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ABSTRACT 

There is a drive in clinical psychology towards increased awareness that mental 

wellbeing is important for achievement of sustainable mental health. This study 

focuses on the cultural perspectives of wellbeing, specifically Pasifika psychology. It 

does so by investigating the link between Pasifika wellbeing and feedback at 

universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. Using the Kakala Research Framework, this 

study privileged the voices of Pasifika students by asking them about the impact of 

feedback on their wellbeing at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. Participants’ 

stories revealed the impact of feedback across relational, cognitive, affective, and 

behavioural domains of Pasifika wellbeing. In addition, participants identified coping 

strategies (e.g., avoidance, psychological disengagement, and feedback-seeking) and 

protective factors (e.g., Pasifika identities) when navigating feedback at universities in 

Aotearoa New Zealand. This study recommends Pasifika cultural consideration in the 

feedback process and proposes the utilisation of a feedback model specifically 

designed for Pasifika students at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand.  
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RESEARCHER POSITIONALITY 

As I embark on this study, it is culturally appropriate for me as a Pasifika person to 

situate myself in this conversation with you, the reader. While I am a Fijian woman, of 

Indian descent, I am still on my own journey to discover my Pasifika heritage with links 

to other Pasifika ethnicities. I was born and raised in Fiji and now call Aotearoa New 

Zealand my home. Like Pasifika Peoples before me, I came to this country to pursue 

my dream of attaining higher education. Because I come from a humble background, 

university education for me was not just an opportunity for growth, but a means to find 

a decent job that would enable me to take care of my loved ones.  

 

Being a Pasifika student in the clinical psychology training programme made me reflect 

on my past and current experiences with feedback, especially in terms of what worked 

and did not work for me. This was because I witnessed how important feedback was 

for my mental wellbeing. For instance, my experiences with negative feedback and 

instances of racial bias during my university study had a detrimental effect not just on 

my learning but also my mental wellbeing. I noticed that I lost motivation, disengaged 

from my studies, and avoided speaking out because of fear of retribution. As a result, 

other areas of my life suffered that included a decline in my physical health, and my 

family life suffering immensely. However, with the help of supportive people in my life, I 

found myself being more accepting of things that have transpired in the past and now 

have renewed hope for my future.  

 

While I expected my reaction to adverse feedback experiences, I noticed an interesting 

emotional response to positive feedback. I found myself feeling embarrassed and 

doubting whether my work was up to par. At times, in response to positive feedback, I 

felt overconfident and complacent. Although a lack of confidence in my competence 

and at times low self-esteem contributed to my feelings, I felt there were crucial 

cultural elements to my response. As per my Pasifika values, it can be impolite to 

flaunt one’s successes and achievements. This does not imply that Pasifika 

communities do not celebrate achievements. On the contrary, celebrations of success 

are lively events full of laughter, food, and merry making. Although, I have been taught 
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in my culture that a delicate balance of having pride and being humble and grounded 

in one’s approach is paramount. With my first-hand experience of how feedback 

impacted my mental wellbeing, I found myself intrigued with the psychology behind 

feedback practices and how this was related to Pasifika students’ wellbeing at 

universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. This eventuated in me conducting my research.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Recent times have seen a rise in focus on mental wellbeing in the field of clinical 

psychology, with emphasis on positive functioning as well as on distress and 

impairment (Keyes, 2005). Wellbeing as a concept is multi-dimensional; it refers to a 

range of domains that includes affirmative psychological state, absence of negative 

emotions, being able to function well, satisfaction in life, having a sense of purpose 

and resilience in the face of adversity (Dhanabhakyam & Sarath, 2023; Gautam et al., 

2024) . According to Bohlmeijer and Westerhof (2021), incorporation of mental 

wellbeing into clinical practice is paramount for achievement of sustainable mental 

health. With the drive towards integration of wellbeing into clinical psychology, 

researchers have sought to understand cultural perspectives of wellbeing  (Maulana & 

Khawaja, 2022). A prime example is the work being done in Pasifika psychology. 

 

The term Pasifika is used interchangeably with the term Pacific that refers to the 

diverse ethnic groups in Aotearoa New Zealand that trace their origins to Indigenous 

peoples of the island nations of the Pacific such as Fiji, Tonga, Samoa, and Cook 

Islands (Airini et al., 2010) . This study refers to this diverse group of people as Pasifika 

because the term was developed in a localised Aotearoa New Zealand context as a 

transliteration of the word Pacific (Airini et al., 2010).  Pasifika applies to any person 

who self-identifies or acknowledges their Pacific heritage (Iosefo, 2014; Mila-Schaaf, 

2010). In Aotearoa New Zealand, literature uses the term Pasifika and Pasifika Peoples 

interchangeably with the term Pacific Peoples. For Pasifika Peoples, wellbeing is 

connected to Pasifika identity (Manuela & Sibley, 2014). According to Mila (2013), 

Pasifika identity is connected to mental wellbeing because it influences an individual’s 

sense of belongingness, acceptance and inclusion. Other aspects of Pasifika 

wellbeing are family support and relationships, connection with Pacific communities 

and wider society, religion or spirituality, and access to personal and cultural 

resources to be able to act within Pacific cultural settings (Manuela & Sibley, 2012). 

 



2 

 

 

 

Other researchers like Kupa (2009) conceptualised Pasifika wellbeing using the vaka 

(canoe) as a metaphor in the vaka agafaga model. Of note, words in a language that a 

reader may not be familiar with are written in italics. Kupa (2009) asserted that Pasifika 

wellbeing comprised the balance between and within the domains of physical body, 

psychological wellbeing, family, and social wellbeing. An imbalance between or within 

these domains resulted in sickness (Kupa, 2009). Congruently, Reynold’s (2016) 

conceptualisation of Pasifika wellbeing emphasised balance of relationships. In 

Pasifika cultures relationships exist between people, as well as between people and 

the environment, ancestors, and the heavens. Pasifika Peoples use relational spaces 

called vā as a means for negotiation between persons, context, and time (Ka'ili, 2008). 

Airini et al. (2010) defined vā (or va’a, vaha, wa) as a pan-Pacific concept that 

“translated as a spatial way of conceiving the secular and spiritual dimensions of 

relationships and relational  order” (p.11). An unbalanced relationship is a breach of 

tapu (sacred, forbidden) resulting in stress and may be a factor in a Pasifika person 

being unwell physically, spiritually, or mentally (Tamasese et al., 2005). 

 

 In addition, Mila (2017) developed the Mana Moana theory as a culturally responsive 

intervention approach centred on the health and wellbeing of Pasifika Peoples. The 

approach is related to concepts of power, energy, vitality, and gifts sourced to an 

Oceanic existence and cultures. Mana Moana places relational collectively at the 

centre of Pasifika wellbeing and focuses on movements in the vā (Fa'avae et al., 2022). 

This movement includes atu defined as the flow of attitude, behaviour, emotion, and 

energy from a person (Evans et al., 2007). What other people receive within this shared 

space is mai (Fa'avae et al., 2022). Lastly, atamai is a concept that describes how 

people process what they receive and how this informs their responses (Fa'avae et al., 

2022). As per Mana Moana, mental illness and poor wellbeing is a result of harm, 

negative events, behaviours, attitudes, or intentions affecting people (mai) or harm 

that others cause in the form of atu (Evans et al., 2007; Mila, 2017). 

 

Pasifika wellbeing is a priority area for young Pasifika Peoples. In fact, the NZ Health 

Research Strategy (2006) identified high vulnerability for Pasifika Peoples in the 15-24 

years age range. This is consistent with findings that found depression and bipolar 
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disorders as the most common hospital admissions for this age group of Pasifika 

Peoples (Foliaki et al., 2006). Furthermore, data from the Ministry of Health (2017) 

reported suicide rates for this Pasifika age group as significantly higher compared to 

other ethnic groups. While focusing on the wellbeing of young Pasifika Peoples, 

Sopoaga et al. (2018) found Pasifika students experiencing high levels of stress and 

anxiety at universities. Subsequently, Eisenberg et al. (2007) called for further 

investigation of ways to enhance Pasifika students’ wellbeing at universities in 

Aotearoa New Zealand. For instance,  a prominent study by Airini et al. (2011) on 

Pasifika students preparing for and undertaking degree-level studies at universities in 

Aotearoa New Zealand, identified feedback as an area needing improvement to 

enhance Pasifika students’ wellbeing. Similarly, Chu et al. (2013) interviewed lecturers 

at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand, who expressed that high expectations 

through their feedback to Pasifika students led to an overall positive state of mind.  

However, Retna (2005) conducted a survey and found lapses in feedback practices at 

universities in Aotearoa New Zealand, an area that could have ramifications for 

Pasifika students’ wellbeing.  

 

Feedback is an integral part of university life. Literature defined feedback as a dialogue 

and as an act of communication (Higgins et al., 2002; Hyland, 2003). Feedback is also 

referred to as a discursive social practice among providers and receivers of knowledge 

(Pryor & Crossouard, 2008). To surmise, feedback is any information given on 

performance (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Hattie & Timperley, 2007). Researchers 

categorised feedback as either outcome or process orientated (Knesek, 2015; 

Medvedeff et al., 2008). While outcome-oriented feedback provided information about 

an individual’s success or failure, process-oriented feedback provided specific and 

detailed information about the strengths, weaknesses, and actual performance of the 

individual with suggestions on improvement (Knesek, 2015; Medvedeff et al., 2008). 

However, this over-simplified definition of feedback lacked consideration of the 

learner’s role in learning (Palfreyman, 2013).  

 

The conceptualisation of feedback has currently moved away from being merely about 

writing or giving information to the individual, but rather what the individual does with 
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the information given to them about their work, and how this information changes their 

future work (Palfreyman, 2013). Nicol (2010) agreed on describing feedback as a 

dialogue rather than a one-way transmission of message. The move towards re-

conceptualisation of feedback was on par with the influence of the social 

constructivist paradigm on understanding how an individual learnt (Nicol, 2014). 

Carless and colleagues (2011) pointed out that students’ construction of their own 

meaning from feedback they received was vital for productive learning. Currently, 

feedback models and practices feature prominently at universities in Aotearoa New 

Zealand. For example, Hattie and Timperley’s (2007) feedback model and Nicol and 

Mcfarlane-Dick’s (2006) principles for good feedback practices are currently in use at 

The University of Waikato (2020). Another example is Juwah et al.’s (2004) principles of 

good feedback practice that feature at the Victoria University of Wellington (2020). 

 

According to  Richardson et al. (2015), the range of feedback models and feedback 

practices at universities warranted research on how it affected students’ wellbeing. 

Specifically, studies highlighted the need for investigation of the impact of feedback 

on Pasifika students’ wellbeing at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand (e.g., Hunter 

et al., 2016; Murray & Morgan, 2009). The calls for investigation of feedback echo for 

Pasifika students in nursing (Apelu, 2008), Pasifika clinical psychology students 

(Southwick & Solomona, 2007), and Pasifika students undertaking psychotherapy and 

counselling training (Stewart-Folau, 2017). Also, the Pasifika student population at 

universities in Aotearoa New Zealand has undergone considerable demographic 

change over the years as reflected in the steady rise of the Pasifika student population 

at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. As of 2021, Pasifika students made up 9% 

(14, 520) of the total New Zealand university student population (173, 380), an 

increase of 46% since 2012 (Universities New Zealand– Te Pōkai Tara, 2023). Out of 

the total Pasifika university student population, 11,280 were Equivalent Full-time 

students (EFTS), an increase of 50% since 2012 (Education Counts, 2023). Pasifika 

bachelor’s degree EFTS have also increased by 53% since 2012 (Stats NZ, 2023). On 

top of that,  more Pasifika students are studying at postgraduate level at universities, 

an increase of enrolment rate from 18% in 2012 to the current enrolment rate of 21% 
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(Education Counts, 2023). Such changes attest to the need for current investigation of 

Pasifika wellbeing at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand.  

 

Therefore, this study presents a current picture of how a specific factor like feedback 

impacts wellbeing of Pasifika students at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. It gave 

precedence to Pasifika students’ voices at universities at Aotearoa New Zealand by 

exploring their experiences with feedback and how  this impacted their wellbeing. This 

was to help towards ensuring that any initiatives for Pasifika students at universities in 

Aotearoa New Zealand are relevant, culturally appropriate, and guided by evidence 

that identifies key focal points for Pasifika students for targeted interventions towards 

enhancing their wellbeing. With this in mind, the study commenced with two aims. The 

first aim was to investigate whether feedback impacted wellbeing of Pasifika students 

at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. Second, the study aimed to acknowledge the 

strengths of Pasifika students by focusing on coping strategies and protective factors. 

The research questions that ensued were as follows: 

1. What impact does feedback have on Pasifika students’ wellbeing? 

2. What are the coping strategies and protective factors for Pasifika students as 

they navigate feedback at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand? 

 

The thesis outlines the research undertaken to address these questions and is divided 

into six chapters. Chapter 1 begIns with the introduction of Pasifika  Peoples, the 

concept of feedback, and concluded with the aims and research questions of the 

present study. The next chapter (Chapter 2) looks at the Pasifika way of life. This 

includes a look at Pasifika identity, worldviews, and values. It also discusses teaching-

learning practices in traditional Pasifika spaces. Chapter 3 presents theories and 

models of feedback used in universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. It also presents a 

review of literature on the impact  of feedback on Pasifika students’ wellbeing at 

universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. Chapter 4 lays out the research methodology. 

Chapter 5 highlights the findings of this study. Finally, chapter 6 explains the findings, 

presents the implications of the study, and acknowledges the limitations of the study. 
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The concluding chapter also makes recommendations by proposing a Pasifika 

feedback model.  
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CHAPTER 2 

TOWARDS UNDERSTANDING PASIFIKA PSYCHOLOGY 

Pasifika psychology explores how Pasifika worldviews and knowledge are shaped by 

Pasifika communities and put in practice in ways that are responsive to the realities of 

Pasifika Peoples (Nikora, 2016). Part of this process involves bringing awareness of the 

context in which Pasifika Peoples operate in Aotearoa New Zealand. This chapter 

begins by discussing Pasifika worldviews and identities linked to Pasifika wellbeing. 

Furthermore, this chapter highlights Pasifika values, protocols, and cultural 

behaviours that underpin the Pasifika way of life. Because this research is based on 

exploring the impact of feedback on Pasifika wellbeing, the chapter looks at traditional 

Pasifika teaching-learning spaces. This is done using the example of the vaka Viti (the 

Fijian way of life; Havea, 2011). Doing so gives the reader the opportunity to have 

insight into Pasifika cultures because it is a principal factor for Pasifika wellbeing.  

 

PASIFIKA WORLDVIEWS 

Pasifika Peoples have diverse cultural identities that inform their own worldviews 

(Ioane, 2017). Nonetheless, a common thread is that most traditional Pasifika 

societies are hierarchical, with some based on chiefly systems while others might 

place elders in high regard as a form of hierarchy (Kingi-'Ulu'ave et al., 2016). Notably, 

hierarchical systems in traditional Pasifika societies may be organised differently. For 

example, people in Samoan society are divided into different classes, with the highest 

rank of the Ali’i (High Chief), then the Tulafale (advisor to the Ali’i), followed by the 

Faleupolu (the providers of resources like food), and the tagata nu’u, the people of the 

village (Kingi-'Ulu'ave et al., 2016). Similarly, Nation (1978) described how Fijian social 

structures are based on okatoka (extended family units) who make up a mataqali 

(clan). Several mataqali make a yavusa (tribe). Several yavusa belong to vanua 

(connection with the land) who are looked after by Turanga i Taukei , the Prominent 

Chiefs (Sofield, 2003). The Fijian holistic worldview is based on three interrelated 

dimensions of human existence- the lagi (heaven), vuravura (physical) and bulu, the 

spirit world (Vudiniabola, 2011). In general, the similarities in Pacific worldviews 

indicate that they are holistic and give importance to relationships between nature, 
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people, non-living, and living things (Ponton, 2018).  

 

PASIFIKA IDENTITIES 

Pasifika identity is associated with Pasifika wellbeing (Mila, 2013). Pasifika Peoples are 

a diverse group with a range of identities (Roy et al., 2020). Traditionally, Pasifika 

identities were linked to their roots including genealogy, family, village, and gender 

(Howard, 1990). Migration, relocation and birth in Aotearoa New Zealand has seen 

Pasifika Peoples forge their own identities by establishing new relationships (Howard, 

1990; Mila-Schaaf, 2010). For instance, Anae et al. (2001) argued that there was no 

generic Pasifika community, rather Pasifika Peoples in Aotearoa New Zealand who 

aligned themselves variously, and at different times, along ethnic, geographic, church, 

family, school, age/gender-based, youth and elders, islands-born/New Zealand-born, 

occupational lines or a mix of these. Finau (2014) agreed that Pasifika Peoples prefer 

ethnic-specific identifiers that located direct connections to their genealogical and 

geographical locations (e.g., Samoan, Tongan, Fijian; Matapo, 2016). Regardless, 

Pasifika experiences of mixed identities are acknowledged as a protective factor, with 

the recognition that Pasifika Peoples are able to successfully function in multiple 

contexts in Aotearoa New Zealand (Fatu, 2016; Mila-Schaaf, 2010; Mila-Schaaf & 

Robinson, 2010).  

 

To explain the protective nature of Pasifika identities, Mila-Schaaf (2010) drew from 

the works of French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu's theory of social space. Mila-Schaaf 

(2010) coined the theoretical construct of polycultural capital to describe the potential 

advantage second generation Pasifika Peoples experience from ongoing exposure to 

culturally distinctive social spaces in Aotearoa New Zealand. Polycultural capital 

refers to an “accumulation of distinctive cultural resources; intertextual skills (a sense 

of how these relate to another), the power to negotiate them and the ability to deploy 

these cross-cultural resources strategically in different contexts” (Mila-Schaaf, 2010, 

p. 270).  In other words, Pasifika have the advantage of being able to relate to both 

traditional Pacific and Aotearoa New Zealand cultures, depending on their background 

and the situation, thereby having the ability to have multiple identities (Mila-Schaaf, 

2010; Ministry for Pacific Peoples, 2017).  
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The ability of Pasifika Peoples to operate within and between multiple cultures could 

be viewed with the metaphorical analogy of the art of weaving the vakabati, the Fijian 

mat (Ministry of Education, 2017). Traditionally, women dry the voivoi (pandanus 

leaves). They then cut the voivoi into strips according to their unique shade and size, 

placing them in alternate strands and interweaving them into criss-cross patterns. 

Figure 1 below depicts the preparation of the voivoi. The weaving of the strips results in 

an exquisite mat (Island Culture Archival Support, 2017). As Pasifika weave in and out 

of different contexts, Samu (2006) noted that New Zealand-born and New Zealand-

raised Pasifika Peoples have developed their own ways of expression and 

identification, whether it be biculturalism or multi-ethnicism.  

 

Figure 1 

Preparing the strands of the voivoi to weave the vakabati 

 

 

  

 

Note. Stripped strands of the voivoi are dried and sorted out to weave into a vakabati. 

Similar to interwoven strands, Pasifika Peoples have the invaluable skill of weaving 

within and between multiple cultures with relative ease (Tupuola, 1998, 2004).  Image 

copyright of and printed with permission from the photographer, Dr Shitanjni Wati.  

 

Pasifika identity formation in Aotearoa New Zealand has also been explained in 

relation to vā, inter-dependent relational spaces (Curwen, 2017). This is because 

maintaining good relationships with everything around them is important for Pasifika 
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Peoples and their wellbeing (Firestone et al., 2018). For Pasifika Peoples, connections 

exist between everything like people, the environment, ancestors and the heavens 

(Reynolds, 2016). This connection is explained by the concept of vā (Tuagalu, 2008). 

Airini et al. (2010) defined vā (or va’a, vaha, wa) as a pan Pacific concept, “translated 

as a spatial way of conceiving the secular and spiritual dimensions of relationships 

and relational order” (p.11). Regarding relationships between people, Wendt (1999) 

explained that the vā for Pasifika Peoples was the relational space that connected 

each person to the next. For Pasifika Peoples, these relational spaces are considered 

sacred and thus require nurturing (Airini et al., 2010). For example, helping and serving 

others can be uplifting for Pasifika Peoples’ wellbeing (LeVa, 2023). Relationships 

were also traditionally cultivated by material exchange and reinforced by Pasifika 

values (Muliaina, 2018). The next section discusses Pasifika values.  

