-being 

in Auckland, New Zealand compared to their perceptions and experiences of well-being 

in Brisbane, Australia is important because there is limited information available on the 

underlying motives of Pasifika Trans-Tasman migrants moving from New Zealand to settle 

long-term in Australia, and the salient links that may exist between their migration and 

well-being. Therefore, this paper will discuss the available literature on well-being 

discussions and concepts relating to the Pasifika diaspora based in Auckland and Brisbane. 

Pasifika notions of happiness, ‘the good life’ or well-being are rarely discussed in the 

diaspora literature from a Pasifika worldview. However, a small but key number of 

publications have begun to address the well-being of Pasifika from a Pasifika viewpoint.  
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‘In Western societies, by contrast, there is emphasis on individualistic values, where people compete and strive 

for individual profit, and aspire to rise and achieve as individuals. Samoan and Tongan success is more family-

based and group-based. Success means usefulness to the community, the family, the land; achievement is rarely a 

matter for individual recognition - achievement is primarily a collective phenomenon.’ 

Taumoefolau (2013, pp.140-141) 

 

Introduction 

The following discussion aims to provide an overview of the available literature on well-being 

discussions and concepts relating to the Pasifika diaspora based in Auckland and Brisbane, with 

a specific focus on the Pasifika Samoan and Tongan groups. Pasifika notions of happiness, ‘the 

good life’ or well-being are rarely discussed in the diaspora literature from a Pasifika 

worldview. However, a small but key number of publications have begun to address the well-

being of Pasifika from a Pasifika viewpoint. This paper will discuss four aspects related to the 

research focus on Pasifika well-being in Auckland and Brisbane: (1) defining well-being 

subjectively, (2) Pasifika perspectives of well-being, (3) a Pacific Island Well-Being Scale, and 

(4) the Pasifika well-being research and literature gap. 

  

Defining well-being subjectively 

Literature reflects the changes in the definition of well-being that further reflects what society 

and researchers, at the time, have deemed most important when evaluating life and wellness. 

Historically, the defining process of the concept of well-being has been rife with academic 

debates about whether it should take on a subjective view within scientific studies and to 

reconsider the strong economic focus of a measurable well-being (Kahneman, Diener & 

Schwarz, 1999; Oishi, 2010; Rojas, 2017). There has also been the debate about what to 

measure (Veenhoven, 2017) and whether well-being should measure positive or negative 

psychology (Deaton, Fortson & Tortora, 2010; Harter & Arora, 2010). The constructive 

outcome of these debates is the refining of the definition of ‘well-being’ within the realities and 

contexts of individuals and communities being studied, whereby the application of an 

understanding from individuals can help to shape an understanding of a group of people and 

their way of life.  

 Inglehart (2010), and Oishi (2010), consider the existing links between cultural 

constructs and well-being satisfaction (Oishi, 2010, p.55), and religious beliefs and increased 

levels of subjective well-being (Inglehart, 2010, p.361). Of interest to Pasifika contexts, is 

Inglehart’s argument that ‘religion can help compensate poverty, so that countries that are 

strongly religious are substantially happier…’ (2010, p.352). The significance of this insight to 

the Pasifika context is that both Samoan and Tongan communities are religious, with many 
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claiming a Christian faith (McRobie & Makasiale, 2013, pp.148-149, 157; Va‘a, 2001, p.29)  

and relationship with God as significant (Makasiale, 2013, pp.277-278). It would be interesting 

to test the correlations between spirituality and well-being within the Auckland and Brisbane 

diaspora contexts of the study. 

 Brulʹe and Maggino (2017), discuss this movement towards more complexity in 

subjective well-being studies, particularly with a growing focus on what is ‘important in 

people’s lives’ (p.1). Of interest to my thesis objectives, there is an increasing number of studies 

focused on measuring and understanding the subjective well-being of the collective 

(community) as well as the individual. Brulʹe and Maggino (2017), discuss the benefits of 

evaluating the subjective part of individuals’ well-being as a collective, societal and 

community, well-being that will help to guide policy-makers (p.4). The subjective aspects of 

community and societal well-being listed by Brulʹe and Maggino (2017) are characteristic of 

both Pacific homeland and diaspora Pasifika communities and contexts, as discussed by Ka‘ili 

(2017), and Lilomaiava-Doktor (2009), whereby aiga1 or kainga2 are core to Samoan and 

Tongan well-being. 