 

PASIFIKA VALUES 

Pasifika Peoples are taught fa’aaloalo (Samoan term for respect; Havea, 2011) or 

faka’apa’apa (Tongan) or vakarokoroko (Fijian; Ministry for Pacific Peoples, 2020) from 

an early age and this is often a reflection of their home environments where elders, 

parents and older siblings are held in high regard based on age, gender, experience 

and position in the family or community (Lui, 2003; Tu'itahi, 2018). Fa’aaloalo, 

faka’apa’apa or vakarokoroko can be shown by keeping a face, acknowledging 

someone’s status, and observing proper etiquette (Tu'itahi, 2018).  

 

Another important Pasifika value is tautua (Samoan for reciprocal service; Havea, 

2011). Tautua is strongly linked to respect and responsibility (Havea, 2011). For 

instance, when interacting with others, Pasifika Peoples learn to hold others’ 

knowledge, experiences, and cultures in high regard (Hawk et al., 2002).  For Pasifika, 

reciprocity is the responsibility they take to give value to relationships and undertake 

obligations of care while interacting with others. In Pasifika cultures, working together 

is always given precedence over individualism (Nabobo, 1998). This is reflected in the 

value of service and inclusion, whereby Pasifika Peoples love to help others and often 

work well with others (Suaalii-Sauni et al., 2009). Pasifika Peoples also value 

leadership. For Pasifika, a leader is one who works for the betterment of the people 
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and brings people together by adopting a leadership style based on reciprocity 

(Faletutulu, 2017).  

 

Working with others in Pasifika cultures requires consideration of tauhivaha‘a (Tongan 

term for relationships; Thaman, 2006), an integral part of maintaining the collective 

nature of societies in Pasifika cultures (Kingi-'Ulu'ave et al., 2016). The collectivist 

philosophy that underpins all Pasifika societies means that for Pasifika Peoples, an 

individual does not exist alone but exists in relationship with others, both living and 

those who have gone before (Waldegrave et al., 2003). Relationships for Pasifika 

Peoples are not just between people but with their villages, communities, the land, 

and the spirit world. The guardianship of these aspects is vital to the Pacific ethos 

(Waldegrave et al., 2003). Pasifika cultures are based on a collectivist approach with 

wellbeing, relying on balanced relationships. Maintaining such relationships requires 

consideration. For example, a shared Pasifika value is alofa (Samoan term for love; 

Kingi-'Ulu'ave et al., 2016) or ‘ofa (Tongan term for love; Havea, 2011), veilomani (Fijian 

term for loving one another; Nainoca, 2011), which is an obligation to show care and 

concern for others.  

 

The show of alofa or ‘ofa is a common practice in many Pasifika cultures (Tu'itahi, 

2018). Alofa is linked to the concepts of giving, receiving, reciprocity, and sharing of 

gifts, including the gift of knowledge, a practice pertinent to Pasifika wellbeing (Lui, 

2003). Also, Pasifika Peoples revere relationships within families. Family or aiga 

(Samoan), matavuvale (Fijian), magafaoa (Niue), kàiga (Tokelau), kāinga (Tonga), 

ngutuare tangata (Cook Island), and kaaiga (Tuvalu) is the foundation of Pasifika 

cultures (Duituturaga, 1995; Kingi-'Ulu'ave et al., 2016). The collective nature of 

Pasifika societies means that Pasifika peoples identify themselves within the context 

of their families and wider communities. This means that interests of the family 

supersede the interests of the individual (Anae et al., 2002; Nabobo, 1998).  

 

Furthermore, spirituality or lotu (Tongan and Fijian term for spirituality/ Christianity/ 

church/ prayer; Havea, 2011; Ministry of Social Development, 2012) or faka-te-agaga 

(Tokelauan term for spirituality; Ministry for Pacific Peoples, 2020), is a central part of 
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Pasifika lives (Suaalii-Sauni et al., 2009). Havea (2010) highlighted lotu (referring to 

churches) as a pivotal communal place, meets the spiritual needs of Pasifika Peoples, 

develops cultural values and practices, and aids in the cultivation of social values. 

This is linked to the sense of belonging, a value that is vital for Pasifika wellbeing 

(Duituturaga, 1995; Kingi-'Ulu'ave et al., 2016). Regarding why sense of belonging is an 

integral part of Pasifika wellbeing, Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Ta’isi Efi, former Head of 

State of Samoa (2009, p. 1) eloquently stated:  

I am not an individual; I am an integral part of the cosmos. 

I share a divinity with my ancestors, the land, the seas, and the skies. 

I am not an individual, because I share a tofi (an inheritance) 

with my family, my village, and my nation. 

I belong to my family and my family belongs to me. 

I belong to my village and my village belongs to me. 

I belong to my nation and my nation belongs to me. 

This is the essence of my sense of belonging. 

 

Pasifika groups have their own distinct cultural protocols (Anae et al., 2002). For 

example, fatele is a traditional Tuvaluan song and dance performed during welcome 

ceremonies, whereas veiqaravi vakavanua, the traditional Fijian welcome ceremony 

requires the attendees to observe silence as a sign of dignity and respect towards the 

matanivanua (chief guest’s herald or spokesperson) while he speaks (Ministry for 

Pacific Peoples, 2020). Nonetheless, Pasifika cultures do have similar protocols. For 

instance, spirituality is practised in Pasifika events as evident by  opening prayers and 

blessing of kana (food; Ministry for Pacific Peoples, 2020). Furthermore, Pasifika 

protocols require displays of respect. Learners show respect in the form of silence 

(and listening) when elders speak (Tu'itahi, 2018). This is governed by the notion of 

tapu (sacred bonds) that sets customary boundaries between people of different 

positions (age, gender, hierarchical status, and so forth), as well as cultural and 

spiritual boundary markers for Pasifika Peoples (Pulotu-Endemann et al., 2007). 

Lastly, cultural behaviours guide Pasifika ways of life. For instance, fakamā is a 

cultural behaviour that is evident in Pasifika Peoples and can present as shyness and 

quietness (Kalāvite, 2010).  
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TEACHING-LEARNING IN TRADITIONAL PASIFIKA SPACES  

Using the vaka Viti (the Fijian way of life; Havea, 2011), this section describes the 

interaction between the giver and receiver of knowledge in a traditional Pasifika space. 

Traditionally, learners/ children are taught daily aspects of vaka Viti by immediate 

matavuvale (family) and by other clan members (Duituturaga, 1995). The matavuvale is 

the very foundation of vaka Viti  (Duituturaga, 1995). Outside the matavuvale, teaching 

involves the use of an eloquent teacher/ speaker who has mastery of language as 

evidenced by their knowledge of the vaka Viti, pays attention to the words they use, 

and speaks in a clear voice that commands respect (Nabobo-Baba, 2006).  Such 

considerations are crucial for maintaining harmonious relationships within and 

between vanua (Nabobo-Baba, 2006).  

 

Another practice to maintain harmonious relationships in traditional teaching-learning 

spaces for Pasifika Peoples includes the use of humour and banter (Nabobo-Baba, 

2006).  Waldegrave et al. (2003) agreed that maintaining harmonious relationships 

aligned with the collectivist philosophy underpinning all Pasifika societies. For Pasifika 

Peoples, an individual does not exist alone but exists in relationship with others, both 

living and those who have gone before (Reynolds, 2016). Traditionally, teaching is done 

face-to-face with the vaka Viti belief  that physical presence in the teaching-learning 

space ensures that the mentor fulfils the obligation to impart customs properly to the 

learner (Nabobo-Baba, 2006). 

 

For Pasifika Peoples, knowledge and customs are imparted via ceremonies, rituals, 

dances, and chants (Efi, 2005; Nabobo-Baba, 2006). For example, a ceremony for vaka 

Viti brings clans together where they discuss, argue, debate, record, critique, and 

examine culture-related knowledge (Nabobo-Baba, 2006). During these ceremonies, 

vaka Viti  knowledge is continually reiterated in speeches thereby serving as a reminder 

of the culture’s history, genealogy, relations, and traditional ties (Aporosa & Fa'avae, 

2021). In addition, Pasifika cultures use metaphors (Manning, 2019). For example, 

when people of Vugalei (a community in Fiji) speak of hard work, endurance and 

commitment, they use metaphors of seg ani ura me damu ni kua (it is not a prawn  that 

if cooked will turn red), or me da dui bolea noda dui ulunivanua (let us climb and 
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conquer an actual/ metaphorical mountains; Nabobo-Baba, 2006). Notably, 

Christianised influence is prominent in Pasifika cultures (Efi, 2005; Troughton, 2023). 

This is evident in the changes in metaphors used by the vaka Viti, like carrying one’s 

cross/ burden is expressed as a i saluwaki ni vosa (perfumes/ decorations with which 

we cloth our talk; Nabobo-Baba, 2006).  

 

Also, symbolism is a cultural practice in Pasifika cultures, connecting people 

spiritually and to their surroundings (O'Sullivan & Hakaraia, 2018). An example of this 

is when people of Vugalei refer to the ancestor, Kau, an ancestral male spirit who lived 

in a place called Balabala between the villages of Nadaro and Visa (Nabobo-Baba, 

2006). Kau’s stories centre around his attempts to win the hearts of women from Fiji 

and beyond (Nabobo-Baba, 2006). He became the embodiment of the philosophy that 

things of immense value were worth (metaphorically) dying for (Nabobo-Baba, 2006). 

Traditionally, Pasifika cultures also use monologues and this is reflected in use of vosa 

(talk) in vaka Viti by a taukei (landowner) who speaks freely, especially to the things 

related to the vanua (Nabobo-Baba, 2006).  Finally, Pasifika cultures use the oral 

tradition of talanoa (Bentley-Gray, 2023). This includes story-telling about water, land, 

spirits, history, wars, forests, ceremonies, travels, people, and ancestry as well as 

conversation (Havea, 2010).   

 

Learning in Pasifika cultures involves being instructed explicitly on what to do, 

repetitive telling or by the use of modelling (Efi, 2005). Learning begins by telling the 

learner/child who they were in relation to all other things in their life (e.g., their people, 

natural environment, and the spiritual world). The growing child would then be taken by 

their families to functions and ceremonies to see how things were done and finally be 

instructed to do it themselves (Efi, 2005; Nabobo-Baba, 2006). The learner’s obligation 

in Indigenous spaces is to pay quiet attention to their mentors (Nabobo-Baba, 2006). 

Other qualities that are valued are the learner’s quiet determination, ability to know 

how to listen, and the willingness to do the job (Nabobo-Baba, 2006).  

 

The belief about learning in vaka Viti is that it requires the involvement of a learner’s 

mind and spirit (Nabobo-Baba, 2006).  To achieve this, Nabobo-Baba (2006) 
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mentioned “qoi e wili cuka na keya nodra tuberi na gone, me ra kila taumada ni ra 

kauwaitaki tiko” (nurturing the learner whereby they must know that they are loved and 

considered important by the teachers; p. 121). Nainoca (2011) agreed that the value of 

veilomani (Fijian term for loving one another to show care and concern for others) was 

important for vaka Viti. Valuing the lotu of the learner also ensures that the spirits of 

relatives are happy and secure, making it easier to achieve in the vanua (Havea, 2011).  

 

In vaka Viti, the traditional cultural practice called veivakabekabei is a prime example 

of how feedback is given in Pasifika cultures (Oranga Tamariki Practice Centre, 2020). 

Veivakabekabei involves valuing and nurturing others with the aim of promoting 

relationships and unity (Koya-Vaka’uta, 2018; Pasefika Proud, 2012). However, 

veivakabekabei comes with certain cultural considerations. These include adhering to 

the Fijian values of vakarokoroko and veidokai (modesty, honour, and polite 

submission; Pasefika Proud, 2012). Utmost care has to be taken to limit boasting or 

grandstanding because these run counter to Fijian cultural values (Pasefika Proud, 

2012). Other Pacific groups have similar cultural considerations for feedback. For 

example, the act of fakalilifu (honouring or glorifying another) in Niuean culture and the 

practice of Te kāga māopoopo (achieving wellbeing of individual and collective 

through peace and unity) in Tokelauan culture, all require consideration of the value of 

respect and humility in the feedback process (Pasefika Proud, 2012; Suaalii-Sauni et 

al., 2009).  

 

SUMMARY 

This chapter discussed how Pasifika Peoples operate to give a better understanding of 

Pasifika psychology and what Pasifika wellbeing entails. This chapter began with a 

discussion of Pasifika worldviews. These are holistic in nature and give precedence to 

relationships between nature, people, non-living, and living things. Pasifika Peoples 

are also a diverse group of people with a range of identities. The relative ease with 

which Pasifika Peoples weave within and between multiple cultures makes this a 

protective factor that is linked to their wellbeing. Pasifika cultures have shared values 

that include fa’aaloalo/ vakarokoroko/ faka’apa’apa, tautua, tauhivaha’a, alofa/’ofa, 

aiga/matavuvale/ magafaoa, lotu, and sense of belonging. Pasifika groups also have 
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their own distinct cultural protocols and behaviours. Because this research pertains to 

the impact of feedback on wellbeing, the chapter highlighted teaching-learning in 

traditional Pasifika spaces. Pasifika cultures used certain practices to share 

knowledge, some of which included the use of ceremonies, dances, chants, 

symbolism, metaphors, and monologues. Regardless of the practice, care was taken 

in relationships (e.g., use of humour to lighten mood), with the belief that the learner’s 

involvement was both via the mind and the spirit. Pasifika cultures also had their own 

feedback practices. These had to adhere to Pasifika values with care taken to achieve 

wellbeing of the learner and the collective Pasifika society through peace and unity. 

The next chapter discusses the current feedback theories and models used in 

universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. It also looks at literature that has reviewed the 

impact of these feedback practices on the wellbeing of Pasifika students at 

universities in Aotearoa New Zealand.  
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CHAPTER 3 

THEORIES AND MODELS OF FEEDBACK AT UNIVERSITIES IN 

AOTEAROA NEW ZEALAND AND  PASIFIKA WELLBEING 

Given the growing number of Pasifika students at universities in Aotearoa New 

Zealand, studies have called for an investigation of the impact of feedback on Pasifika 

wellbeing (e.g., Airini et al., 2011). This is because feedback is an integral part of 

university life (Schartel, 2012). Therefore, this chapter begins by looking at what 

theories and models of feedback the universities in Aotearoa New Zealand use. It then 

reviews literature to investigate the impact of these feedback practices on Pasifika 

wellbeing at these universities. The chapter concludes by highlighting the importance 

and necessity of the present  study.  

 

THEORIES AND MODELS OF FEEDBACK AT UNIVERSITIES IN AOTEAROA NEW 

ZEALAND 

Notably, there are no feedback models designed specifically for Pasifika students at 

universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. Although, there are a range of feedback models 

used across the eight universities in Aotearoa New Zealand, many of which are heavily 

influenced by models emanating from works situated in the United Kingdom (UK;  

Juwah et al., 2004; Meyer & Land, 2003). For example, Hattie and Timperley’s (2007) 

feedback model and Nicol and Mcfarlane-Dick’s (2006) principles for good feedback 

practices are in use at The University of Waikato (2020). Juwah et al.’s (2004) 

principles of good feedback practice are evident at Victoria University of Wellington 

(2020). Evans (2013) conducted a thematic analysis on research evidence regarding 

assessment and feedback in higher education from 2000 to 2012 and found a strong 

influence of UK authors on education policies (42%). This was followed by influences 

from the United States (23%), Australia (10%), the Netherlands (5%), Hong Kong 

(2.5%), and Taiwan (2%). Aotearoa New Zealand, Canada, Belgium, and Spain each 

contributed to only 1% of research articles (Evans, 2013).  

 

However, Evans (2013) found no substantive evidence regarding the  

recommendations for types of feedback that supposedly worked in higher education 
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in UK. Mutch (2003) agreed that UK studies on feedback practices contained little 

systematic empirical evidence on what type of feedback was best for different 

situations and contexts. Furthermore, researchers expressed concerns about the lack 

of paucity, quality of the empirical research base, and inconsistency in the pattern of 

study findings regarding feedback practices presented in international studies 

(Carillo-de-la-Pena et al., 2009; Case, 2007; Walker, 2009). Sadler (2010) concluded 

that there remained unknown factors regarding how best to design assessment events 

to improve learning for students in higher education. More importantly, literature on 

education coming out of the UK and other countries showed a lack of work in exploring 

effective feedback practices suited for a New Zealand-based Pasifika university 

student population.  

 

Notably, universities in Aotearoa New Zealand have incorporated existing models and 

principles to design their own models of feedback. Massey University’s (2017b) 

feedback model illustrated in Figure 2 below is a prime example. Drawing on the work 

of Race (2014), Massey University (2017b) utilised feed-forward practices in its 

feedback process. The work of researchers like Nicol and Macfarlane‐Dick (2006) and 

Sadler (2010) prompted Massey University to position feedback within a model of self-

regulated learning. Self-regulation in learning refers to the degree to which students 

can regulate aspects of their thinking, motivation, and behaviour during learning (Nicol 

& Macfarlane‐Dick, 2006; Pintrich & Zusho, 2002). Collaboration between staff and 

students was at the core of Massey University’s (2017b) feedback model.  

 

 As per Massey University’s (2017b) feedback model, students were to be provided 

with quality feedback on their performance on assessments, as well as on non-

assessed tasks (Massey University, 2017b). The feedback cycle began with engaging 

students as active learners in the design phase. This is where staff were to set goals 

and criteria and provide clear expectations to students regarding feedback (Nicol & 

Macfarlane‐Dick, 2006). The model prioritised timely feedback soon after task 

completion as it was deemed crucial to ensure that students incorporated what they 

have learnt in future assessment tasks (Massey University, 2017b). The model 

recommended task-specific feedback to help students make sense of what they had 
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done, and constructive feedback to provide suggestions for improvement (Race, 

2014). The review phase involved students providing feedback to teachers to aid in the 

shaping of teaching (Massey University, 2017b). The applicability of Massey 

University’s (2017b) feedback model to Pasifika students remains untested.  

 

Figure 2 

Massey University’s (2017b)  feedback model 

 

Note. Massey University (2017b) positioned feedback with the model of self-regulated 

learning. 
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FEEDBACK WITH PASIFIKA STUDENTS AT UNIVERSITIES IN AOTEAROA NEW 

ZEALAND 

A study by Tomoana (2012) of good teaching practices for Pacific and Māori students 

in the tertiary sector, reported that participants perceived positive feedback to be 

crucial for their success. A set of studies reported that positive feedback was linked to 

increased motivation, increase in effort, and greater goal attainment (Bandura, 1982). 

IIies and colleagues (2007) provided support for an increase in positive affect and self-

esteem among undergraduate students in response to positive feedback. For negative 

feedback, they noted that students with high and low self-esteem responded similarly 

to negative feedback. The researchers suggested that this may be because students 

with high self-esteem did not see a link between their performance and negative 

feedback.  

 

Kim and Lee (2019) noted positive feedback produced a positive emotional reaction 

and increased motivation among university students. However, they also found 

positive feedback influenced greater inaccuracy in estimation of self-reported feelings 

of self-efficacy among participants compared to negative feedback. Zimmerman 

(2000) defined self-efficacy as self-appraisal of one’s ability to master a task, which 

included judgments about one’s capability to fulfil given task demands and to use 

feedback as needed to attain a goal. This was in line with previous literature that found 

negative feedback enabled university students to assess their performance more 

realistically and accurately compared to positive feedback (Plakht et al., 2013). 

 

A few studies have reported excessive praise given to Pasifika students, albeit in 

secondary schools. Sileo and Prater (2000) found students of Pacific backgrounds 

tended to respond to excessive praise with embarrassment. Spiller (2013) argued that 

Pasifika students did not like to show themselves up in front of their peers or teachers. 

Instead, the study found that Pasifika students asked for accolades privately and not 

in front of their peers. While studies with Pasifika students at secondary schools was 

not directly applicable to Pasifika students at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand, 

such findings appeared to show Pasifika Peoples responded to praise differently 

compared to non-Pasifika people. Spiller (2013) agreed that this may be because of 
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reverence of the value of humility in Pasifika cultures. 

 

Based on their comparison of collectivistic and individualistic systems, Greenfield et 

al. (2000) proposed an alternative hypothesis on why people appeared to respond to 

praise differently. Greenfield and colleagues (2000) argued that collectivistic cultures 

valued criticism as a feedback mechanism, whereas the individualistic system valued 

praise. Markus and Kitayama (1991) suggested that praise may make people from 

collectivist cultures feel singled out and uncomfortable rather than make them feel 

good about themselves. Scholars have since challenged the notion of collectivistic 

communities not favouring praise. In their study of Māori students’ learning and 

behaviour, Butterworth and Bevan-Brown (2007) reported positive effects of praise on 

students from this collectivistic culture, if praise was carried out in a culturally 

responsive and supportive environment. Studies have yet to investigate the 

applicability of these findings, provide accounts of current experiences and responses 

of Pasifika students to praise, or provide insight into how to administer praise in a 

culturally appropriate manner to Pasifika students at universities in Aotearoa New 

Zealand. 

 

Recent studies by Carter and colleagues (2016; 2018) explored doctoral students’ and 

their supervisors’ perspectives on written feedback. Participants included Pasifika, 

Māori, international, and New Zealand European students and supervisors from the 

University of Auckland and Victoria University of Wellington. While these researchers 

focused on investigating feedback practices to improve students’ academic work, the 

study provided snippets of information on the impact of feedback on students’ 

wellbeing. For example, students commented that they preferred feedback that made 

them feel more confident, inspired, and motivated. Other participants in the study 

stated an increase in positive mood, rise in confidence and that positive feedback led 

to positive mood, an increase in confidence and enhancement of their wellbeing when 

subjected to positive feedback (Carter et al., 2016; 2018). 

 

In addition, Carter et al. (2016) found non-specific written feedback (e.g., “?”) and 

positive written feedback (e.g., “good job”, “keep going”) left students confused (p. 
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30). Participants also described that negative feedback made them feel personally 

attacked, undermined their confidence, and halted their progress in writing. The 

study’s limitation was the grouping together of large and diverse ethnic groups with 

limited consideration of Pasifika and non-Pasifika students’ different worldviews and 

cultures. Further, Carter and colleagues (2016; 2018) focused on feedback in the 

context of academic success at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand with no 

investigation of the impact of feedback on Pasifika students’ wellbeing. Although 

Carter and colleagues (2016; 2018) re-analysed data using cultural pedagogies and 

surmised that feedback for Pasifika was about relationships.  

 

Carter and colleagues (2018) reiterated the relevancy of vā in relationship-building for 

Pasifika, advocating supervisors to be considerate of Pasifika students’ wellbeing and 

the aim to develop optimal relationships that benefited all. When exploring what vā 

looked like in the feedback process, the researchers suggested a constructive crafting 

of criticism and that staff give positive affirmations for Pasifika students’ writing. The 

study did not elaborate on what Pasifika students perceived to be constructive 

criticism or what positive affirmations entailed. A similar limitation was noted in the 

study by Teevale and Teu (2018) who interviewed first-year Pasifika students at the 

University of Otago. The researchers stated participants found feedback challenging, 

but they failed to explore why. Also, Teevale and Teu (2018) considered feedback for 

academic success and did not undertake a holistic approach to see how feedback 

impacted Pasifika wellbeing. Nonetheless, the study identified protective factors like 

university friendships, peer groups and family support that helped Pasifika students 

manage stress at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand.  

 

Mayeda, Keil, Dutton and Ofamo'oni (2014) evidenced family support as a protective 

factor for Pasifika students at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. Notably, Mayeda, 

Keil, Dutton and Ofamo'oni (2014) argued that attaining family support for some 

Pasifika students may take time. As one participant in the study pointed out, most 

Pasifika students were first-generation university students, so their families needed 

time to get familiar with the pressures associated with university studies. Mayeda and 

colleagues (2014)  reported an additional protective factor- culturally protected 
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spaces, which were also referred to as Pasifika/ Pacific student space and collective 

spaces in literature (Chu, Glasgow, et al., 2013; Horrocks et al., 2012; Mayeda, Keil, 

Dutton, & Ofamo'oni, 2014). These spaces were either described as physical spaces 

set up for Pasifika university students (e.g., University of Canterbury, 2023; Victoria 

University of Wellington, 2023) or spaces provided via initiatives at universities in 

Aotearoa New Zealand (Fairbairn-Dunlop, 2015). For example, Fairbairn-Dunlop 

(2015) described the setting up of a culturally safe space by the Association of Pasifika 

Staff in Tertiary Education (APSTE) with the aim of making Pasifika students at 

universities in Aotearoa New Zealand feel safe to come together to discuss topics of 

their choosing.  

 

Chauvel et al. (2014) agreed that dedicated spaces specifically for Pasifika students 

provided comfortable and familiar places that supported Pasifika wellbeing at 

universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. These spaces were associated with heightened 

Pacific feelings of identity, belonging, togetherness and singleness of purpose 

(Fairbairn-Dunlop, 2014). According to Mayeda and colleagues (2014), these collective 

spaces at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand nurtured supportive relationships of 

Pasifika students with their mentors/ peers, provided emotional and cultural support, 

and were environments that were culturally relevant and more supportive of Pasifika 

wellbeing than general university spaces.  

 

In extending the study of Pasifika spaces, Dutton (2016) noted that mainstream 

university spaces had the potential to put Pasifika students at risk of being 

embarrassed or ridiculed. Using a sample of Pasifika and Māori students at a 

university in Aotearoa New Zealand, Dutton (2016) explored why mainstream 

university spaces evoked such unpleasant feelings. The researcher noted participants 

displaying an acute awareness of how their potential failure could lead to 

reinforcement of negative stereotypes about their academic and intellectual abilities. 

The study concluded that collective spaces at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand 

shielded the students from pejorative stereotypes about Pasifika and Māori 

communities, at times entrenched in the teaching curricula. A critique of Dutton (2016) 

was the combination of Pasifika and Māori participants as one study group. Grimes et 
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al. (2015) agreed that Pasifika and Māori were diverse groups and held different 

worldviews and ways of doing things. For instance, vā was significant for relationship 

building for Pasifika Peoples (see review in Anae et al., 2002; Anae et al., 2001; Carter 

et al., 2018), while whanaungatanga was about building relationships between Māori 

and non-Māori (Deane et al., 2019). The Māori philosophy of whanaungatanga was 

underpinned by the universal Māori values of tika (doing what is right), pono (doing 

what is right with integrity), and aroha (doing everything with love/ compassion; Deane 

et al., 2019; Keelan, 2014).  

 

Focusing on written work, Fanene (2006) examined the impact of the quantity of 

tutors’ written feedback with Samoan students at tertiary institutions in Aotearoa New 

Zealand. Participants indicated that feedback was difficult to understand when tutors’ 

comments on their essays were vague, too general, or irrelevant. Interestingly, other 

participants stated that they felt confused when tutors’ written feedback had limited 

relevancy, was too vague, or too detailed. When asked why they did not go back to 

discuss their concerns with their tutors, a participant stated that “no…that’s the 

problem with me” (p. 108). Balzarotti et al. (2016) pointed out that self-blame was a 

cognitive process used as an unhelpful coping mechanism by individuals when faced 

with unpleasant events. In fact, Straud and McNaughton-Cassill (2019) found a direct 

positive effect of self-blame on stress among university students. Overall, findings 

suggested that feedback was a powerful tool and if not used properly could have a 

detrimental effect on Pasifika students’ wellbeing. 

 

Another study investigating feedback with Pasifika students was conducted by Leach 

(2013). The study administered questionnaires to 1,246 first year students of different 

ethnic groups enrolled in nine tertiary institutions in Aotearoa New Zealand: two 

universities, four institutes of technology, one wānanga (a provider of education in a 

Māori cultural context), one private training provider and one community education 

provider. Findings showed that feedback on learning was ranked very important by all 

students. Leach (2013) noted prompt feedback ranked more highly by Pasifika 

students compared to non-Pasifika students. Studies have focused on benefits of 

prompt and timely feedback at universities (Bailey & Garner, 2010; Bevan et al., 2008; 
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Koh, 2010; Wiliam, 2011). For instance, students reported the importance of timely 

feedback because of its relevance to their future work (Bone, 2006; Duncan, 2007; 

Poulos & Mahony, 2008). Rodriguez (2015) challenged the emphasis on promptness 

and quick turnaround of feedback and suggested that it might be more beneficial if 

students waited a little longer to get feedback. The researchers found that delayed 

feedback encouraged students to anticipate the answer, which increased their level of 

attention to it when they received it. Hattie and Timperley (2007) agreed that 

withholding feedback temporarily was just as beneficial because it allowed students 

to internalise and process the demands of tasks. Promptness in feedback giving, 

therefore, appears to be a complex process, suggesting the need for thought and 

consideration. 

 

Expanding their study of what feedback worked for Pasifika students, Chu et al. (2013) 

interviewed Pasifika university students and reported students’ preference for 

collaboration in the feedback process. Chu and colleagues (2013) reported that 

Pasifika students were able to gain more knowledge when they spoke openly to their 

lecturers and were able to ask questions. The association between student academic 

success and collaboration in the feedback process was evidenced by Bishop and 

Berryman (2006) who noted improvements in learning when teachers listened to and 

involved students in the feedback process. Bishop and Berryman (2006) concluded 

that collaboration helped teachers be more responsive to the needs of their students 

because by listening to their students, teachers could modify and design their 

teaching in a manner that made sense to the students.  

 

Looking beyond just academic success, Spiller (2014) documented the link between 

collaboration and student wellbeing at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand, reporting 

that a collaborative feedback process was associated with positive effects that 

included students feeling more empowered, with increased motivation and improved 

willingness to participate in tasks. Bishop and Berryman (2006) also noted students 

feeling more empowered in a collaborative feedback process. When the researchers 

investigated why collaboration led to such noticeable improvements, Pasifika 

students reported that it was because they felt like the staff were taking them 
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seriously and considered the students’ as knowledgeable participants in important 

conversations that enhanced their wellbeing. 

 

When Chu and colleagues (2013) investigated factors that increased Pasifika 

students' engagement in a collaborative relationship with their lecturers at universities 

in Aotearoa New Zealand, Pasifika students reported high regard for lecturers who had 

a Pacific heart and tried to build working relationships with Pasifika students. In other 

words, students preferred working with lecturers who showed consideration for their 

students’ Pasifika identities and who were caring. Studies have established that a 

positive teaching-learning relationship was crucial for Pasifika students (Perrot, 2015; 

Samu, 2006; Thaman, 2008). When asked how lecturers could foster a collaborative 

and positive relationship with Pasifika students, Tomoana (2012) advocated for 

acknowledgement of the strength of Pasifika students in managing a complex world, 

not about treating people differently, and being mindful of the difference. 

 

Several studies noted the significance of group work for Pasifika students (e.g., Chu et 

al., 2013; Leenen-Young, 2020). Airini et al. (2011) stated that Pasifika students 

attributed group work as a crucial factor that helped them succeed at universities in 

Aotearoa New Zealand. When exploring why Pasifika students liked working in groups, 

Airini and colleagues (2011) listed factors like relishing the opportunity to work with 

other people, feeling secure when working with others and being more content with 

the quality of work when collaborating with others. Chu et al. (2013) noted Pasifika 

students demonstrating strong willingness to engage in group work because it allowed 

them to help each other by giving feedback for each other's work and proofread/edit 

one another’s essays. This is termed peer review and refers to scenarios where 

students evaluate and make judgements about the work of their peers and construct a 

written feedback commentary (about the quality, value, or success of that work; Nicol, 

2019). Tawaketini (2017) argued that for Pasifika students, group work meant more 

than just academic progression via peer review. The researcher linked Pasifika 

students’ high preference for working in groups with the notion of communal work.  
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Communal work was a prime characteristic of Pasifika communities and one that was 

underpinned by a collectivist philosophy (Matapo & Baice, 2020). Collectivism and 

communalism were fundamental to Pasifika wellbeing (Manuela & Sibley, 2012). In 

addition, Pasifika students at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand have self-reported 

that it was important for them to feel like they were part of a group and making an 

important contribution to that group (Airini et al., 2011). Luafutu-Simpson et al. (2015) 

found that group work increased Pasifika students’ sense of belonging at universities 

in Aotearoa New Zealand. Studies have consistently reported that Pasifika students 

with a high sense of belonging in educational environments showed an increase in 

motivation (Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Osterman, 2000).  

 

SUMMARY 

A look through literature revealed  that there is no feedback model designed specifically 

for Pasifika students at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. Current theories and 

models of feedback have been influenced from work situated in the UK. The limitations of 

this approach include lack of paucity, concerns about the empirical research base and 

inconsistency in the pattern of study findings regarding the effectiveness of these 

feedback practices, especially with the Pasifika student population in Aotearoa New 

Zealand. Studies on feedback have primarily focused on academic performance of 

Pasifika students at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. Only a limited set of studies 

have investigated feedback and Pasifika wellbeing. Findings suggested that positive 

feedback was linked to enhanced wellbeing (e.g., increased motivation, greater effort, 

and better goal attainment) more so than negative feedback. Although, another set of 

studies revealed an adverse impact of positive feedback (e.g., greater inaccuracy in 

estimation of self-reported feelings of self-efficacy and unpleasant feelings).  

 

Nonetheless, studies reported the need for incorporation of Pasifika cultural factors 

when undertaking feedback practices with Pasifika students at universities in Aotearoa 

New Zealand. For example, studies agreed on the consideration of staff-student 

relationships, the relevancy of vā, collaboration, acknowledgement of Pasifika students’ 

cultural identities, and group work when undertaking feedback with Pasifika students at 

universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. Studies also found that feedback elicited some 
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unhelpful coping behaviours in Pasifika students (e.g., self-blame). Family support, 

university friendships, peer groups, Pasifika spaces were identified as protective factors 

for Pasifika students’ wellbeing at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. Overall,  it was 

noted that feedback was a powerful tool that could be detrimental to Pasifika wellbeing if 

not used properly.  

 

While undertaking the review of literature on feedback and Pasifika wellbeing at 

universities in Aotearoa New Zealand, a number of limitations were identified. These 

included the grouping together of large ethnic groups (e.g., Māori and Pasifika) that 

operate under distinct cultural contexts. Furthermore, there were discrepancies in 

findings, specifically when investigating Pasifika students’ responses to positive 

feedback. Therefore, this study explored Pasifika students’ experiences with feedback 

and how this impacted their wellbeing. The next chapter outlines the methodology of 

this study and discusses the steps taken during this exploration.  
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CHAPTER 4 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

This was an explorative and qualitative study. This chapter discusses how the current 

study used the Kakala Research Framework (Thaman, 1997, 2003) as a conceptual 

framework to investigate the impact of feedback on Pasifika wellbeing, by exploring 

Pasifika students’ experiences at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. It begins by 

introducing the Kakala Research Framework, what phases the framework entails, and 

discusses how the researcher followed these phases for this study.  

 

KAKALA RESEARCH FRAMEWORK 

Come 

Take this kakala 

Sacred symbol of our oneness 

Tie it tightly around you 

Where it will remain fresh 

In the nourishing flow 

Only the sky knows 

- From Kakala Folau (Thaman, 1999, p. 75) 

 

Thaman (1997) developed the Kakala Research Framework to privilege Tongan 

worldviews. It is a research metaphor based on the practice of making a kakala (Naepi, 

2019). A kakala is a collection of fragrant flowers or colourful material woven together 

as a garland for a special person or occasion (Thaman, 1997). Garlands are celebrated 

body decorations used in ceremonies throughout Pasifika communities (Cowling, 

2019). The Kakala Research Framework was expanded by Johansson-Fua (2009) to 

include six research processes known as teu, toli, tui, luva, mālie and māfana. Figure 3 

illustrates the six research processes within the Kakala Research Framework and 

Figure 4 shows a kakala.  The current study used this conceptual framework because 

researchers have successfully used the Kakala Research Framework in studies 

involving Pasifika Peoples (e.g., Fukofuka, 2018; Gavet, 2011; McColl, 2013).  Second, 

the research framework is based on Pasifika values of respect, reciprocity, and 
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relationships that resonated with all Pasifika groups that participated in the study 

(Pulu-Lakai, 2018).  

 

Figure 3 

The Kakala Research Framework with its six processes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. The Kakala Research Framework has six processes called the toli, tui, and luva, 

teu, mālie and māfana (Johansson-Fua, 2009, 2014). 
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A way in which I showed respect was by acknowledging that Pasifika can identify with 

one or several ethnic groups. This is reflected in the description of the study 

participants. As a way of showing gratitude and respecting their time, knowledge, and 

willingness to take part in the study, food and gift vouchers were provided to the 

participants. This show of gratitude and hospitality is important in Pasifika cultures 

(Bartleet & Higgins, 2018). However, reciprocity during the research process goes 

beyond providing reimbursement and extends to developing the Pacific community’s 

ability to engage in research themselves (Naepi, 2019). During the time I was 

conducting this research, I was in the privileged position of being a mentor for Pasifika 

university students. This allowed me to offer encouragement, academic guidance and 

strengthen relationships with Pasifika students.  

 

Figure  4 

Kakala: A symbol of compassion and respect 

 

Note. Pasifika cultures revere kakalas because of the beauty and fragrance they bring 

into our lives (Townsend & Bates, 2006). Image copyright of and printed with 

permission from the photographer, Dr Shitanjni Wati.  
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TEU: STUDY CONCEPTUALISATION 

In making the kakala, teu is the first stage where one thinks  about why the garland is 

being made, who it is for, and what is needed (Naepi, 2019). In the Kakala Research 

Framework, teu is the first stage where the study is conceptualised (Chu et al., 2013). 

In the teu stage, I, as the researcher, brainstormed ideas with my research supervisory 

panel, drafted the research proposal that outlined the justification for this study, 

identified the sample size, planned the recruitment process, and provided plans for 

data analysis. I then presented my plan in Massey University’s Talanoa Forum attended 

by Pasifika staff, non-Pasifika staff and Pasifika postgraduate students from 

universities across Aotearoa New Zealand. I amended the research plan based on 

insights gained from the forum and through further consultation with the research 

supervisory panel. Massey University Human Ethics Committee granted a low-risk 

ethics notification on 9 September 2019 (Ethics Notification Number: 4000021658).  

 

TOLI: METHOD 

In making the kakala, toli refers to the picking of flowers or the choosing of the right 

material (Abella, 2016). In the Kakala Research Framework, toli is the method of the 

study, which for this research was talanoa. Pasifika academics and postgraduate 

students have widely used talanoa as an appropriate research method to gather 

personal narrative of Pasifika participants (Kailahi, 2017; Prescott, 2008; Santamaría & 

Santamaría, 2016; Vaka'uta, 2011).  Faleolo (2016) highlighted talanoa as a culturally 

appropriate setting for Pasifika because it is about relationship-building (Naepi, 2019). 

Talanoa focuses on vā between the participants and researcher and allows the free 

flow of conversations (Naepi, 2019). This is done by use of behaviours such as 

openness, patience, tolerance, flexibility, silence, humility, generosity, gifting, 

reciprocity, humour, empowerment, listening, sharing, forgiveness, and subjectivity 

(Stewart-Withers et al., 2017). The informal structure of talanoa and because it is the 

Pasifika way of having conversations, aligned with the explorative nature of this study 

with Pasifika students at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand.  The toli process of this 

study includes the discussion below of who the participants are, why and how they 

were recruited, the procedures of the study and ethical considerations.  
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Participants 

As per the toli phase, the study sample included fifteen participants, ten females and 

five males (age range of 22-35; average age of 27.3 years). Participants were 

undergraduate Pasifika students and postgraduate Pasifika students from 

programmes like the Bachelor of Arts, Bachelor of Science, Human Resource 

Management, Doctor in Philosophy, Postgraduate Diploma, Master’s degree, and 

degrees in agriculture, law, psychology, and business studies.  All participants 

identified as Pasifika; One identified as Pasifika and Pacific Islander (PIs); Five 

participants identified as Fijian. One participant identified as Fijian and Rotuman. 