 

‘The idea that observing subjective well-being has a high informative and analytic value is 

widely accepted. Perceptions and evaluations influence the way persons face life and benefit 

from opportunities. In other words, considering subjective well-being among the conceptual 

dimensions of general well-being allows for attention to be oriented towards a component of 

the quality of life which is the result of the indivduals’ evaluation of living conditions, 

opportunities, preferences, expectations, and adaptations…information on subjective well-

being can usefully complement other objective information by allowing divergences between 

what persons perceive and what is objectively observed to be evaluated…metrics are therefore 

needed to portray these objective and subjective parts of individuals’ reality and measure what 

is deemed desirable from the perspective of citizens and policy-makers.’ 

Brulʹe and Maggino (2017, p.6) 

 

 

Pasifika perspectives of well-being 

Pasifika notions of ‘a good life’ or well-being can be better understood when seen from a point 

of solidarity; the collective aspect of a Pasifika worldview anchors Pasifika well-being 

behaviours. There are several examples of research that embraces a Pasifika worldview 

                                                           
1 The Samoan term ‘āiga typically refers to the family, including the extended family and will also include, at 

times, the village or church family that may or may not be blood relatives, yet are ‘like’ brothers/sisters. In some 

diaspora contexts, this includes other social/communal points of connection, e.g. sports clubs or other 

community groups that serve the needs of Pasifika extended family circles in the diaspora context. 
2  The Tongan term kāinga typically refers to the family, including the extended family and similar to the 

Samoan term can be used in reference to the village, church, non-blood community affiliations that Pasifika 

belong to in their diaspora. 
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contributing to our understanding of the holistic perceptions held by Samoan and Tongan 

migrants (Lilomaiava-Doktor, 2009; McGarvey & Seiden, 2010; Penn, 2010; Seiuli, 2013; 

Va‘a, 2001). Taumoefolau (2013), captures valuable insights into social behaviours of Samoan 

and Tongan communities in New Zealand using Pasifika values.  

 Pasifika frameworks provide researchers with contexts to better understand Pasifika 

values like respect and resilience. Both fa‘a-Sāmoa (Samoan way of life) and anga faka-Tonga 

(Tongan way of life) are frameworks that are based on a shared understanding that relationships 

are at the core of their way of life. Relationships with God (spirituality) and with others 

(communality) are considered important aspects of life. Makasiale (2013), advocates that 

‘spirituality…is a dynamic, guiding light in all aspects of life for the Pacific person’ (p.277). 

Ihara and Vakalahi (2011), highlight spirituality as the essence of wellness among Samoan and 

Tongan elders in Pasifika diaspora based in Hawai‘i, with a focus on the methods of connecting 

spiritually with God and with others through support networks in the church (pp.411-412). Ihara 

and Vakalahi (2011), suggests an interdependence of culture, spirituality and well-being (p.412) 

as well as the interwoven links between biological, physiological and social dimensions of 

Pasifika elders’ lives. These findings are significant to my thesis because of the holistic, 

collective and interdependence of important spheres within a person’s well-being.  

 It would be important to understand well-being from a Pasifika Trans-Tasman migrant 

perspective and to fully understand what this well-being looks like within the two diaspora 

contexts of Auckland and Brisbane, that the study focuses on. Agee, McIntosh, Culbertson and 

Makasiale (2013), present a valuable collection of cross-cultural perspectives from papers 

presented at a Pacific Research Symposium: Cross-Cultural Conversations about Pacific 

Identities, Mental Health and Well-being, held in Auckland in 2010. This event was held in 

conjunction with the first joint conference of the New Zealand Association of Counsellors 

(NZAC) and the Australian Counselling Association (ACA) in 2010. The collection presented 

by Agee, et.al. (2013), highlight the importance of drawing on Pasifika knowledge and 

traditions to better understand Pasifika identities and well-being. Their book contributes 

‘Pacific-centred responses’ to the questions that have arisen in relation to Pasifika mental health 

and well-being (Agee et.al 2013 p.16). Their work also highlights the lack of well-being 

literature written by and about Pasifika, with most research being quantitative rather than 

qualitative. They clearly state that there is a need for ‘Pacific voices to be heard’ because ‘those 

whose origins lie in the South Pacific…are a vibrant and ubiquitous population and need to be 

approached, respected and appreciated through the lens of cultural literacy if they are to be 

engaged effectively’ (Agee, et.al., 2013 p.17).  
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 Thomsen, Tavita and Levi-Teu (2018), provide a valuable discussion of a ‘Pacific 

Perspective’ on well-being within the context of New Zealand through their evaluation of the 

Living Standards Framework that was developed by the New Zealand Treasury (published in 

2011) to assess the impact of government policies on the well-being of New Zealanders. 