Three participants identified as Tongan. Two participants identified as Samoan. One 

participant identified as Solomon Islander. Two participants identified themselves as 

Tokelauan. One participant identified as Pasifika only. Participants were recruited 

from the main universities in Aotearoa New Zealand with high numbers of enrolled 

Pasifika students (refer to Table 1 below for comparison of enrolment numbers in main 

universities in Aotearoa New Zealand). Recruitment was done via email, social media, 

meetings at Pasifika student spaces, and through Pasifika liaison staff and presidents 

of Pasifika student clubs.  

 

Table 1 

Enrolment numbers for Pasifika students at major universities in Aotearoa New 
Zealand  

University  Enrolment numbers for each year 
 2016 2017 2018 
Auckland University of Technologyᵃ 3243 3415 3575 
Massey Universityᵇ 1486 1479 1443 
University of Aucklandᶜ 3609 3620 3704 
University of Canterburyᵈ   100   118   111 
University of Waikatoᵉ   631   616   699 
University of Otagoᶠ   874   830   885 

Note. This table shows the enrolment numbers of Pasifika students in some of the major universities in 
Aotearoa New Zealand. 
ᵃ Data obtained from Auckland University of Technology (2018). 
ᵇ Data obtained from Massey University (2016); (Massey University, 2017a, 2018). 
ᶜ Data obtained from The University of Auckland (2018). 
ᵈ Data obtained from University of Canterbury (2019).  
ᵉ Data obtained from University of Waikato (2018). The university classified the group as Pacific 
Islander. 
ᶠ Data obtained from University of Otago (2023).  
ᵍLincoln University was not included in Table 1 because of inconsistent data. For example, Lincoln 
University enrolled students (Head Count) for 2017 was reported as 4567 in Lincoln University (2017) 
and 3107 in Lincoln University (2021). 
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The study justified the selection of undergraduate and postgraduate participants 

based on data obtained from (Education Counts, 2020). The data from universities at 

Aotearoa New Zealand showed lower completion rates for Pasifika students at 

undergraduate level (72%) compared to postgraduate level (e.g., 168% at master's 

level; Education Counts, 2020). Hence, the study focused on final year undergraduate 

students and postgraduate students because they provided reflections on a range of 

experiences with feedback during various journeys at  universities in Aotearoa New 

Zealand. Participants also reported a range of experiences with prior schooling (e.g., 

one participant had completed secondary school education outside of Aotearoa New 

Zealand). A description of each of the fifteen participants with their pseudonyms (to 

maintain anonymity) is provided in Table 2 below.  

 

Table 2 

Study participants 

Student 
(Pseudonym) 

Age Gender 
Male / Female/ Prefer not to 

answer? Gender diverse 
(Specify) 

Undergraduate/ Postgraduate 

Sally 23 Female Undergraduate 
Ann 24 Female Undergraduate 
Tina 31 Female Postgraduate 
Sila 31 Female Postgraduate 
Molly 22 Female Undergraduate 
Gina 29 Female Undergraduate 
Julie 23 Female Undergraduate 
Sandra 28 Female Postgraduate 
Ava 28 Female Postgraduate 
Mia 35 Female Postgraduate 
Noah 30 Male Postgraduate 
James 22 Male Undergraduate 
John 29 Male Postgraduate 
Paul 26 Male Undergraduate 
Tony 28 Male Undergraduate 

Note. This table provides a list of the study participants. The ethnicity of participants has not been 
included because the Pasifika student population is quite small (e.g., postgraduate students) and easily 
identifiable. Therefore, only limited descriptors are listed in the table to maintain anonymity. A general 
overview of the ethnicity of the participants has been outlined in the previous section.  
 

Procedures 

As per the toli phase, data collection via talanoa commenced on 1 November 2019. I 

conducted group as well individual talanoa sessions. These face-to-face talanoa 

sessions followed Pasifika cultural philosophies of commencing with spiritual 
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blessings, using Pacific greetings when introducing self to the participants, 

pronouncing names correctly, using the names the participants preferred using, 

participants being encouraged to utilise cultural expressions and specific language 

terminologies, and respectfully listening to stories shared by others. In Pacific-

focused research, observation of these protocols promoted respectful relations, 

rapport and trust building between participants and the researcher (Ministry for Pacific 

Peoples, 2018). I took additional steps to ensure participants felt safe and comfortable 

to share their experiences. Participants could choose to meet me at Pasifika student 

spaces or at a setting of their choice, like their preferred cafes. 

 

I was aware of the higher status accorded to me in position as a Pasifika mentor and 

doctoral student. Farrelly and Nabobo-Baba (2012) agreed that the researcher should 

acknowledge the power imbalance in talanoa. To bring balance and harmony to the 

relationship during this study, I acknowledged participants as the holders of 

knowledge. The researcher kept the sessions informal and relaxed by setting the tone 

with light-hearted humour. Participants also enjoyed food during the process. This 

aligned with Pacific cultural protocols that used food to symbolise hospitality as a 

means of promoting relationship building (Ministry for Pacific Peoples, 2018). Sharing 

of food in Pasifika cultures was also an important gesture of respect and was 

considered a gift of value (Anae et al., 2001). It is important to note that the data 

collection for this study was completed on 30 November 2019, well before the 

restrictions brought about by the global COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

Ethical considerations 

The study proposal was written in accordance with the ethical guidelines set out in 

Massey University Code of Ethical Conduct for Research, Teaching and Evaluations 

involving Human Participants: Revised code 2017 (Massey University, 2020). The study 

was also guided by the ethical principles outlined in Massey University’s (2017c) 

Pacific Research Guidelines and Protocols. In addition, the use of the Kakala Research 

Framework allowed for incorporation of Pasifika values of respect, reciprocity, and 

relationships (Naepi, 2019). The key ethical considerations were consent, privacy and 
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confidentiality. How this study addressed these key ethical considerations is 

discussed below.  

 

Consent 

The researcher contacted Pasifika students well before the recruitment phase to give 

them enough time to ponder whether they wanted to take part in the study. The 

participants and I discussed the voluntary nature of taking part and the option of 

withdrawing at any stage of the study. As per Loveridge (2010), I also informed 

participants of their right to not answer questions or respond to any parts of the study. 

Written Participant Information sheets outlining ethical considerations and grievance 

procedures were provided to Pasifika students (see Appendix C; Denzin & Lincoln, 

2012). This process provided the necessary information for participants to give their 

informed consent. Refer to Appendix D for individual consent forms and Appendix E for 

the group consent form.  

 

Also, I was aware of my privileged position as a Pasifika mentor. While this helped 

strengthen relationships with Pasifika students, I was aware that this could potentially 

influence Pasifika students’ decision to participate in my study. I mitigated this issue 

by use of fellow Pasifika Peoples (e.g., Pasifika liaison staff and club presidents) who 

helped Pasifika students make informed decisions regarding participation.   

 

Privacy and confidentiality 

Confidentiality can be a challenge because Pasifika are a tight knit and small 

community (Frengley-Vaipuna, 2007). Therefore, steps to ensure privacy were crucial 

and as per recommendations by Kailahi (2017), identifiable details including names of 

the participants were not disclosed and use of pseudonyms ensured anonymity.  

However, as per my responsibility as the researcher, the limitations of confidentiality 

were discussed with the participants (e.g., privacy limitations for group talanoa).  

 

TUI: DATA ANALYSIS 

When making a kakala, tui refers to the process in which flowers are strung together 

(Naepi, 2019). Within research, tui is the data analysis stage (Chu et al., 2013). I used 



37 

 

 

 

the thematic analytic process presented by Chu et al. (2013). The first step of analysis 

included data from the audio recordings being transcribed verbatim into text. An 

inductive approach to thematic analysis allowed themes to be constructed from the 

data, rather than search for predefined themes. During the first reading, I made notes 

of major issues as they came to mind to acquire a sense of the various topics 

embedded in the information. Specific themes were constructed and items with 

similar themes were organised into categories. Provisional names were created for 

each theme. After re-examination, the name of each theme was finalised, and 

descriptions written up, accompanied with quotations from the original text to help 

communicate the meaning. 

 

LUVA: PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS  

The luva stage signals the giving away of a kakala as a symbol of the Pasifika values of 

compassion and respect (Johansson-Fua, 2014). Within the Kakala Research 

Framework, luva is the fifth stage that involves reporting and dissemination of the 

research (Naepi, 2019). I presented and invited feedback and suggestions of 

amendments from participants to ensure accuracy and representation of findings. 

This doctoral dissertation will also be available (accessed via Massey University 

Library) to the wider community with the hope that it will be utilised to enhance 

Pasifika wellbeing at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand.  

 

MĀLIE: RELEVANCY AND WORTHWHILENESS 

The mālie stage involves asking whether giving the kakala gave the recipient the feeling 

that was intended (Frengley-Vaipuna, 2007).  Within research, mālie includes 

evaluation of the research process (Naepi, 2019). For example, I as the researcher 

noted the study participants’ engagement as an encouraging sign. This showcased 

how Pasifika students actively presented their viewpoints about their wellbeing at 

universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. It further cemented the relevancy and 

worthiness of the study by highlighting the importance of listening to Pasifika voices 

when it comes to issues pertaining to them.  

 

MĀFANA: APPLICATION, REFLECTION, TRANSFORMATION, AND SUSTAINABILITY  
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Māfana refers to something that is heartfelt (Naepi, 2019). Within research, māfana 

signals the end stage (Sanga & Thaman, 2009). As a Pasifika doctoral student nearing 

the end of her research journey, this moment made me pause and be thankful for the 

work of Pasifika academics, researchers and scholars who have strived for inclusivity 

of Pasifika Peoples. This study continues the work towards including Pasifika voices to 

acknowledge what is happening for them in their lives in Aotearoa New Zealand.  

 

SUMMARY 

This chapter outlined the methodology of this study. It began by introducing the Kakala 

Research Framework, a Pasifika research concept based on the making of a kakala. 

The Kakala Research Framework is made up of six research processes known as teu, 

toli, tui, luva, mālie and māfana. The chapter discussed how the researcher followed 

these six processes when conducting this research. The teu involved the researcher 

working with the research supervisory panel, drafting the research proposal and 

presenting it to Massey University’s Talanoa Forum. After refining the plan, the toli 

stage commenced. Toli included the use of talanoa as the research method. The 

researcher recruited fifteen Pasifika participants of a range of Pasifika ethnicities, ages 

and genders. The recruitment was based on data of Pasifika student enrolment 

numbers from universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. The procedure involved the use of 

individual and group talanoa sessions, with incorporation of Pasifika values and key 

ethical considerations of consent, privacy and confidentiality. The study then moved 

into the tui phase, where the researcher analysed the data using the thematic analytic 

process. The luva phase includes the dissemination of the findings of research and is 

continued in the next chapter that presents the findings of this study. Lastly,  the mālie 

and māfana phases of the Kakala Research Framework were defined with processes 

outlined in this chapter. These reflections, discussions on the relevancy, 

worthwhileness, application, transformation and sustainability of this study are 

incorporated into the discussion chapter as well.   
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CHAPTER 5 

FINDINGS 

This chapter is the luva stage of research and presents the findings in respect to the 

following research questions:  

1. What impact does feedback have on Pasifika students’ wellbeing? 

2. What are the coping strategies and protective factors for Pasifika students  

as they navigate feedback at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand? 

 

The section begins by presenting the general state of wellbeing reported by the study 

participants. Given the research query was centred on exploring the impact of 

feedback by asking Pasifika students about their experiences, the themes that 

emerged reflected this exploration. The central themes based on Pasifika students’ 

experiences with feedback were negative feedback, positive feedback,  praise, 

constructive feedback, no feedback, coping with feedback, and improving feedback 

practices. An additional theme emerged that included other factors that impacted 

Pasifika wellbeing at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. This chapter is organised 

into sections that report the findings under each of these themes and provides quotes 

that appropriately reflect the themes. Pasifika students at universities in Aotearoa New 

Zealand are an exceedingly small population and easily identifiable. Therefore, the 

numbers and percentages of participants who responded in certain discussions (e.g., 

presentation of data like 100% of postgraduate students) are not provided to preserve 

participants’ privacy. Names of participants are presented in quotes after consultation 

and with participants’ permission. 

 

GENERAL STATE OF WELLBEING 

Participants expressed concern about their general state of wellbeing at universities in 

Aotearoa New Zealand. Several participants shared stories of suicides, suicide 

attempts, suicide ideation and self-harm associated with the challenges of asking for 

help. When exploring barriers to seeking help, participants stated factors like 

perceived limited pastoral support at their universities, feelings of helplessness, and 

unhelpful thoughts (e.g., “nothing will change”, “asking for help is seen as weakness”, 
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“should be strong”, “cannot let family down”, “should be strong to not let family 

down”). Some quotes highlighting this theme included:   

Last year students are struggling and like hard times of…suicides. The support 

system has changed, and workload is more. Yeah, sorry…from what I know, a lot 

of Pasifika students have attempted, a lot of them are going through a lot of 

mental health issues like suicide thoughts. These kids have been crying from 

the day they walked into university (Ann). 

 

Pasifika students we are told to never seek for help, that is a sign of weakness, 

and so that being said, when hit breakdown mode and that is not what 

university should be about (Mia). 

 

Notably, some participants reported a positive change in the level of pastoral care at 

some universities. These included increased support from Pasifika student mentors, 

approachable Pasifika university staff, and having spaces where Pasifika students 

could spend time together. Gina also mentioned the introduction of free counselling 

services at their university and more mental health awareness campaigns. Stories 

revealed that participants sought out fellow Pasifika students and relied on each other 

for support. For instance, Sally and Paul described how they checked up on the 

wellbeing of fellow Pasifika students: 

We need to follow up…who suddenly isolate themselves…like the ones who 

always talk…suddenly they isolate themselves and it like why have you got that 

way? You hit them up and they are like, “Ooh, I wanted to be on my own,” and I 

am like, “That is not you, what is up?” You give them space, listen to them, and 

they are like “Oh, I needed this” (Sally; Paul).  

 

EXPERIENCES WITH FEEDBACK 

When exploring the state of their wellbeing, conversation flowed towards participants’ 

experiences with feedback. Several main themes were constructed. Participants 

wellbeing was linked to types of feedback (e.g., negative feedback, positive feedback, 

constructive feedback, praise, no feedback) and mode of feedback. Participants spoke 
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at length about Pasifika values. Themes centred around incorporation of Pasifika 

values (e.g., relationship-building, reciprocity, family, spirituality, respect, humility) 

into feedback practices to enhance Pasifika wellbeing at  universities in Aotearoa New 

Zealand. Other themes that were constructed were acknowledgment of Pasifika 

identities and the need for consideration of Pasifika ways of doing things during the 

feedback process at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. Findings also reveal how 

participants coped with unhelpful feedback experiences, derived strength from their 

Pasifika identities and recommended improvement in feedback practices for Pasifika 

students at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand.  

 

Negative feedback 

Participants reported only a few incidents of receiving negative feedback. When 

exploring emotional states, participants described anxiety-related symptoms like 

restlessness, clamminess, rapid breathing, tightness in chest and sweating. Others 

mentioned experiencing depressive-related symptoms across the domains of mood 

(e.g., sad, hopelessness, shame, hurt, decline in self-confidence and motivation, 

feeling of dread, and decrease in morale), sleep (e.g., “sleepless nights worrying about 

what would happen”; Julie), energy (e.g., “just felt exhausted”; Sila), and concentration 

(“affected everything; Ava, and “could not think clear”; Mia).  

 

In response to negative feedback, participants mentioned a range of thoughts. Some 

were related to self and included thoughts about one’s own performance and ability 

levels. For example, Sally mentioned being “a failure,” Ana stated that she “should 

have done better,” Paul reported a decline in self-efficacy and mentioned that he 

“never gets it right.” Some participants questioned whether they were smart enough to 

be at university. Other participants reported thoughts related to university. For 

example, Mia stated that she was merely following the assignment guide. Her response 

was one of frustration (“how could I know if they do not tell us?”).  

 

When exploring behavioural responses to negative feedback, some participants 

mentioned use of avoidance (e.g., “I read but then ignore it;” Ann). Others like Tina and 

Sila mentioned having talanoa in Pasifika spaces. For example,  
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That is where I go. Fale is a safe place for me. I get to talk to others who are 

going through the same thing. (Sila).  

 

Some participants stated that they coped with incidences of unpleasantness 

associated with the feedback process by use of sarcasm, needing to conform, feeling 

like they were unable to express how they felt, and giving in to the sense of 

helplessness. For example,  

My identity as a Pasifika student here at this university? It is jokes (laughter; 

John).  

 

What feedback process? (laughter; Sandra). 

 

I am sorry, did we get feedback from undergrad? (laughter; Ava). 

 

I feel like you have to say yes to everything, or they will mark me down or fail me 

if I do not. Good teacher, but do not know how it will go if I speak up (Paul). 

 

Positive feedback 

Participants mentioned extensive experiences with positive feedback. In response to 

positive feedback, John reported a pleasant emotional state (e.g., happy, relieved) and 

helpful thoughts (e.g., “have done well, accomplished something and yes it feels good 

when people tell me I have done good”). A strong theme of gratitude and spirituality 

emerged in response to positive feedback (e.g., “it is a blessing, thank the Lord, Jesus 

is our Saviour”). When discussing the impact of positive feedback on wellbeing, 

Sandra (a postgraduate student) stated that encouragement from her lecturer 

regarding her academic performance helped boost her morale and self-confidence. 

For example,  

They hard out encourage the PI like they say this is your strength and that is a 

good thing. They tell us we can do so much (Sandra). 

 

 While John and Sandra mentioned pleasant experiences with positive feedback, other 

participants reported unpleasant feelings like embarrassment, shame, frustration, 
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confusion, and a sense of not being sure about the genuineness of positive feedback. 

They stated beliefs that positive feedback they had received did not match their 

perceptions of their academic performance. Thoughts expressed in response to 

misalignment of positive feedback to perceived academic performance were “what’s 

the point in trying, why bother” (Sally). One participant equated positive feedback to 

false compliments rather than genuine assessment of her work. For example,  

I remember I got a C or C- in one course, and the lecturer wrote good, and I am 

thinking wow she like she just complimented me but then she said, work on 

your referencing. I was like why pay compliment and not just tell me to work on 

my referencing (Ann). 

 

When exploring unpleasant feelings associated with positive feedback, two lines of 

beliefs emerged. Some participants attributed positive feedback to lecturers’ 

personalities while others attributed it to lecturers’ biases. Those who attributed 

positive feedback to lecturers’ personalities reported beliefs of lecturers being friendly 

and nice to them by giving positive feedback, regardless of the students’ academic 

performances. These beliefs were related to feelings of confusion and concern about 

the genuineness of positive feedback.  

I talked to my friends saying look I have a C- but the lecturer said like good but 

that doesn’t match my marks. My friends just laughed. So, I was like maybe she 

is being friendly, but then I got confused (Ann).  

 

Yeah, I feel like the genuine part is missing. Yeah, they are being nice just to be 

nice (Julie). 

 

They read your essays, but they do not tell what you can strengthen on, but they 

tell you like “ok refer to” or say, “well done.” I do not know and that is why I am 

getting a B grade. Confusing. (John) 

 

Participants who attributed positive feedback to lecturers’ biases also described 

feelings of confusion and general sense of unease. They further expressed the need for 
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honesty in feedback comments. For example,  

They always say good things when marking my work. Like just be honest. 

(James) 

 

Feedback did not help because all they just say is good job … Is it because I am 

brown student in class? Gets harder not knowing (Paul).  

 

The way they see us; they already judge us. Like that is my assumption but if say 

a lecturer is tired or something, I think they just give my mark, they don’t even 

read my work. They say I am doing well but I don’t know man (John).  

 

Participants also reported relying on their intuition to help them make decisions about 

their learning. For example, a few participants stated that they disregarded positive 

feedback that they perceived as not genuine. They mentioned continuing to study hard 

on their own accord. This was based on the belief that they were in control of their 

performance. For example,  

I got positive feedback from my lecturer, but I knew I could do better, so I just 

did my work (Gina). 

 

Discussions on how participants gauged genuineness of feedback ensued. 

Participants stated that they based their judgement on past experiences. For example, 

if participants were given positive feedback “time and time again,” they stated that they 

had “gotten used to it” (Paul; Tony; Gina; Molly). This habituation led them to either pay 

less attention to or outright reject positive feedback. When inundated with positive 

feedback, participants recounted times when they had sought clarification from their 

lecturers. Other participants also reported an increase in feedback-seeking 

behaviours. They described arranging meetings with their lecturers to discuss their 

academic performance. Others resorted to taking the initiative in asking their lecturers 

more questions in a bid to improve in future assignments. For example,  
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I think if you ask the right questions, you get the feedback you want. So, for me, 

a lot of things I am responsible for like finding out what the lecturers can assist 

me on (Sally). 

 

All they say is good job, so I took ownership of my learning and how I learn. I just 

asked lots of questions…felt like the lecturer did not answer but I could not say 

it out loud (Tony). 

 

Praise 

Interestingly, participants expressed their discomfort even when positive feedback like 

being praised aligned with their self-perception of doing well. For example, Tony and 

Molly recounted winning awards but feeling embarrassed and shy when praised by 

their lecturer in front of their whole classes. When exploring reasons for this reaction, 

Julie reported that he did not feel like he had a close working relationship with the 

lecturer. Both Tony and Molly linked the negative impact of positive feedback to their 

upbringing and pointed to the Pasifika value of showing humility. Participants 

discussed feeling embarrassed and shy when lecturers praised them in front of their 

colleagues. They noted that Pasifika students tended to respond to praise differently 

compared to European students. A few participants mentioned that praise might be 

“normal for Pālangi students, but for a Pasifika student to be “called out in front of 

everyone” did not align with the Pasifika value of humility” (Tina). For example,  

I think it is because back in the islands, if someone praises you then everyone is 

like who is that who is that and then you try to hide…See, we Pasifika don’t like 

to show off. Like do not call us out in front of everyone (Tony). 

 

When probed on how achievements could be celebrated in a way that aligned with 

their Pasifika values, participants mentioned that while they were humbled by the 

award, they would have preferred praise be given to them in a more private setting. 

Tony also stated that he would have been more receptive of positive feedback had the 

relationship with the lecturer been established.  

Yeah, there was this one lecturer. He called me out in front of everyone. At that 

time, I had won an award, and, on that day, I came late to class. He started 
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praising me and I am like you have never looked at me before. It was nice, but it 

was too much. This one lecturer annoys me so much. Do not praise, be straight 

up. We are not really connected but if the other lecturer I know praises me, I am 

like cool (Tony). 

 

Other participants also emphasised the importance of relationship-building when 

giving praise to Pasifika students. For example, Ann explained that she accepted praise 

because she believed that her lecturer had taken the effort to understand her Pasifika 

culture and worldview. When asked how the lecturer had managed to do this, Ann 

stated the lecturer had taken time out to talk to her, had asked her home and family, 

and had shown willingness to learn about her Pasifika culture. Sally further described 

how she had rejected praise given by another lecturer whom she did not feel 

connected to. Other participants gave similar accounts of rejecting praise from 

lecturers whom they believed had not taken the time to build a strong working 

relationship with them. For example,  

Yeah, she praised me, but I am like you do not even know me (Ava). 

 

The Pasifika value of spirituality also emerged as a theme when exploring participants’ 

experiences with praise. Participants mentioned that while they appreciated the 

recognition of their hard work, praise needed to be reserved for their Pasifika families 

and “the Almighty God” (Noah). For example,  

I am grateful humbled and thankful to God for giving me this opportunity to do 

well at university (Tony). 

 

Constructive feedback 

When discussing improvements to feedback that would enhance Pasifika wellbeing, 

participants expressed preference for constructive feedback. They stated the need for 

feedback to not only focus on the positives but include suggestions for improvement. 

For example,  

Like when we hand our reports, he just says like, you need to show how 

something relates to something else and for next time it helps because he has 

given us tips on how to improve it. And it helps (Julie). 
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When exploring the impact of constructive feedback on wellbeing, participants’ stories 

revealed not only an improvement in academic performance but also increased self-

belief in their ability to perform future tasks. This in turn promoted pleasant emotional 

states. For example,  

The lecturer marked my work and sent me all this stuff like links and in the next 

assignment I improved a lot like who I did that and that was because he was 

clear on what he wanted…and he even praised me and my friend after that 

assignment. I felt good after that (Sandra). 

 

No feedback 

Some participants recounted instances of no feedback for their work. They mentioned 

this was because the nature of the assessment (e.g., test and quizzes) did not allow for 

feedback. Several participants reported receiving no feedback, despite specifically 

asking for help. For example,  

In one of my assignments, I asked oh would you please just review my draft that 

I did and provide some feedback that you think I can improve on, like is there a 

flow, have I answered the question properly? They will not answer…not answer 

us, and they will answer us and say, I think you need to go do this research and 

oh sorry I can’t tell you (Mia). 

 

I went to one of my lecturers because I wanted to learn specific things to 

improve and when I went in and asked, she didn’t explain it. What she told me 

was like, it is going to be unfair for other students (Paul). 

 

When exploring the impact this had on their wellbeing, participants mentioned feelings 

of guilt, feeling devalued, and stressed. They reported thoughts related to self-blame 

(“done something wrong by asking for help, I should be smart enough”; Mia), respect 

for staff (e.g., “whatever they say, we respect them”; Molly) or attributed behaviour to 

racism and issues with the overall university system (e.g., “class sizes were too large 

for staff to respond”; James).  When faced with lack of support in areas of feedback, 

participants reported a decrease in engagement in their courses and loss of motivation 

for future tasks.  
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Coping with feedback 

The theme of avoidance was persistent throughout discussions on how some 

participants coped when faced with unhelpful feedback. Several participants 

reiterated that they would not read feedback comments attached to their marked 

assignments because they had received positive feedback in the past and found it to 

be unhelpful (Paul; Ava; Gina; John). For example,  

Sometimes I think I read my written feedback when I got a bad mark, then I 

would read it to see where I went wrong…but the positive feedback was not 

helpful. So, I stopped reading (John). 

 

Overall, when faced with unhelpful thoughts linked to feedback, participants reported 

seeking guidance and support from their friends and colleagues. Participants 

expressed how peers and establishing social connections alleviated stress, provided 

reassurance, and helped them cope with university life. Participants described how 

banding together with fellow Pasifika together allowed them to share their joys and 

tribulations with each other and at the same time help each other find strength to 

navigate university life. For example,  

To be honest, a large part of it has been coming through with somebody else 

who sees the world like me, whom I can bounce ideas off, who can bounce 

ideas off me. We started the same time, and we have come through…someone 

who really got my take of the world (Tina). 

 

Some participants joined Pasifika study groups that allowed them to engage more in 

discussions and get clarification on feedback and aligned more with their Pasifika 

values of working together. For example,  

I struggled at first then I met like fellow Pasifika, and we studied 

together…helped me cope with my study work and stuff. For Pasifika students, 

it is about working in unity, to have a nice group (John). 

 

A few participants mentioned seeking help from Pasifika mentoring programmes. They 

mentioned how shared Pasifika experiences, similar Pasifika worldviews, and having 

the opportunity to speak their own languages, helped these participants connect with 
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their Pasifika mentors (John; Ann; Noah; Tina; Tony). Several participants agreed that 

student engagement with Pasifika mentoring programmes was high because Pasifika 

mentors’ used Pasifika styles of learning. This involved face-to-face discussions and 

relieving stress by allowing participants “time to process information” (Tina; Sandra; 

Ava; Ann; John). Apart from seeking help through the mentoring programmes, 

participants mentioned reaching out to Pasifika learning consultants for feedback. 

Tina mentioned instances when she had searched for Pasifika academics by trawling 

through journal articles. She would then contact these academics in a bid to form a 

support network. Upon further reflection, Tina stated she actively sought out Pasifika 

writers because it was important for her to talk to someone who “looked like her.” She 

reported that it helped her speak to them because they understood Pasifika 

worldviews. 

 

IMPROVING FEEDBACK PRACTICES  

All participants agreed that feedback practices needed to be improved for Pasifika 

students at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. Suggestions from participants on 

improvement of feedback practices included consideration of Pasifika way of doing 

things, acknowledging Pasifika identities, and incorporating Pasifika values into 

feedback practices. These are discussed in the context of two main themes of 

relationship-building and collectivism.  

 

Relationship-building 

The theme of relationship-building kept emerging strongly throughout discussions on 

how to improve feedback practices to enhance Pasifika wellbeing at universities in 

Aotearoa New Zealand. This was evident when postgraduate participants reflected on 

modes of feedback during undergraduate levels. Postgraduate participants reported 

more face-to-face feedback sessions with their lecturers and tutors, compared to 

undergraduate participants. Undergraduate participants mostly reported receiving 

written feedback on their assignments. According to postgraduate participants, these 

increased interactions and more contact with their lecturers helped build stronger 

relationships. This in turn was associated with increased motivation. For example,   

In postgraduate we have that relationship with the lecturers, so we know they 
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want us to succeed. So, I know that I need to put in the work to get that success 

and to make my lecturer happy…but in undergrad…I didn’t feel like they wanted 

me to succeed so I wasn’t motivated (Sandra). 

 

Different, different. Postgraduate is about how close you are working with your 

lecturers, a different kind of dynamic definitely (Tina).  

 

Participants noted how at undergraduate level, students had to make the effort to 

initiate contact with their lecturers if they wanted additional help. Linking it to 

feedback practices and the impact on wellbeing, postgraduate participants suggested 

the feedback process at undergraduate level could be improved if lecturers and tutors 

worked towards building a “personal connection” with Pasifika students in their 

classes (John; Ava; Sandra). When exploring how personal connections could be 

fostered, participants suggested that staff work towards creating a level of openness 

by being genuine with Pasifika students. They mentioned that this would make Pasifika 

students feel comfortable to talk to them. Participants mentioned feeling valued and 

respected when lecturers knew their names, showed an interest in knowing who they 

were, and acknowledged Pasifika ways of learning. When discussing improvement in 

feedback practices, participants expressed hope of education providers 

acknowledging their cultural identities as Pasifika Peoples, each with their own unique 

education journey. Tony mentioned working with students to set goals. Other 

participants suggested that staff check up on them every now and then and asked how 

the students were doing. For example,  

They like support and like, come meet me message me saying they are running 

a session in class…I always message my lecturers now like I need help with this 

…I am like they are my first point of contact (Ava).  

 

Postgraduate participants also mentioned an increase in feedback-seeking 

behaviours. They described initiating contact with their lecturers and tutors by 

reaching out to them and asking for face-to-face meetings to discuss the feedback 

given to their work (Noah; Sandra; Ava). When asked what increased their confidence 

in feedback seeking behaviours, postgraduate participants mentioned that smaller 
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postgraduate class cohorts compared to larger class sizes at undergraduate level, 

meant they felt “more comfortable” approaching their lecturers compared to when 

they were in undergraduate. Noah stated this was out of the need for a sense of 

“personal connection.” Participants acknowledged big class sizes as barriers to 

personal connection. For example,  

Having that personal connection at undergraduate level will really help a 

student individually perform. Like only so much can be said in an email…they 

have so many to mark (Ava).  

 

Undergrad, there are so many students…so you can’t have a personal 

connection. In postgrad, the cohort is smaller (Sandra).  

 

Participants did show an awareness of barriers when recommending increased face-

to-face interactions. They mentioned that this may not be plausible because of how 

the university system is set up to cater to large numbers of students. They 

acknowledged that the university system was not designed for Pasifika students.  

 

In general, postgraduate participants showed increased levels of self-confidence 

compared to undergraduate participants. Sandra attributed her confidence to her 

ability to adapt and encouragement from staff, while Ava reported that her confidence 

was due to her increased sense of belonging at her university. For example,  

Felt disconnected…you are a New Zealand citizen trying to adapt, to find ways 

that works for you because they bring in their Pākehā way, it just does not work 

for us…and now I am in postgrad, I can do my own thing because I am 

encouraged to do my own thing (Sandra).  

 

We feel a sense of belonging in our postgrad than I ever did in undergrad (Ava). 

 

Collectivism 

The Pasifika value of collectivism was a theme that emerged from participants’ stories. 

When discussing their struggles with feedback and the impact this was having on their 

wellbeing, participants attributed it to an overall challenging university culture. They 
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described their struggles with adjusting to a university environment that placed 

precedence on “independent” learning. Despite reporting the feeling of being 

“pressured” to be “independent learners,” participants mentioned deriving strength 

from their Pasifika identities so that they did not lose sight of who they were, aligning it 

to the Pasifika value of collectivism and family (Ann; John; Sandra; Tina; Ava; Julie). For 

example,  

We always tell lecturers to stop telling us about independence…because 

Pasifika students like we come together as a community, we don’t come as 

individuals, we bring our family with us (Ava). 

 

Participants linked the culture of individualism at universities to the negative impact of 

the feedback process on their wellbeing. They reported that at universities there was 

too great a focus on individual goals and achievements. Several participants 

mentioned how individualism was in sharp contrast to their way of working in groups 

and as part of a community. Relating it to the feedback process, participants described 

feeling like they were getting feedback simply to do well in the next assignment and not 

for the “greater good of learning from each other” (John; Ava; Sandra; Mia; Tony). Other 

participants reported that feedback that was “just given to students,” was a “one-way 

process” and did not involve collaboration, making it problematic for them (Sila; Gina; 

John; Noah; Sandra). For example,  

Nah, they just say do this and that is it. I just do the same thing in my next 

assignment. If I get good mark, then all good but when I get bad mark, it makes 

me worry (Noah). 

 

When discussing the theme of collectivism, feedback practices, and incorporation of 

Pasifika ways of doing things, participants referred to the collective nature of Pasifika 

ways of learning and preference for group work. For example, Sila indicated that 

universities needed to consider that Pasifika Peoples work better in groups and in 

collective settings. Tony and Ann suggested strategies that included Pasifika students 

taking a more active role in facilitation of feedback as part of group work, suggesting 

students be included more in discussions around their learning. Participants also 

mentioned the need for the feedback process to incorporate Pasifika ways of doing 
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things like use of humour, small talk as an ice breaker strategy, and sharing of food and 

beverages. 

 

ADDITIONAL FACTORS IMPACTING PASIFIKA WELLBEING 

Apart from feedback, participants reported racism, perceived expectations, and sense 

of belonging as factors that impacted their wellbeing at universities in Aotearoa New 

Zealand.  

 

Racism 

Most participants mentioned experiences with racism at  universities in Aotearoa New 

Zealand. Paul described the display of banners and flags of unfavourable elements at 

his university. He reported feeling hurt and angry that this was being allowed (by 

universities) to happen. A participant reported fear of backlash from some non-

Pasifika students regarding the area of scholarships setup exclusively for Pasifika 

students. She expressed concerns around these students’ lack of understanding on 

equity and the impact of colonisation. When exploring how participants managed 

racism at universities, they stated the importance of having strong Pasifika identities, 

support from family, and banding together with fellow Pasifika students at universities. 

For example,  

I stay with them, we have been through the same experiences, they know what 

it is like (Julie).  

 

One participant mentioned using avoidance to navigate unpleasant encounters at his 

university.  

My friend got a scholarship, and the students said it was only because she was 

Pasifika. I just put my head down and don’t get in those discussions (Paul).  

 

Although  James mentioned that he had never been treated any differently than the rest 

of his predominantly non-Pasifika cohort, upon further reflection, James attributed 

being treated “the same” to the egalitarianism of university staff and students. He 

stated that he had a good circle of university friends with whom he had previously 

attended high school. Hearing other students’ experiences with racism, James 
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responded:  

I don’t think I have had like experiences like you guys, I have a lot of good friends 

and positive experiences. Like racism and all that, I don’t think I have much 

experience of all that…I was lucky with the people I am around.  

 

Perceived expectations  

When participants perceived that staff had high expectations, they reported that it 

“made” them feel like staff cared about their academic performance (Tina; Sila; Mia). 

The participants described an increase in their motivation levels, academic 

engagement, boost in self-efficacy and increased belief in their own academic 

capabilities when they “felt” their lecturers expected highly of them. For example,  

This lecturer, he had quite high expectations from me, and I was not happy with  

my grades um, I went and asked him straight up what I can do for my next test 

and pull my grades up and he gave me suggestions like use less jargon words 

(Tony).  

 

The theme of perceived staff expectations further emerged when some participants 

reported unpleasant feelings related to incidents of lecturers and tutors offering them 

more assistance compared to other non-Pasifika students in class. When exploring 

reasons as to why this might be so, the participant wondered whether staff had low 

expectations about their academic capabilities. These participants expressed 

frustration, stating they wanted their lecturers to make the effort to get to know them 

and not stereotype them.  

This one lecturer, like one day she comes up to me…we were away…so I come 

back to class that day, and she comes straight to me and says, “I will help you.” 

Like half the class was away but she targeted me…really annoys me because I 

feel like she is underestimating me or just targeting me because I am brown 

(Ava).  

 

They think we do not speak proper English…don’t think we can speak clearly. 

They think we are dumb…they always put us as average…the stereotype (Paul). 
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Participants’ stories also showed that they were determined to challenge stereotypes. 

For example, some participants reported actively seeking out their lecturers in a bid to 

initiate relationship-building, while others described giving lecturers the opportunity to 

get familiar with them. Participants mentioned how face-to-face meetings with 

lecturers provided opportunities to seek clarification about the feedback and ask 

questions. It also provided space for participants to educate lecturers about their 

Pasifika culture, values, and Pasifika worldviews. For example,  

I see the lecturer and I ask straight up… that helps me. I go make appointment 

and just ask (Sally).  

 

I needed clarification, I had questions not for others, I wanted to ask for me. We 

must initiate…the more we talk to them, the easier it gets but it is up to us. It is a 

matter of us approaching them. And then they become comfortable because 

they will not come to you (John).  

 

Sense of belonging 

Some participants reported struggles with sense of belonging, mentioning challenges 

of trying to fit in the university system. For example,  

They are trying to fit us into a system that isn’t working. Like, do not tell us to 

change…do we need to change the system? The system is failing us but like we 

try…we tried right from primary to right up to where we are now (Ann).  

We talk about New Zealand being colourful, but our system is like one colour 

(Sandra).  

 

Despite reporting their struggles, participants’ stories demonstrated that they were not 

passive observers at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. They reported actively 

voicing their concerns to try to address the challenges they faced not just for 

themselves but to make things better for future Pasifika students embarking on their 

university journeys. For example.  

I use the Pasifika platform to voice things I find not right…like I hate how White 
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people do it this way and like we must do it that way too. I am like yeah, make it 

better for the ones who are coming next (Ann). 

 

SUMMARY 

Themes on participants’ experiences with feedback included negative, positive, 

constructive and no feedback scenarios. Major themes of the impact of feedback on 

participants’ wellbeing emerged across relational, cognitive, affective, and behavioural 

dimensions. Participants mentioned additional factors that impacted their wellbeing 

at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. In addition, participants identified coping 

strategies (e.g., avoidance, psychological disengagement, and feedback-seeking) and 

protective factors (e.g., Pasifika identities) when navigating feedback at universities in 

Aotearoa New Zealand. The next chapter explains and interprets the findings of this 

study in relation to the research questions and relevant literature. It also discusses this 

study’s  implications, acknowledges this study’s limitations, and provides 

recommendations.  
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CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION 

Feedback is an integral part of university life. Yet, there is limited research on the 

impact of feedback on Pasifika students’ wellbeing at universities in Aotearoa New 

Zealand. Boud and Molloy (2013) suggested conceptualising feedback as a process 

that generates a thinking, feeling and acting reaction from students. Therefore, the 

steps in the feedback process that will impact Pasifika students’ wellbeing are highly 

likely to be how staff frame and direct it and subsequently how Pasifika students 

receive it. Hargraves (2022) pointed out that during feedback opportunity, it is crucial 

to acknowledge cultural influences because students’ experiences filter through 

cultural perspectives as well as existing knowledge and experiences. However, there is 

limited research on feedback and Pasifika wellbeing at universities in Aotearoa New 

Zealand. Responding to this gap in literature, this study offered insights from Pasifika 

students regarding their experiences with feedback at universities in Aotearoa New 

Zealand, and what impact this had on their wellbeing. This chapter discusses the 

findings of this study, its implications, acknowledges this study’s limitations, offers 

recommendations, and highlights how this study contributes to new knowledge in 

Pasifika psychology.   