Importantly, they raise the point that there is a gradual shift in Pasifika perceptions from first 

generation to second and third generation migrants ‘away from the church as their main 

collective institution, to other support systems.’ (p.i-ii). Although, there is evidence provided 

by other studies that this movement away from church is not a movement away from the 

Christian faith, but rather a departure from more traditional churches to less conservative spaces 

of worship (Gershon, 2012, pp.48-69), and a spirituality that rests on a relational commitment 

to God, rather than a commitment to institutional rituals of  church-going (Makasiale, 2013, 

pp.277-279).  

  What is significant about the paper by Thomsen, et.al. (2018), is this is the first time 

New Zealand-based Pasifika views and aspirations have been considered and embedded in the 

New Zealand Treasury’s rational (p.2). An important aspect of the paper is their use of 

frameworks that already exist for Pasifika in New Zealand. Of interest to my thesis is their 

consideration of frameworks relevant to the Pasifika Trans-Tasman communities of Auckland 

and Brisbane, namely the Pacific Operating Model (pp.11-14), and Fonofale model (p.15). In 

their discussion they draw out commonly shared cultural elements that relate to the well-being 

of Pasifika including ethnic identity and diversity. Thomsen, et.al. (2018), also draw their 

evaluation from the research and work undertaken by Manuela and Sibley (2015), on the Pacific 

Identity and Wellbeing Scale - Revised (PIWBS-R).  

 

A Pacific Island Well-being Scale 

Manuela and Sibley’s New Zealand-based project formulates a well-being scale based on a 

range of Pacific groups and their identity within the diaspora context of New Zealand (Manuela 

& Sibley, 2013; Manuela & Sibley, 2015). The value of the New Zealand-based study and well-

being scale is its consideration of familial and societal well-being, as well as a ‘connection’ to 

God. This research will contribute to this broader knowledge of well-being by considering the 

significance of familial well-being alongside other significant spheres that have been identified. 

At the start of this research, it was important for me to allow the Pasifika informants to define 

their understandings of well-being and to use their own terms to illustrate their concepts of 

living well.  
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 Manuela and Sibley (2013), initially described a Pacific Identity and Well-being Scale 

(PIWBS) that categorises Pasifika perceptions of well-being under five factors: ‘Perceived 

Familial Wellbeing’, ‘Perceived Societal Wellbeing’, ‘Group Membership Evaluation’, 

‘Pacific Connectedness and Belonging’, and ‘Religious Centrality and Embeddedness’ (p.83). 

More recently, Manuela and Sibley (2015), revised the PIWBS to include a sixth factor that 

assesses ‘Cultural Efficacy’ (p.146). The items and construct definitions were developed 

through qualitative interviews, as well as a review of psychological theories and previous 

research on Pacific concepts of ethnic identity and well-being. Manuela and Sibley (2013), 

advocate the use of the PIWBS because it ‘provides a culturally appropriate valid and reliable 

assessment tool that can be used for within-cultural research for Pacific peoples from a Pacific 

perspective’ (p.83). What is significant about Manuela and Sibley’s work (2013; 2015), is there 

emphasis on the multi-faceted or holistic nature of Pasifika well-being based on Pasifika 

perspectives.   

 According to Manuela and Sibley (2013), ‘Pacific peoples and cultures influence the 

social landscape of NZ, so too does NZ influence the identity and wellbeing of Pacific peoples’ 

(p.83). This same fact would be true of Pasifika well-being in Australia. It is important to note 

here that Pasifika core values and beliefs are shared across island homelands and diaspora 

contexts in which they reside (Gershon, 2007; Gershon, 2012; Va‘a, 2001) because of the 

centrality of these values to the cultural essence or make-up of Pasifika (Ka‘ili, 2017). 

According to Taumoefolau (2013), Samoan and Tongan people living in diaspora contexts in 

New Zealand have shared cultural concepts and values that are holistic. Taumoefolau (2013), 

lists respect, solidarity and resilience as examples of cultural concepts that ‘stand out in the 

worldviews of Pacific peoples like Samoans and Tongans…and their salience is reflected in 

their prominent use and representation in Samoan and Tongan social intercourse’ (p.135).  