 

 IMPACT OF FEEDBACK 

Findings revealed a few reported incidents of negative feedback. In line with previous 

studies, negative feedback had a detrimental effect on participant’s wellbeing. For 

instance, studies attributed negative feedback to a decline in students’ performance 

(Baron, 1993; Kluger & DeNisi, 1996). Negative feedback was also associated with a 

decrease in motivation and confidence (Taylor & Hoedt, 1966).  Negative feedback 

evoked significant negative emotions, including a heightened sense of anxiety (Ayduk 

et al., 2013; Eun & Kyeong, 2019). In addition, unhelpful behavioural ramifications of 

negative feedback range from a decrease in engagement, loss of commitment to 

future tasks, reduction in self-belief, and a learned state of helplessness (Brown et al., 

2016; Ilgen & Davis, 2000; Yu et al., 2021).  
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Apart from the unhelpfulness of negative feedback, findings revealed an adverse 

impact of positive feedback on participants’ wellbeing. An explanation may lie in the 

cultural complexities that underpin the process of giving and receiving positive 

feedback in Pasifika cultures. For instance, participants reported negative affective 

states associated with positive feedback (e.g., feelings of shame and uncertainty). 

Interestingly, in response to positive feedback, participants reported unpleasant 

feelings because they perceived being treated differently based on who they were or 

attributed it to bias. Harber et al. (2018) agreed that perceived incongruence between 

performance and feedback in ethnic students negatively impacted their self-esteem 

and could rupture student-teacher relationships.  

 

The presence of the Pasifika cultural syndrome may be a contributing factor in how 

participants in this study perceived positive feedback. The DSM-5 defines cultural 

syndrome as a group of symptoms that occur within a specific cultural group 

(American Psychiatric Association, 2013). In Fijian culture, mandua (also called 

madua) is a burdensome feeling of stress related to things undone or feelings of 

shame in situations (Williksen‐Bakker, 2004). The mandua fever has been reported in 

social settings when Pasifika Peoples of different social status (high ranking vs low 

ranking) speak (Tawaketini, 2017; Williksen‐Bakker, 2004). The mandua fever in 

Pasifika students has been linked to the notion of fakama or face-saving, that arises 

out of concern of being embarrassed in front of others (Tawaketini, 2017). It is possible 

that positive feedback without due Pasifika cultural consideration may have evoked 

mandua among participants, resulting in a negative impact on their wellbeing. 

 

COPING FACTORS 

To cope with the adverse effect of feedback, participants resorted to discounting by 

attributing it to staff bias. Forbes et al. (2008) posited that discounting was a way for 

ethnic students to psychologically disengage from feedback to buffer their self-

esteem from stereotype-threat. Stereotype threat occurs when individuals fear that 

their performance may confirm negative stereotypes in situations where their 

intellectual merit is being evaluated (Steele & Aronson, 1995). Major and Schmader 

(1998) further highlighted the pathway by which ethnic students psychologically 
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disengaged from feedback. The researchers pointed out that ethnic students had 

experienced or continued to experience stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination 

leading to feelings of stigmatisation. Stigmatisation is a social process through which 

an individual/group possesses an attribute that conveys a “social identity that is 

devalued in a particular social context” (Crocker et al., 1998, p. 505). Indeed, Pasifika 

students, families and communities have reported experiences with stereotyping, 

prejudice, and discrimination in education settings in Aotearoa New Zealand 

(Thomsen et al., 2018). When faced with situations like assessments, it may be likely 

that ethnic students like the participants in this study are aware of the negative 

stereotypes about them. This could have led to feelings of distrust towards the process 

and led to deployment of psychological disengagement from feedback as a way for 

them to protect their self-esteem (Major & Schmader, 1998). 

 

Furthermore, participants reported instances of coping by disengaging with positive 

feedback. This was because the participants perceived incongruence between 

positive feedback and their performance. Studies support psychological 

disengagement with feedback through the process of devaluation (Forbes et al., 2008). 

Devaluation occurs when the outcomes received in that context are no longer viewed 

as relevant or important to how an individual defines or evaluates self (Schmader et 

al., 2001).  Also, participants’ coping strategies when faced with negative emotions to 

feedback showed cognitive mechanisms (e.g., avoidance and psychological 

disengagement) as a means of protecting their wellbeing. 

 

Participants also responded to positive feedback by attributing it to staff qualities. For 

example, they reported that staff were being nice. Literature has reported staff 

egalitarianism in the context of feedback-giving for ethnic students at universities. 

Egalitarianism is a value system that is characterized by “democratic and 

humanitarian precepts, a value for equality of opportunity, social justice, and the 

worth of all human beings” (Crandall & Eshleman, 2003, p. 246). Studies show that 

people who are primarily internally motivated because of personally important 

egalitarian beliefs have an increased likelihood of giving positive responses to ethnic 

minorities (Devine et al., 2002). Other studies suggested the role of staff empathy. 
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Empathy refers to the ability to respond to others with emotion, a desire to care for 

others, and the ability to imagine oneself in another person’s shoes (Decety & Cowell, 

2015). Batson et al. (1997) provided evidence of empathy leading to more positive 

feedback toward minority ethnic groups. 

 

Apart from psychological disengagement and attribution to external sources, positive 

feedback had other behavioural and cognitive ramifications. For instance, when faced 

with frequent positive feedback, participants reported complacency for future tasks. 

Leheta (2016) agreed that frequent use of positive feedback was linked to individuals 

becoming complacent because it promoted over-confidence. Over-confidence in 

university students had been associated with poor performance, was a predictor for 

risk of failure, a hindrance to skill development to undertake challenging tasks, and 

could often lead to unrealistic perceptions of one’s abilities (Bowden et al., 2015; 

Potgieter et al., 2010). Over-confidence had also been strongly associated with loss of 

motivation to persist with a task (Goldfinch & Hughes, 2007).  

 

Because feedback has such a strong link to Pasifika students’ wellbeing, Butterworth 

and Bevan-Brown (2007) suggested staff observe students’ body language to monitor 

the appropriateness of feedback (e.g., praise in either private or public) in education 

settings for Pasifika students. For example, embarrassment over praise could be 

monitored in Pasifika students by observation of non-verbal cues like avoiding eye 

contact, shrugging shoulders, and overall appearance of discomfort (Battle, 2012; 

Butterworth & Bevan-Brown, 2007). When used appropriately and in the right cultural 

context, praise elicits smiles and relaxed posture (Butterworth & Bevan-Brown, 2007). 

Such monitoring and checking in with Pasifika students could ensure that feedback 

given to them was not having a detrimental effect on their wellbeing.  

 

While positive feedback in this study was mostly related to an adverse impact on 

wellbeing of participants, findings indicated a few instances of enhancement of 

participants’ wellbeing through positive feedback. For example, some participants 

reported increased motivation and pleasant feelings when given positive feedback. To 

note, participants who were receptive to positive feedback attributed it to God, 
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thereby, aligning with the key Pasifika value of spirituality. Another major reason why 

some participants were more accepting of positive feedback compared to others, was 

related to the strength of student relationships with staff. Literature has evidenced the 

importance of relationship-building as a prerequisite to Pasifika wellbeing (Airini et al., 

2011; Reynolds, 2018). Factors like teacher expectations and attitudes, respect, 

working in partnership, caring and willingness to learn about Pasifika cultures have 

already been established as vital teacher qualities for fostering positive relationships 

with Pasifika students (Airini et al., 2010; Samu, 2006). Specifically, participants in this 

study suggested that prior to giving feedback, staff build a working relationship with 

Pasifika students by getting to know more about them and their families. Several 

studies have demonstrated this practice as paramount for the wellbeing of Pasifika 

students (e.g., Airini et al., 2010; Alkema, 2014).  

 

PASIFIKA VALUES IN THE FEEDBACK PROCESS 

Discussing the Pasifika value of relationship-building in education settings, Carter et 

al. (2018) stressed the importance of vā. Carter et al. (2018) explained how vā in 

relationships with Pasifika students went beyond academic focus. Wendt (1999) 

defined vā as the space that relates. To maintain vā as a harmonious, conflict-

resolved, and balanced relational space required meeting certain responsibilities 

(Reynolds, 2019). For instance, operating in vā involved the examination of intentions 

and deliberateness that in turn dictated actions towards maintaining harmonious 

relationships (Mila-Schaaf, 2006; Reynolds, 2019). Findings of this study pointed to 

participants’ preference for staff to make attempts at relationship building by getting 

to know Pasifika students and their Pasifika way of being. Carter et al. (2018) further 

highlighted the need for staff to go outside the scope of usual professional mandates. 

These findings upheld the theory of context-sensitivity posited by Resnick et al. (1997). 

Context-sensitivity involves understanding students’ lives and their worlds to enhance 

their learning as well as their wellbeing. Literature supported the association between 

context-sensitivity and wellbeing, showing that identification of important aspects of a 

student’s situation could enable the implementation of appropriate emotion 

regulation strategies to enhance students’ wellbeing (Cheng, 2003; Southward & 

Cheavens, 2017).  
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In addition, the theme of collaboration in feedback practice was evident in this study’s 

findings. Participants in this study reported feeling respected and valued when they 

were able to work with staff during the feedback process. Soutter et al. (2014) agreed 

that reciprocity in the form of collaboration in the feedback process supported 

students’ wellbeing. Bishop and Berryman (2006) found that collaborative feedback 

led to increased motivation and empowerment because students felt that they were 

being taken seriously and attended to as knowledgeable participants in important 

conversations. This aligns with Pasifika cultural practices of veirogorogaci (Fijian) and 

lotomaualalo (Samoan) that reflects having a humble approach that can be achieved 

by ongoing communication, honesty, sharing and listening to each other (Ministry for 

Pacific Peoples, 2020). Such change in narrative was in line with the re-

conceptualisation of feedback from a one-way process to a collaborative practice with 

students (Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Juwah et al., 2004). 

 

Furthermore, participants valued face-to-face interactions during feedback practice. 

Literature supported Pasifika students’ preference for face-to-face communication 

(Lino, 2015; Luafutu-Simpson et al., 2015). This may be because such practice aligned 

with Pacific cultural protocols of meeting in person whenever possible for discussion 

of significant issues (Ministry for Pacific Peoples, 2018). Face-to-face interaction is 

indeed an essential strategy for supporting Pasifika Peoples’ wellbeing because it 

helps build connections with others (Anae, 2001; Nakhid, 2003; Tiatia, 2008). 

However, Hill et al. (2019) argued that face-to-face feedback could prove challenging 

for students at universities. This was because face-to-face feedback was an effective 

encounter that required students to have the emotional capacity to receive, process 

and build upon information being presented to them head-on (Hill et al., 2019). Several 

strategies for building emotional capability of students include providing positive 

feedback with ways of improving work, awareness that feedback can trigger strong 

emotions and impact the ability to process information, validating emotions by 

acknowledging that feedback can be confronting, and promotion of collaborative 

learning by working with students to align with their needs (Hill et al., 2021; Ryan & 

Henderson, 2018; Yang et al., 2023).  
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Nonetheless, Orsmond et al. (2013) pointed out that while it could be daunting at first, 

face-to-face feedback increased students’ confidence and ability to ask questions, 

promoted critical engagement, and allowed for confusion and miscommunication to 

be addressed. For Pasifika Peoples, establishing connections via face-to-face 

communication with family, friends, and other people was paramount because it was 

these connections that were their biggest source of strength (Health Promotion 

Agency, 2019). For Pasifika students, face-to-face feedback could help towards 

establishing deeper connections and fostering a trusting relationship with staff, a 

process that could be complemented by written feedback (Chalmers et al., 2017). 

Although, staff may not always be able to give feedback in person at universities in 

Aotearoa New Zealand (e.g., at undergraduate courses). In response, Thompson et al. 

(2009) supported the idea of written instructions for Pasifika students to manage 

anxiety. However, there are no studies that explicitly discuss considerations for written 

feedback for Pasifika students at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. There appears 

to be consensus in the literature that effective strategies for written feedback require a 

balance of  positive and constructive feedback, are non-threatening, directed towards 

learning issues and not towards the person, and include tips for improvement in future 

tasks that are given as suggestions and not as directives (Kusurkar et al., 2011; Reeve 

et al., 2004). 

 

Apart from face-to-face interactions, participants also reported a preference for group 

work. Literature has already drawn parallels between group work and communal work, 

whereby both practices involve sharing of work, a prime characteristic of Pasifika 

communities (Beatson et al., 2018; Luafutu-Simpson et al., 2015). Group work has 

been shown to heighten Pasifika students’ feelings of being valued and boosted their 

sense of belongingness, a key Pasifika aspect of wellbeing (Tawaketini, 2017). Studies 

have consistently reported positive associations between Pasifika students’ high 

sense of belonging and wellbeing (Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Osterman, 2000). Pasifika 

students reported that it was important for them to feel like they belonged and making 

contributions in group work (Airini et al., 2011). Studies found that Pasifika students 

with a high sense of belonging in educational environments show increased 

motivation and report enhanced wellbeing (Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Osterman, 2000). 
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Hence, the effective feedback practices with Pasifika students need to consider the 

manner in which it is delivered, whether it be face-to-face, written or as part of group 

work that enhances Pasifika students’ sense of belongingness.  

 

Sense of belongingness for students is when they feel like part of the campus community 

(Locks et al., 2008). For the term belongingness, research shows many risk factors for 

ethnic students while attending universities. These include stress, lack of social support, 

language barriers, discrimination, and poor psychological adjustment (Smith & Khawaja, 

2011; Zhang & Goodson, 2011). As pointed out by participants in this study, dedicated 

spaces for Pasifika students at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand provided them a 

sense of belonging by allowing the students to forge connections with fellow Pasifika 

students over shared experiences. Chauvel et al. (2014) evidenced that dedicated 

spaces specifically for Pasifika students provided comfortable, familiar places that 

supported Pasifika wellbeing at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. Fairbairn-

Dunlop (2014) agreed that Pasifika spaces were associated with heightened Pasifika 

feelings of identity, belongingness, togetherness, and singleness of purpose. According 

to Mayeda and colleagues (2014), these collective spaces at universities in Aotearoa 

New Zealand nurtured supportive relationships of Pasifika students with their mentors 

and peers, provided emotional and cultural support, and were environments that were 

culturally relevant and less aggressive than general university spaces.  

 

POSTGRADUATE AND UNDERGRADUATE DIFFERENCES  

Of note, postgraduate participants appeared more attuned to feedback practices 

compared to undergraduate students. Participants stories seemed to point to better 

alignment of feedback practices with Pasifika cultural values at postgraduate level 

compared to the undergraduate level of study at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand 

(e.g., face-to-face interactions and strengthened relationships with staff). The difference 

in postgraduate participants’ receptivity to feedback may be due to the process of 

acculturation. Berry (2005) referred to acculturation as the cultural and psychological 

change that results from meeting of two or more cultural groups over time. The initial 

stages of entering the university system comes with an elevated risk of experiencing 

acculturative stress (Berry, 1970). Acculturative stress can have a psychological impact 
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on students’ wellbeing (Smart & Smart, 1995). Pasifika postgraduate students may have 

acculturated better to university culture given the longer adjustment period compared to 

Pasifika undergraduate students. Hence, this may be a plausible reason for differences in 

responses to feedback and the impact on Pasifika wellbeing across the various levels of 

study.  

 

INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES 

Other than Pasifika cultural considerations, responses to feedback are highly 

nuanced, with responses possibly mediated by factors like an individual’s disposition 

and prior feedback experiences. For instance, self-efficacy has been highlighted as an 

individual difference variable in studies of feedback. Self-efficacy is defined as an 

individual’s beliefs in their ability to succeed in specific tasks or situations (Câmpean 

et al., 2024). According to Bandura (1986), self-efficacy plays a role in initiation and 

maintenance of behavioural change. Ilies and colleagues (2007) reported that positive 

feedback enhanced self-efficacy, reinforced a sense of competence and mastery, and 

boosted motivation. While positive feedback was related to a higher level of self-

efficacy, negative feedback has been shown to have a diminishing effect on self-

efficacy (Daniels & Larson, 2001). Future studies could investigate whether individual 

variability in self-efficacy mediates Pasifika students’ responses to feedback. With 

other potential individual factors such as gender, temperament, and personality, it 

becomes obvious that responses to feedback could possibly be a highly intricate 

process.  

 

Another individual variable of attribution style has been studied for feedback 

processing abilities. Attribution theory posits that individuals are motivated to gather 

an understanding of causes of events like successes and failures in achievement 

contexts (Kelly, 1972). Korn et al. (2016) found that individuals tend to be positively 

biased when interpreting feedback, attributing positive feedback to internal factors 

(e.g., ability or effort) and negative feedback to external factors (e.g., luck or task 

difficulty). Such biases appear to be an attempt to protect or enhance self-esteem by 

taking credit for positive outcomes and denying responsibility for negative outcomes 

(Weiner, 1985). Interestingly, participants in this study attributed positive feedback to 
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external sources (e.g., spiritual domain). This aligns with studies that point to cultural 

differences in attribution patterns. In general, individuals from individualistic cultures 

have been found to make more personal attributions, whereas individuals from 

collectivistic cultures tend to focus more on the situation (Rhee et al., 2020).  There 

remains scope for research in attribution styles of Pasifika university students in the 

context of wellbeing and feedback.  

 

Furthermore, motivation may determine an individual’s response to feedback. 

Intrinsic motivation is characterised by a focus on the inherent satisfaction in 

performing an interesting or enjoyable task, in contrast with extrinsic motivation, in 

which the focus is on obtaining an external reward (Ryan & Deci, 2020). Research 

suggests that individuals with high intrinsic motivation tend to seek feedback (Cheng 

et al., 2023). In turn, positive feedback has been evidenced as a significant factor in 

fostering intrinsic motivation compared to negative feedback that decreased intrinsic 

motivation (Burgers et al., 2015; Fong et al., 2019). Furthermore, feedback as a tool 

may motivate through extrinsic means (e.g., praise; Jansen et al., 2025). To note, 

findings from this study suggested positive feedback did not necessarily increase 

intrinsic motivation in Pasifika university students, an area that warrants further 

investigation. Nonetheless, motivation levels have been linked to feedback-seeking 

behaviours (Cutumisu & Lou, 2020). Certainly, participants in this study exhibited 

feedback-seeking behaviours. Chu, Abella, et al. (2013) pointed out that Pasifika 

students’ feedback-seeking behaviours dispelled the myth that they were too shy to 

seek help or were concerned about being seen as failing. 

 

Individual differences in self-esteem have also been studied in relation to feedback. 

Massey and colleagues (1975) found that students chronically subjected to positive 

feedback reported unpleasant emotions, including feeling misled, hurt and 

concerned. In contrast, Ilies and colleagues (2007) reported that positive feedback 

influenced students into experiencing a happier state of mind, attributing the findings 

to individual differences in self-esteem. The researchers stated that individuals who 

scored low on self‐esteem displayed more pronounced affective reactions to positive 
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feedback compared to individuals who scored higher on self‐esteem, because those 

low in self-esteem were in greater need for self‐enhancement. Heine and Hamamura 

(2007) characterised self-enhancement as the ability to maintain positive self-regard 

by focusing and elaborating upon positive information about the self. Therefore, 

participants’ responses to feedback may be linked to self-esteem.  

 

Prior feedback experiences may also influence Pasifika students’ actions, behaviours, 

and feelings towards feedback. For example, a study found a boost in confidence for 

individuals with more experience with feedback compared to individuals with limited 

experience (Eva et al., 2012). Also, how individuals view the world also affects how 

they react to feedback. An individual with a negative self-view may discount positive 

feedback if they feel undeserving of it (Fulham et al., 2022). Likewise, high sensitivity to 

threats to self-worth may evoke unpleasant feelings and certain behaviours (e.g., 

avoidance and defensiveness) when receiving negative feedback (Fulham et al., 2022).  

In addition, fear of not appearing knowledgeable may further affect how feedback is 

received (Eva et al., 2012).  

 

OTHER FACTORS IMPACTING PASIFIKA WELLBEING 

While impact of feedback on wellbeing was the focal point of this study, racism, 

limited pastoral care, and perceived low staff expectations emerged as risk factors for 

participants’ wellbeing. The detrimental effect of racism on wellbeing of Pasifika 

students is well documented (Harris et al., 2024). Similarly, the link between teacher 

expectations and Pasifika students’ positive self-concepts is established in literature 

(review by Alton-Lee, 2003; Nakhid, 2003; Rubie-Davies et al., 2012; Spee et al., 2014; 

Turner et al., 2015). Chu, Abella, et al. (2013) mentioned consensus amongst 

university lecturers on the effect of high expectations on Pasifika students’ overall 

positive state of mind. Literature alluded to the role of pastoral care in supporting 

Pasifika students’ wellbeing at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand (see review in 

Alkema, 2014; Johansson-Fua, 2009; Perrot, 2015; Thaman, 2002) 

 

The concept of pastoral care in Pasifika cultures was traditionally related to the notion 

of spirituality, a pivotal Pasifika value (Havea, 2011). According to Havea (2011), 
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pastoral care as a traditional Pasifika practice involved service of love and support that 

pastors, chaplains and other church leaders provided to members of their 

congregation. In university settings, pastoral care is referred to the practice of 

supporting Pasifika students’ physical, social, emotional, and spiritual wellbeing 

(Barber, 2016). The key features of an effective pastoral care approach for Pasifika 

students relate to maintaining of good teacher-student relationships. These 

relationships are to be based on Pasifika values of trust, respect and 

understanding(Grove, 2004). As Havea (2011) pointed out, investing in pastoral care 

models for Pasifika students may help towards fostering a healing environment at 

universities in Aotearoa New Zealand, and create a space where Pasifika students feel 

safe. 

 

PROTECTIVE FACTORS 

A salient protective factor in the study was Pasifika students’ strong affiliation with 

their ethnic identities. Studies have indicated that Pasifika identities are related to 

feelings of pride and positive wellbeing (Matika et al., 2021).  As mentioned previously, 

Pasifika identities were traditionally linked to their roots including genealogy, family, 

village, and gender (Howard, 1990). With the increasing Pasifika population in 

Aotearoa New Zealand, researchers have noted how migration, relocation and birth in 

Aotearoa New Zealand has seen Pasifika forge their own identities by establishing new 

relationships (Howard, 1990; Mila-Schaaf, 2010). Anae et al. (2001) agreed that this is 

reflected in Pasifika Peoples strength in having multiple identities that allowed them to 

successfully navigate life, establishing this as a protective factor for Pasifika 

wellbeing.  

 

Pasifika Peoples’ affiliation with multiple identities was evident in the ethnic 

descriptors of participants in this study. With the ever-expanding discussion of 

Pasifika identities, literature has offered clear distinctions between first-generation 

New Zealand-born Pasifika negotiating their identities without precedent, and second-

generation New Zealand-born Pasifika growing up into strong and articulate Pasifika 

Peoples (Fatu, 2016; Wilson, 2013). Literature acknowledges Pasifika Peoples’ 

experiences of mixed identities as an invaluable skill because it allows Pasifika 
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Peoples to successfully function in multiple contexts in Aotearoa New Zealand (Fatu, 

2016; Mila-Schaaf, 2010; Mila-Schaaf & Robinson, 2010). For Pacific Peoples in 

Aotearoa New Zealand, ethnic identity is a significant factor in individuals’ positive 

self-concepts (Manuela & Anae, 2017). Aptly, Pasifika voices in this study reported 

their Pasifika identities as their strength when navigating through universities in 

Aotearoa New Zealand.  

 

PASIFIKA FEEDBACK MODEL 

The findings of the study and literature on Pasifika students’ wellbeing aided in 

drawing up a culturally appropriate feedback model, presented in Figure 5 below.  

 

Figure 5 
 
The proposed culturally appropriate Pasifika feedback model  
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Note. The feedback model encapsulates the findings from this study. It highlights 

Pasifika cultural consideration and protective factors during the feedback process at 

universities in Aotearoa New Zealand.  

 

The feedback model proposed in this study includes feedback practices that align with 

Pasifika values, highlights protective factors, and acknowledges that interactions for 

Pasifika students happen in vā, a conceptual space that allows for the construction of 

Pasifika identities in the context of relationships with others. Future research could 

privilege Pasifika voices by assessing the feasibility of this study’s proposed Pasifika 

feedback model with Pasifika students at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. 

To note, the feedback model in this study is a drive towards acknowledging a key 

component of Pasifika psychology that reiterates that nurturing of Pasifika wellbeing 

requires effective practices for Pasifika Peoples grounded in Pasifika ways of doing 

things (Alefaio-Tugia, 2022).  The feedback model derived from this study does so by 

fostering a practice perspective in the area of feedback. The model is a first of its kind 

and hence presents new knowledge that shows how Pasifika cultural elements need 

to be considered when connecting with Pasifika Peoples. Taking this approach can be 

a move towards helping a person of Pasifika descent feel understood, respected, 

validated and supported during interactions.  

 

STUDY LIMITATIONS  

A major limitation of the study is that it took place prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Since then, major changes have incurred in how universities in Aotearoa New Zealand 

operate. For example, recent times have seen a transition from face-to-face classes to 

online classes with a surge in the use of video conferencing platforms like Zoom and 

other applications (Serhan, 2020). For example, in a bid to enhance wellbeing, Victoria 

University of Wellington (2022) started engaging with Pasifika students across various 

platforms like Zoom, email, phone, Facebook and Instagram. Future studies could 

investigate Pasifika students’ experiences with changes to feedback practices and 

how these have impacted Pasifika wellbeing at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand.  
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Changes in feedback practices at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand due to the 

pandemic is a prime example of how culture changes over time (Dahl, 2014). Pasifika 

students’ culture, ways of thinking and preferred ways of learning at universities in 

Aotearoa New Zealand may be changing over time. Frengley-Vaipuna (2007) agreed 

that cultural parameters set in one study may not be relevant for other times and in 

other places. Future studies could deploy longitudinal means to observe changing 

Pasifika cultural norms across various times and places. Adopting a longitudinal study 

design could also allow for observation on whether the dynamic nature of culture has 

any bearing on feedback practices and wellbeing of Pasifika students. Pasifika is also 

not a homogenous group. Therefore, there remains scope for research on the impact 

of feedback on wellbeing of specific Pasifika groups (e.g., New Zealand-born Cook 

Islanders, New Zealand-born Samoans, and so forth).  

 

CONLCUDING REMARKS  

As per the mālie and māfana stage of this research, it is time to end with some 

concluding remarks. This study contributed to literature on feedback practices in 

relation to Pasifika students’ wellbeing at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand. This is 

particularly relevant at a time when there is concern around Pasifika students’ 

wellbeing and a move towards gaining a better understanding of Pasifika psychology. 

The findings of this study demonstrated the link between Pasifika wellbeing and 

feedback. Hughes and Spanner (2019) agreed for the acknowledgement of feedback 

and student wellbeing, with calls for explorations into better university practices. The 

data set comprising Pasifika students’ voices was a strength of this study. Insights 

gained from Pasifika students in this explorative study emphasised the need for a 

feedback model grounded in Pasifika ways of doing things, calls for incorporation of 

Pasifika values in feedback practices, and highlighted the support needs of this unique 

and diverse student group at universities in Aotearoa New Zealand.  
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Talofa Lava, Kia Ora, Malo E Lelei, Fakaalofa Lahu Atu, Ni Sa Bula Vinaka, 

Namaste, Malo Ni, Halo Ola Keta, Mauri, Fakatalofa Atu and Warm Pasifika 

Greetings to You! 

 

PASIFIKA STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF POSITIVE FEEDBACK AND COPING 

STRATEGIES AT NEW ZEALAND UNIVERSITIES 

 

Feedback is an important part of teaching-learning at universities. Studies at universities 

suggest that ethnic students are praised more and evaluated more positively compared 

to their peers. What are the effects of the use (or overuse) of positive feedback on 

Pasifika students’ learning? What does effective feedback look like for Pasifika 

undergraduate students?  

 

Bula, my name is Sha, and I am originally from the Fiji Islands, the land of golden sand 

and sunshine. As a Pasifika student studying Doctorate in Clinical Psychology at 

Massey University, I am interested in the nature and manner of feedback given to 

Pasifika students at New Zealand universities. You are invited to talanoa with me, 

reflect and share your experiences, thoughts and feelings about feedback, and how you 

coped during your undergraduate study at New Zealand university. Participation is 

voluntary and you have the right to decline or withdraw at any stage of the study with no 

questions asked.  

 

Refreshments/ lunch and gift vouchers will be provided to thank you for taking part in 

the study. 

  

FURTHER QUESTIONS AND COMMENTS?  

Please feel free to contact me or my supervisor for more information about the study:  

Researcher:  Shabeena Hussain (Sha) 

Shabeena.Hussain.1@uni.massey.ac.nz 

Supervisor:   Dr Natasha Tassell-Matamua   
N.A.Tassell-Matamua@massey.ac.nz 
 

This project has been evaluated by peer review and judged to be low risk.  
Consequently, it has not been reviewed by one of the University’s Human Ethics 

Committees.  The researcher(s) named above are responsible for the ethical conduct of 
this research. If you have any concerns about the conduct of this research that you wish 
to raise with someone other than the researcher(s), please contact Prof Craig Johnson, 

Director, Research Ethics, telephone 06 356 9099 x 85271, email 
humanethics@massey.ac.nz 

mailto:Shabeena.Hussain.1@uni.massey.ac.nz
mailto:N.A.Tassell-Matamua@massey.ac.nz
mailto:humanethics@massey.ac.nz
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PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM- IINDIVIDUAL 

 

 



114 

 

 

 

APPENDIX C 

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM- GROUP 
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APPENDIX D 

DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE 
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APPENDIX E 

INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

 

Interview Schedule 

Overall research question 

In what ways are Pasifika students’ experiences with feedback within New Zealand 

university settings linked to wellbeing?  

 

Sub-questions 

1. What are Pasifika students’ experiences with feedback at New Zealand universities?  

2. Have Pasifika students ever encountered positive feedback at New Zealand 

universities? 

3.  Have Pasifika students encountered positive feedback bias at New Zealand 

universities? 

4. What do Pasifika students feel and think about positive feedback at New Zealand 

universities? 

5. What coping skills do Pasifika students tap into if they perceive feedback to be 

unhelpful? 

 

Opening 

Prayers/ welcoming/ greetings/ introductions/ words of appreciation/ partake in 

refreshments or lunch. 

Information Sheet- discussions/ questions 

Housekeeping rules- confidentiality/ recording/ informed consent/ demographic 

questionnaire 

 

Stages of study 

What stage of study are you in currently? 

How long ago were you doing your undergraduate studies? 

Reflection on undergraduate studies- when and where 

How long ago was this? 
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Experiences (prompt participants and ask them to elaborate) 

Experiences with feedback during undergraduate study 

Kinds of feedback- written/ face-to-face/ audio/ any others  

Nature of feedback- negative/ positive/ praise/ any others 

Recall and discuss specific examples of feedback.  

Who provided feedback? Worked together with your evaluators? What was that like? 

Was feedback helpful? How come? 

 

Feelings (keep note of distance vs internal courses participants mention) 

Focus on specific experiences the participants mentioned- identify and invite them to 

elaborate. 

How did experiences with positive feedback make them feel? 

Initial feelings and how did they feel later (short-term and long-term effects)?  

 

Identifying emotions associated with experiences mentioned. 

How come it made them feel that way? 

What happened next?  

Felt different next time? How come? What was different? 

 

Thoughts 

Initial thoughts on receiving feedback (mention specific examples provided by participant) 

What other thoughts went through their minds? 

Identify thoughts associated with specific experiences mentioned. 

Different thoughts at other times? How come? What was different? 

What do you think of the use (or overuse of positive feedback)? Ask this with specific 

examples of positive feedback mentioned by participant. 

Do you think it helped? How so? If not, how come? 

 

Coping strategies 

What did you do if the experience did not make you feel that great?  
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What did you do when you received feedback that was not so helpful? 

Did it affect future work? In what way? 

What did they do different next time?  

Did it help? 

If yes, what helped? 

If not, what did not work? 

Looking back, what would you have done differently? 

Looking back, what could have helped? Done differently by others? 

 

Distance vs internal courses they have undertaken 

Have you taken distance and/or internal courses? 

Did you notice any differences in your feedback experiences? 

Different in what way?  

How do you think either (distance or internal) can improve? 

 

Noticing any changes in feedback over the years  

Did you notice any difference in feedback (delivery/ nature/ mode) over the years? 

What ways is it different? Same? Needs improvement? 

 

Skill development 

Taught feedback skills (for example, giving feedback to peers) during your undergraduate 

years? 

How did the skill develop? How was it taught/ practised/encouraged? 

 

Pasifika feedback model 

What do you think a Pasifika feedback model should include/consider? 

Based on your experiences, what would you suggest for future Pasifika undergraduate 

students? 

What will help?  

Additional comments/questions/suggestions 
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Closing 

Closing prayers/ koha/ words of gratitude 
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APPENDIX F 

RESEARCH CASE STUDY 
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TITLE: Study on feedback for Pasifika university students in Aotearoa/ New Zealand and its 

relevance to my Clinical Psychology internship: How my research experiences contributed to 

my development as a Pasifika Intern Psychologist at The Fono, a Pacific primary health care 

provider 
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Abstract 

The current case study presents my outlook on lessons learnt from my doctoral research. A 

key finding from my research was the importance of vā during the feedback process for 

Pasifika students. Specifically, in this case study I reflected on how this aspect of my research 

is of relevance to my kaam (work) as a Pasifika Intern Psychologist at The Fono, a Pacific 

primary health care provider based in Auckland. The current case study commences with an 

introduction of who I am, where I come from, a glimpse of my ancestry and outlines my 

safar (journey) from the islands of Viti/ Fiji to Aotearoa/ New Zealand. I provide a summary 

of my doctoral research and my engagement with the Pasifika student population from New 

Zealand (NZ) universities in Aotearoa/ New Zealand. This is proceeded by reflections on 

how my research experiences contributed to my development as a Pasifika mental health 

practitioner. My reflections also include the processes undertaken to nurture the vā by 

considering of my Pasifika cultural values in my relationship with my intern supervisors. 

Finally, the research case study also discusses what this meant for me and my wellbeing as I 

navigated the feedback process during my internship.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



123 

 

 

 

Introduction 

I begin by introducing myself. My name is Shabeena, but everyone calls me Sha. I am a 

Pasifika person of Indo-Fijian descent. I was born in Lautoka, the sugarcane town of Fiji. I 

moved to New Zealand to pursue studies in Clinical Psychology. My forefathers were 

girmityas. Derived from the word agreement, the term girmityas came to denote indentured 

labourers brought to work in sugarcane plantations under British Colonial rule in Fiji (Lal, 

2012). Girmitiyas did not have access to education and spent their lives devoid of basic 

human rights, forced into slavery, enduring lives full of pain and suffering (Lal). In my quest 

to know more about my peoples’ and my own heritage, I scrolled through historical 

documents. Despite reading well-documented atrocities towards my people, I was still taken 

aback by my discovery that the British colonisers did not even register proper names of most 

of the girmitiyas brought to Fiji. This contributed to loss of family connections over time. 

Being a descendant of girmitiyas and my belongingness to Pasifika community, I feel has 

given me keen awareness of the importance of forming connections. Maintaining such 

connections is an integral part of my Pasifika being.  

 

My doctoral research provided me with a humbling experience of connecting with fellow 

Pasifika students from prominent NZ universities. My research looked at whether current 

feedback practices were fostering Pasifika wellbeing at NZ universities. My research then 

proceeded to query what a culturally appropriate feedback process looked like for Pasifika 

students at NZ universities. This was where the voices of Pasifika university students proved 

invaluable. What connects my research to the discipline of Clinical psychology is the 

relevance of hearing Pasifika voices about what wellbeing in professional spaces look like for 

them. For example, as a Pasifika Intern Psychologist, I carry out comprehensive 

psychological assessments to carry out case conceptualisations. This informs what evidenced-
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based psychotherapies I can provide to people striving for a balance in their lives. When I am 

delegated such responsibilities, due diligence and consideration of my own wellbeing 

becomes paramount during my own clinical training. At this time, let me pause and reflect on 

my research and reach of stories of Pasifika students across NZ universities. My research 

taught me how one can reimagine new stories of Pasifika students’ wellbeing. Such 

reimagining respects Pasifika voices and acknowledges that Pasifika success considers 

wellbeing of Pasifika Peoples. With this lesson, I reflect on my internship journey at The 

Fono. A key finding from my research was that the nurturing of vā and consideration of 

Pasifika cultural values in student-supervisor relationship was strongly connected to Pasifika 

wellbeing. My research also revealed coping strategies and protective factors for Pasifika 

students at NZ universities. In the current case study, I reflect on the relevance of vā and 

consideration of Pasifika values in my training as a Pasifika Intern Psychologist in Aotearoa/ 

New Zealand.  

 

Doctoral Research Overview 

Study Topic 

An explorative study of Pasifika students’ experiences with feedback, wellbeing, coping and 

protective factors at NZ universities.  

 

Study Beginnings 

My doctoral topic focused on feedback experiences of Pasifika students, their wellbeing, 

coping and protective factors at NZ universities. My study began with reflection of my 

experiences as a Pasifika marama/ aurat (female) psychology student at a prominent NZ 

university. As I navigated my way through years of study. I noticed how integral feedback 

was for university life. With both helpful and not so helpful feedback experiences, I reflected 
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on what considerations were being taken when engaging with Pasifika students during 

feedback processes at NZ universities. As I immersed myself in literature on Pasifika 

journeys at NZ universities, I encountered the term “Pasifika success.” When I delved deeper, 

the narrow focus of Pasifika success concerned me. For example, studies on Pasifika success 

at NZ universities primarily focused on enrolment, participation, and retention of Pasifika 

students in academic spaces rather than taking a holistic approach.  

 

In addition, when I honed my focus on the feedback processes for Pasifika students at NZ 

universities, two issues exacerbated my concerns. First, there appeared to be a one size fits all 

approach to the feedback process for all students including Pasifika. This was evident by the 

lack of any feedback model specific to Pasifika students at NZ universities. Second, studies 

on feedback for Pasifika students gave prominence to academic performance only with very 

limited research on the association between feedback processes and Pasifika wellbeing. As I 

reflected on my university experiences, I wondered what a culturally appropriate feedback 

process looked like for Pasifika students at NZ universities. Pasifika is a heterogenous group 

comprised of many cultures. This means that Pasifika students bring their own strengths and 

unique ways of being. I planned my doctoral research. My research focused on exploring 

Pasifika students’ experiences with feedback, wellbeing, coping and protective factors at NZ 

universities. I conceptualised a Pasifika feedback model based on my research findings. Refer 

to Appendix B for a visual representation of a culturally appropriate Pasifika feedback model.  

 

Study Rationale and Aim 

Based on my university experiences and gap in literature on feedback for Pasifika students, I 

set out to explore the link between feedback and Pasifika wellbeing. My study approach was 

to empower and support Pasifika students to use their voices to address what a culturally 
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appropriate feedback process looked like for them. In doing so, it was vital to focus on 

Pasifika students’ coping strategies because this allowed for the acknowledgment of Pasifika 

students’ tremendous strengths and what they brought to NZ universities. Furthermore, the 

identification of coping strategies of Pasifika students allowed for emergence of ideas and 

suggestions when working towards Pasifika wellbeing. Exploration of strengths also involved 

a look at protective factors for Pasifika students at NZ universities. The study strived to make 

connections with Pasifika students from NZ universities and hear their voices regarding 

experiences with feedback and the impact this had on their wellbeing. Certainly, this study 

could be a driver for change and the start of a very important conversation on the importance 

of a culturally appropriate feedback process for Pasifika wellbeing. Combined with this, my 

study implored for the broadening of the definition of Pasifika success and what this looked 

like at NZ universities.  