 Manuela and Sibley (2013; 2015), contribute valuable research and ongoing dialogue 

to the silent void that exists within well-being literature specific to the Pasifika context in New 

Zealand. The PIWBS is ‘grounded in qualitative research on Pacific identity and Pacific 

peoples’ (p.84). Their work identifies important linkages in ‘ethnic identity of selfhood, culture 

and religion’ with ‘subjective well-being of family and broader social groups’ (p.87). They also 

note significant variability of cultural practices amongst various Pacific groups that needs to be 

addressed in well-being studies. I would suggest that these differences may also exist within 

cultural groups, across the different demographic characteristics and may also vary across 

different locations for these groups. In response to this, Manuela and Sibley (2013), encourage 

researchers ‘to continue to adapt and tinker with the items in the PIWBS’ further stating that 
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‘other researchers may well identify additional factors…or other items that further improve the 

reliability of the scale’ (p.98). On this note, my thesis will focus on developing further 

understanding of other possible spheres or elements that relate to the well-being of Pasifika. 

There is also further scope for understanding how specific cultural groups’ well-being 

perceptions and experiences vary across two different contexts, as will be the focus of my thesis 

in comparing the perspectives and experiences of Pasifika Samoan and Tongans living in 

Auckland and Brisbane diaspora contexts. 

 

The Pasifika well-being research and literature gap 

What the available well-being literature across Australia and New Zealand has emphasised is 

that research on Pasifika wellbeing is ‘lacking’, particularly that from a Pasifika perspective 

(Manuela & Sibley, 2013, p. 84).  There is a manifest lack of literature available on Australian-

based well-being studies that deals specifically with Pasifika diaspora communities and their 

well-being. The minimal literature relating to Australia’s or Queensland’s Pasifika migrants 

(Samoan and Tongan) are information sheets or Queensland Health publications providing 

community profiles for government agencies and service providers (for instance health care 

providers or immigration services). Examples of these types of documents are Samoan 

Australians community profile created by Queensland Health Multicultural Services (2011), 

and the Community Information Summary: Tonga-born community profile produced by 

Community Relations, Department of Immigration and Citizenship (n.d.). Although some 

documents do provide a thorough reviews of available well-being literature, like the 

Queensland Health (2011) report, most of these other documents largely draw general 

information from the available Census data (sourced from the ABS website). Most of the 

Australian-based well-being literature rely heavily on New Zealand-based or US-based studies 

of Pasifika diaspora communities.  

 The Queensland Health (2011) report contributes important discussions about the 

Pasifika socioeconomic disadvantages affecting the well-being of Pasifika communities in 

Brisbane. Their report is based on literature reviews, Census data, consultation forums (using 

focus groups) with 191 Pasifika (community members and leaders) and telephone surveys with 

54 health service providers. Their findings help to pave a way forward for further government 

initiatives and they make valid suggestions about the general status of Pasifika and Māori health 

in Queensland. However, these findings have focused on very broad features of socioeconomic 

characteristics that are assumed to be shared across most Pasifika communities in Queensland, 

with very little development of the unique aspects of the demographic characteristics associated 
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to each of the groups included in their dataset. There are several aspects of their data that can 

be further developed to gain a better understanding of the well-being behaviours, status and 

outcomes of action plans, by focusing on the unique aspects of each cultural group and the 

contexts of location and government policies affecting specific demographic groups.  

 Therefore, there is a need for more localised, community-based research that goes 

beyond broad-stroke descriptions of Pasifika communities solely based on Census data. It is 

important to note that the Pacific Island groups collectively termed Pasifika are heterogeneous; 

although they do share a common values and belief system, their collective processes, 

traditional use of materials and shared behaviours within each cultural group do vary from each 

other in unique ways. For instance, Samoan and Tongan people speak different languages and 

interact within their public and private spaces in slightly different ways, according to their 

gender, familial, domestic and public roles (Hanifan, 2010; ‘Ilaiu, 1997; Meleisea, Meredith, 

Chan Mow, Schoeffel, Sasa, Boodoosingh, & Sahib, 2015).  

   

Conclusion 

This paper has discussed available well-being literature and research carried out in diaspora 

contexts that are relevant to the focus of my PhD study of Pasifika diaspora in Auckland and 

Brisbane. The recurring theme, in the literature reviewed in this paper, is that Pasifika well-

being is best understood as a collective well-being model with subjective measures pertaining 

to a shared way of life. Aspects of individual Pasifika well-being are enmeshed with the 

collective well-being. This paper has also highlighted silent voids in the well-being literature 

and dialogue pertaining to Pasifika well-being perspectives. There is much need for further 

research, as suggested by Agee et.al. (2013) and Manuela and Sibley (2013). I would add that; 

this research will require an accurate understanding of Pasifika concepts and beliefs that 

influence Pasifika well-being. 
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