 

Methodology 

My study was qualitative in nature and used the Kakala Research Framework (Thaman, 

1997) with a strengths-based Appreciative Inquiry (AI; Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005). The 

term kakala or garland (Tongan in origin) refers to a collection of fragrant flowers woven 

together as a garland for a special person or occasion (Thaman, 1997). Refer to Figure 1, 

Appendix A for the Kakala Research Framework used in my research with six research 

processes set out by Thaman (2003) and Johansson-Fua (2009). These processes are 

explained here using the analogy of making a kakala. The first process is the teu involved the 

planning of the making of the kakala (study conceptualisation and preparation). Second, 

flowers are gathered, grouped, sorted, and arranged according to their cultural importance 

during the toli process (data collection). My research used talanoa method for data collection. 

Talanoa is a traditional Pacific concept and a means of oral communication for Pasifika 
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Peoples (Tunufa'i, 2016). The concept comprises two parts: “tala means to tell or talk, and 

noa means anything or nothing in particular” (‘Otunuku, 2011, p. 45). Talanoa was 

introduced as a research method by Vaioletti (1999-2003; cited in Vaioleti, 2006). Upon 

reflection, talanoa facilitated a culturally appropriate setting for research because it allowed 

for conversations to flow freely between Pasifika participants and my role as a Pasifika 

researcher. Flowers were weaved during the third process of tui (data analysis). This crucial 

step of my research required a synthesis of the stories, spirits, and emotions from meaningful 

talanoa encounters.  

 

After process of tui, the beautiful and skilfully woven kakala was presented. This is called the 

luva process that saw the reporting of the outcome of the study (presenting the study). 

Presenting the kakala symbolised the importance of Pasifika values of 'ofa (love, 

compassion), faka'apa'apa (respect) and fetokoni'aki (reciprocity and responsibility for each 

other). Next was the mālie process, the evaluation phase to discover the relevancy and 

worthwhileness of my research. Finally, the process of māfana required consideration of the 

application, transformation, and sustainability of my research. The solution-focused process 

of māfana aimed to empower individuals, peoples, and communities. Refer to Appendix A 

for a visual representation of six processes of the Kakala Research Framework. Working 

within this framework allowed me as a Pasifika researcher to see the richness of knowledge 

sourced from Pasifika students. I felt that this produced a cohesive piece of writing by 

honouring Pasifika students’ unconditional gift to me in terms of their time, patience, and 

knowledge.  

 

 

 

Participants 
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The study consisted of fifteen participants, ten females and five males (age range of 22-35; 

average age of 27.3 years). Participants were final year undergraduate Pasifika students and 

postgraduate Pasifika students from the following programmes of study from across NZ 

universities: Bachelor of Arts, Bachelor of Science, Human Resource Management, Doctor in 

Philosophy, Postgraduate Diploma, master’s degree, and from a range of degrees from 

agriculture, law, psychology, to business studies.  All participants identified as Pasifika; One 

participant identified as Pasifika and Pacific Islander (PIs); Five participants identified as 

Fijian. One participant identified as Fijian, and Rotuman. Three participants identified as 

Tongan. Two participants identified as Samoan. One participant identified as Solomon 

Islander. Two participants identified as Tokelauan. One participant identified as Pasifika only. 

 

Procedure 

The toli process consisted of talanoa sessions. Pasifika cultural protocols were given 

prominence during the sessions (e.g., starting with prayer/ lotu/ dua/ masu).  

 

Data Analysis 

The tui process saw all talanoa (that was digitally voice recorded) transcribed verbatim. Part 

of that analysis involved coding of the transcripts to identify any common threads emerging. 

The intention of developing groupings was to provide the results much like the grouping 

together of the various elements that went into making the kakala (Gavet, 2011; Koloto et al., 

2006). The study used thematic analytic process made up of several steps as presented by Chu, 

Glasgow, et al. (2013). For example, preparing data for analysis and initialising reading of the 

text.  

 

Study Findings 
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The findings of the study are illustrated in Figure 2, Appendix B. A key finding was that a 

culturally appropriate feedback process for Pasifika students required the nurturing of the vā 

in student-supervisor relationships. I have discussed the relevance of this aspect to my 

internship at The Fono. 

 

Ethics 

The study proposal followed ethical guidelines set out in Massey University Code of Ethical 

Conduct for Research, Teaching and Evaluations involving Human Participants: Revised 

code (Massey University, 2020). The study was further guided by the ethical principles 

outlined in Massey University’s (2017c) Pacific Research Guidelines and Protocols. Every 

step of the research process was discussed with my three research supervisors. A low-risk 

ethics approval was obtained from the Massey University Human Ethics Committee. In 

addition, the study and ethical issues were presented and discussed in Massey University’s 

Talanoa Forum attended by Pasifika and non-Pasifika staff and Pasifika postgraduate students 

from various NZ universities.  

 

An ethical issue pertinent to the study was the consideration of the privileged positions I held. 

These included my position as a researcher and my shared Fijian/ Indian/ Pasifika identities 

with fellow students. I was also a Manatoa Pasifika mentor (a Pasifika student mentoring 

programme run by Massey University), and a Pasifika student in a very well-regarded course 

of study of Doctor in Clinical Psychology. I had to take steps to ensure that participants did 

not feel challenged or intimidated by a perceived threat of coercion from my privileged 

positions. To mitigate this, the researcher organised several informal talanoa at the Fale 

(Massey University Pasifika space) especially during lunch breaks. Informal talanoa with 

Pasifika students from other universities was held over Zoom. Over sharing of kai/ kana 
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(food), discussion flowed regarding participation of the study being completely voluntary. 

Sharing food regardless of whether any Pasifika students decided to volunteer for the study or 

not, helped strengthen the on-going relationship they had with me. In addition, students were 

given full information well before the study recruitment phase. This was so that they had time 

to reflect, ponder and clarify doubts. An additional step included the researcher making sure 

the students had access to support. To do this, the researcher informed Pasifika advisors from 

NZ universities of the study and gave Pasifika students support numbers if they wished to 

discuss concerns.  

Demystifying the Vā 

Having good relationships is important for the wellbeing of Pasifika Peoples (Firestone et al., 

2018). For Pasifika cultures, relationships exist between people, as well as between people 

and the environment, ancestors and the heavens (Reynolds, 2016). Relationship-building 

involves making connections, a fundamental value that goes to the core of Pasifika cultures in 

Aotearoa/ New Zealand (Reynolds). For Pasifika Peoples, the connection to things around 

them is explained by the concept of vā (Tuagalu, 2008). Airini et al. (2010) referred to the vā 

(or va’a, vaha, wa) as a pan Pacific concept that can be “translated as a spatial way of 

conceiving the secular and spiritual dimensions of relationships and relational order” (p.11). 

When it came to relationships between people, Wendt (1999) explained that the vā for 

Pasifika Peoples was the relational space that connected each person to the next. For Pasifika, 

these spaces are considered scared and as such, care is required to nurture them (Airini et al.). 

The following section discusses the commencement of my internship, how my research 

helped me reflect on the vā in my relationships with my internship supervisors, and the 

processes I took to nurture this sacred space.  

 

Clinical Psychology Internship 
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My internship commenced in February 2022 at The Fono. The Fono is owned by the Pacific 

communities of West Auckland. The value statement of the service states that it was 

established to encourage Pacific and migrant people to enrol with doctors. The service was 

set up to minimize barriers to medical care access for Pacific Peoples. The value of this 

organisation is encompassed by its motto of Caring is our Culture. The Fono has grown 

exponentially since its humble beginnings in 1989. This is reflected in the range of services 

now offered that include medical, dental, pharmacy, social services, public health services. 

My work as an Intern Psychologist pertains to the mental health services offered by The 

Fono. I worked as part of the mental health team called LagiOla. My conversation with the 

Clinical manager of the team revealed LagiOla to be a pan-Pacific term made up of the 

concept of Lagi (sky/ chief) and Ola (well-being). LagiOIa both as a name and model 

signifies an approach meant to empower clients seeking help from the mental health team. 

 

During my work as a Pasifika Intern Psychologist at The Fono, I reflected on my journey. I 

looked back at how my research experiences contributed to my clinical practice. My 

reflections include how the journey from research to internship has led to my development as 

a Pasifika mental health practitioner at a Pacific primary health service in Aotearoa/ New 

Zealand. My reflections also include the processes undertaken to nurture vā and consideration 

of my Pasifika values in my relationship with my internship supervisors, what this meant for 

my wellbeing and how I navigated the feedback process during my internship. 

 

Nurturing the vā in intern-supervisor relationship  

Based on my research experiences, I reflected on how I could nurture the vā in my 

relationship with my internship supervisors especially during the feedback process. I thought 

back to what was meaningful for me terms of my Pasifika values (e.g., relationship-building, 
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reciprocity, collectivism) when encountering the vā in this relationship. I feel this was an 

integral part of my professional development during this year. As I considered some of my 

past experiences of strenuous professional relationships during my Clinical training, I feel 

this was exacerbated by a challenging feedback process. This had a detrimental effect on my 

wellbeing. My research allowed me to be on the journey with my fellow Pasifika university 

students, albeit for a short time. This led me to reflect on my own journey, my Pasifika 

culture, and my wellbeing. I applied to my internship what I had learnt from my fellow 

Pasifika students as part of my research experience. For example, I voiced to my internship 

supervisors what nurturing of vā in our relationship looked like and meant for me. Working 

out and identifying my Pasifika values, degree of alignment (or not) with the Clinical 

programme, possible barriers and challenges formed part of the ongoing talanoa throughout 

the year with my internship supervisors. I feel this helped me better navigate my way through 

the feedback process during my internship compared to the past, thereby enhancing my 

wellbeing.  

 

Processes undertaken in nurturing the vā in intern-supervisor relationship 

Relationship-building 

Based on some my past experiences of feedback during my Clinical training, I found myself 

sitting with unpleasant emotions. I noticed that my wellbeing was also suffering. For 

example, social withdrawal because of feelings of shame and embarrassment was a 

perpetuating factor for my struggles. I reflected on what my research with Pasifika students 

from NZ universities had taught me. While I felt inspired, I also shared Pasifika students’ 

concerns of limited consideration of Pasifika values during the feedback process. I pondered 

on what this meant for me during my internship. Besides, I was aware that my development 
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as a Pasifika Intern Psychologist relied heavily on my ability to navigate the feedback process 

during this year.  

 

As I reflected on what this meant for me, I noticed how my past experiences were casting a 

shadow on my current relationships. Looking at how Pasifika students in my research 

navigated relationships with lecturers and supervisors, I asked myself a key question- “what 

was I bringing into the vā of my current professional relationship with my internship 

supervisors?” For example, one of the emotions I felt was anger. I recognised that anger, like 

any other emotion, is a normal human emotion. I delved deeper and noticed that anger for me 

was stemming from hurt. My research experiences allowed perspective-taking (e.g., what 

would my fellow Pasifika students find helpful in such a situation?). What proceeded was my 

action of disclosing to my internship supervisors and acknowledging my emotions regarding 

my feedback experiences from the past. I was met with warmth, respect, honesty, and support 

from my supervisors. I feel this helped me challenge my unhelpful thinking (e.g., “here we go 

again”). With evidence that this was a different experience, I channelled the same warmth 

and respect accorded to me by my internship supervisors.  

 

I reflected on what was in my control when I walked into feedback sessions with my 

internship supervisors. I began by focusing on how I presented myself. For example, if 

noticed that my anxiety levels were high, I practiced deep breathing. If my tone sounded 

angry, I took pause to reflect on triggers/ environment and what emotions, thoughts, physical 

symptoms were interconnected with this action. During my encounters with my supervisors, I 

took cues from them or asked if I was unsure. This was especially important because one of 

my supervisors identified as Balinese while the other as Samoan/ Pākehā (NZ European). I 

was mindful of their different interacting styles and what cultural perspectives/ considerations 
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each supervisor brought into the vā. What helped I noticed, was the almost equal amount of 

time I got to spend working with both (two days working in Manurewa and two days working 

in Henderson). This helped me to know each of my supervisors better, helping me connect 

with each supervisor. We then come together face-to-face on a regular basis as a three-

member team to discuss where things were at during my internship. I feel this ensured that I 

was getting consistent feedback without feeling overwhelmed. As I put these strategies in 

place during my internship, I started encountering a vā conducive to my wellbeing.  

 

I reflected on how my Pasifika values of honesty and relationship building required actions 

from not just my supervisors but also me. For me, enacting these values meant taking care to 

nurture this new intern-supervisor relationship. An example of care that I took during the 

feedback process was to share with my supervisors what was happening for me regarding the 

physical, mental, spiritual, and social aspect of my wellbeing. This led to a deeper discussion 

of ways of managing my wellbeing during my internship (e.g., personal therapy for healing). 

This aligned with my ethical responsibilities as an Intern Psychologist of honesty in 

relationships and being aware of my personal values and how these may affect my work. For 

me, vā involves deliberate ongoing focus on my actions which influences the nature of my 

relationships with my internship supervisors.  

 

Reciprocity 

From the outset, I viewed my internship supervisors as my teachers and respected them as 

expert holders of Clinical knowledge. Consistent with the stories of Pasifika students during 

my research, one of the issues I was mindful of was that as a Pasifika person, I tended to 

show due consideration and respect by staying quiet in front of expert knowledge holders. 

This proved unhelpful in my role as an advocate for my clients, working as a member of 



135 

 

 

 

LagiOla, and in my capacity as a Pasifika voice in a professional setting. Reflecting on my 

role of nurturing the intern-supervisor relationships, I asked myself what I could differently 

this time. Based on my research experiences, I sought to enact the principle of reciprocity. I 

realised that interaction in such professional spaces involved not just listening but also 

contributing. I brought into the space my experiences as a Pasifika Intern Psychologist and 

my knowledge of what worked and did not work for me. Sharing this knowledge helped me 

to continue building intern-supervisor relationships.  

 

In addition, I prioritised face-to-face meetings with my supervisors (while respecting what 

suited them as well) and limited our interactions via email. This was intentional as I strived to 

do my part in inviting and working collaboratively with my supervisors during my journey as 

a Pasifika Intern Psychologist. I feel this also helped me drop an unhelpful behaviour of 

withdrawing from people. Whilst my supervisors’ outlooks were critical during the feedback 

process, I sought to reciprocate and value them by ensuring that I shared my views as well. 

Upon reflection, I feel this contributed towards creating an environment that was open, 

transparent, and safe.  

 

Collectivism 

While working how best to proceed with what my research and life had taught me, one of my 

supervisors pointed out the inevitability of change. She used the analogy of the human body 

to illustrate how we all change. For example, loss of strands of hair, growth of nails, shedding 

of dead skin cells, and so forth. This meant that what I was before was different from who I 

was now. I reflected on the stories of Pasifika students in my research. I recalled how one of 

them reported changing, from being shy when they first came from the islands to a NZ 

university, to feeling more confident when reconnecting with fellow Pasifika students. I 
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started regularly attending talanoa sessions with my fellow Pasifika clinical students from 

universities across Aotearoa/ New Zealand. With time, patience, and aroha (love) from the 

group, I felt a sense of belonging and a reconnection with my collectivist sense of Pasifika 

being, integral elements of my wellbeing.  

 

Valuing my relationship with my clients 

I am aware that my research case study has predominately focused on intern-supervisor 

relationships. This does not imply that I was not mindful of clients during this journey. 

Though, I feel that strengthening the relationship with my supervisors laid the foundation for 

the work I did with my clients. My interactions with my supervisors helped me manage 

clients’ different opinions and taught me that being respectful meant being okay with this. 

Because I felt safe in supervision space, I was able to disclose my own emotions during 

feedback sessions without feeling scrutinised. This propelled me to work with my clients to 

figure out ways to make the Clinical space safe for them (e.g., being able to give feedback to 

Clinician if something was not working). If feelings of scrutiny emerged during feedback 

sessions, I used the supervision space to reflect on reasons behind such scrutiny (e.g., 

working out what was best for the clients, clarifying my decision-making process and 

working towards developing competencies during my internship). Furthermore, my research 

experience showed me that we all (including my fellow Pasifika students) experience stress 

and strain in professional relationships. While the harming of vā impacts wellbeing and other 

relationships, this does not mean that things are beyond control. My journey has taught me 

that there are ways to repair the vā and bring it back to a balanced state, a learning that I 

intent to be mindful of as I carry forward working with clients and my colleagues.  
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Reclaiming the sweetness: Sugarcane as an analogy for my development as a Pasifika 

mental health practitioner 

During my reflection for this research case study, I felt various emotions when I thought of 

the association between my people and the history of sugarcane farming in Fiji. These ranged 

from anger at the injustices done towards my people, to pride for what my people have 

accomplished despite the hardships. This inspired me to present the sugarcane plant as an 

analogy to depict my growth during my internship. With this, I have attempted to reclaim 

sweetness that might have diminished for me with the harsh reality of the past. Furthermore, 

as a plant in a tropical environment, sugarcane is an efficient crop (Santos, 2020). This is due 

to its ability to absorb a lot of carbon dioxide (Santos). Sugarcane not only cleans the air but 

manages to produce delicious sugar for all of us to enjoy. Although sugarcane is a hardy crop, 

growing it does require care (e.g., the right temperature, watering; Webb, 2014). What an apt 

plant I say, to illustrate my professional growth during my internship.  

 

Figure 6 below presents the sugarcane plant depicting how my research experiences 

contributed to my development as a Pasifika mental health practitioner. Just as the nodes of 

the sugarcane plant give way to new leaves, this represents how my research experiences 

contributed to my internship. The stem represents my journey through life, full of sweetness 

and vibrancy but challenging because of to all the fibre. New leaves depict my professional 

growth as a Pasifika Intern Psychologist practicing in Aotearoa/ New Zealand. Roots 

represent my Pasifika culture, the core of my being. Finally, old leaves represent the past and 

how these are an important source of nutrient helping the plant grow. 
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Figure 6 

Sugarcane plant 

 

 

Note. I found this sugarcane plant thriving in my neighbourhood in Auckland, NZ. This 

cemented the analogy of sugarcane plant to describe my development as a Pasifika Intern 

Psychologist in Aotearoa/ New Zealand. Image copyright of the researcher. 

 

Navigating uncomfortable waters during the feedback process 

I feel it would be naïve of me to state that the feedback process during my internship was 

not challenging at all. Reflecting on my internship, I realised that even a hardy plant like 

sugarcane requires care. So, I took heed from the wisdom and strength of my research 

participants to reflect on how I could care for my wellbeing during the feedback process. 

Node 

New 

leaf 

Old leaves 

Stem 

Roots 
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What I found immensely helpful was working with my internship supervisors to consider 

what a culturally appropriate feedback process looked like for me. For example, during 

challenging times, my internship supervisors considered the vā in their interaction with me. 

When giving me negative or confronting feedback, they were honest with me. This included 

the removal of disingenuous positive feedback (e.g., you did good but…). I feel this fostered 

trust and I felt comfortable to lean on my supervisors for support during times of stress.  

 

Upon reflection, my supervisors helped me by giving me space and time to reflect on what 

was going on for me. I feel this empowered me to voice out to them what worked for me, 

what did not work for me, and what I could have done differently. Comparing my past 

experiences with feedback, I feel this approach taken by my supervisors during my 

internship helped in my development as a Pasifika mental health practitioner. For example, I 

noticed that before a challenging conversation, my supervisors prepared me by reminding 

me of my goals for internship. Reflecting now, this felt like a culturally safe and respectful 

space because of the honesty, respect and focus my internship supervisors showed by 

working with me towards goals meaningful for me. I feel this also allowed me to be okay 

with the uncomfortableness that can sometimes arise in the feedback process. Coming back 

to my analogy, even the amazing sugarcane plant lives with abiotic stresses, thereby 

teaching me to embrace discomfort.  

 

Conclusion  

As my case study highlights, my research experiences have greatly contributed to my 

development as a Pasifika mental health professional during my internship at The Fono. 

Subsequently, this journey has helped me get back to my Pasifika roots. I did this by 

reflecting on who I was, where I came from, what processes worked or did not work for me. 
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This helped shape my internship, especially as I worked towards figuring out what 

wellbeing during the feedback process looked like for me as a Pasifika Intern Psychologist. I 

feel this helped me to hold onto my Pasifika identity ever more strongly. Overall, my 

journey through research and life has left me humbled and proud to be part of a collective, 

heterogenous, and vibrant group of Pasifika Peoples thriving in Aotearoa/ New Zealand.  

 

 

 

 




