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ABSTRACT

This dissertation embarks on an exploration of the complex intersections between migration,
cultural identity, and economic development in Auckland’s Pacific diaspora. As the largest
Polynesian city in the world, Auckland is home to diverse Pacific communities whose cultural
presence continues to shape the urban landscape. Through an autoethnographic lens, this
study investigates how cultural festivals—particularly the Pasifika Festival and ASB Polyfest—
are dynamic platforms for identity expression, community cohesion, and entrepreneurial

opportunity.

Drawing on secondary data from literature, policy reports, and cultural narratives, the research
is guided by three core questions: what socio-cultural influences shape Pacific identities in
Auckland, how do cultural festivals contribute to the maintenance of heritage, and what
entrepreneurial opportunities arise within these communities through festival participation?
The findings reveal that these festivals enhance cultural visibility, pride, and also catalyse

economic engagement and innovation among Pacific peoples.

This study highlights the transformative potential of cultural practices in preserving identity,
strengthening intergenerational ties, and empowering communities through culturally
embedded entrepreneurship. It also underscores the importance of culturally responsive
policies that support Pacific led initiatives in the spheres of arts, education, and economic
development. Ultimately, this research contributes to broader understandings of Pacific
transnationalism, diaspora identity, and the enduring significance of cultural celebration in

contemporary Aotearoa.
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UPU TOMUA

Sa ou vaaia pea le galulue punoua’i 0 o’u matua. Po’o le a le mamafa o galuega, e ese le galuega
ile ao, ese galuega ile po, faapea ma aso To’ana’i atoa ma aso Sa. Po’o le a fo’i le faatauvaa ma le
maualalo o galuega sa galulue ai la’ua, e le’i faafiti pe faavaivai ai lava. O pa’ufoio la limaua
talatala, mai galuega na ptinonou ai laua, ae na siliona mamafa i o’'u matua, le faamalieina o
suiga fou o lenei atunu’u, e aunoa ma se tala. Ole tautua ma galuega lelei uma sa ofoinae o’u
matua, aua le nonofo ai i lenei atunu’u, ua avea ma pine fa’amau o le la valevale alofa, o la’ua

tofi, ae maise le fatu aiga.

Sa tele faafitauli na feagai ma nai o’u matua a’o tau atia’e si o matou aiga. Maualalo totogi,
faailoga lanu, ona o le lé lava 0 a’0a’oga, |€ lava le gagana fa’aperetania, le faatauvaa o galuega
sa galulue ai, aua e lé o ni tagatanu’u. Ae ui i lea, na saili pea i lalo, ma 0 la malosi atoa, ia tau

lau o le la fa’amoemoe, ia maua i matou le fanau se lumana’i fiafia ma le manuia.

A’o aumau i totonu o lenei atunu’u, e le’i mafai ona fa’agalo si o la atunu’u pele o Samoa. Evai

vasa e tele, ae sa ou vaaia pea lo la fesoasoani ma le lima foa’i i nai o matou aiga i Samoa. Pe

utiuti le seleni, sa taumafai lava ia lafo se tupe i Samoa aua le fausiaina, po’o le faaleleia o fale
Samoa, fale tapua’i, ae maise fa’alavelave i totonu o aiga ma nuu ma le ekalesia. E nonofo i

Aotearoa nei, ae sa galulue ma ola pei lava o i Samoa.

E le’i muta le olaga faasamoa ae maise tu ma aga € pei ona masani ai, ae sa faaolaola pea, ile
faaaogaina pea o le gagana, faia o talosaga, o mea taumafa, o pese, o siva, fa’aaloalo i so’o se

tagata, ae maise le ola tautua.

O tausaga na ou itiiti ai, sa ou l& malamalama ile mafua’aga o le tele le foa’i 0 o’u matua, i le
atunuu ua tu’ua e ila’ua. A’'o lenei ua ou matua, ua ou malamalama. Sa teu fatu ma faatauaina e
0’u matua, le poto ma le galuega a nai tua’a na mua i malae, o € na mua’i asaina le gast ole

taeao e ala ile soifua tautua.
TAUTUA NEI, TO MANUIA TAEAO
O upu nei ou te talitonu, e ta mau i fatu o tatou tagata Samoa

Ua faamalieina i tatou i vaieli sa latou eliina, ua tatou malu puipuia, i fale na latou fausiaina, o
moemitiga sa mo’omo’o iai, ma latou tauaveina, ua fai lea ma faamalosi’au i a’i tatou. O le
pologa, ma le ola tauivi, sa lé gata mo i latou, ae mo i tatou uma. O lenei, ua ou tusia ai lenei

tusi, e fai ma ala e faafetaia ai nai o tatou tua’a.
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PROLOGUE

I am the child of courageous migrants who left the sunlit shores of Samoa not only in search of a
better life, but to carve out a future in a society where their presence was too often
misunderstood, undervalued, or ignored. | watched my parents navigate a world not built for
them—working multiple jobs, night shifts, and weekends, labouring in factories, and doing
whatever was necessary to make ends meet. Their hands were calloused, not just by work, but
by the weight of expectation and quiet endurance. They gave everything so | could have choices

they never did.

Their sacrifices were not just acts of survival—they were a declaration of love, of responsibility,
of tautua (service). In a low-wage society that often racialised and marginalised their efforts, my
parents faced barriers not only of language and class, but of prejudice. They were judged not by
their dreams or dignity, but by their accents, their brown skin, and the jobs they held. Yet they
persisted—with humility and strength—rooted in their belief that their children would rise

beyond these limits.

Even as they adapted to life in Aotearoa, their spirits remained tethered to Samoa. | saw them
send remittances home, contribute to the building of churches and fale Samoa (Samoan
house), and show up for every community gathering. Service to family, village, and faith was
never up for debate. And although they were physically distant from our homeland, they lived as
though Samoa was still within arm’s reach—kept alive through language, prayer, food, song, and

fa’aaloalo (respect).

As a child, | did not always understand why they gave so much to a place we no longer lived in.

But | understand now. They were honouring the wisdom of our ancestors:
Tautua nei, t6 manuia taeao—Serve today for a better tomorrow.

This powerful saying embodies a core Samoan ethos, a guiding principle passed down through
generations. Itis the intergenerational heartbeat of our people. We are nourished by the wells
they dug, sheltered by the homes they built, and inspired by the dreams they carried with
courage. Their struggle was never just for themselves—it was for us. And now, itis my turn to

honour them.

This dissertation is more than an academic pursuit. It is an offering—an act of tautua to my
parents, to our ancestors, and to our future generations. It is woven from the echoes of my

homeland and grounded in the resilience of Pacific people who refuse to let their stories fade.
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Through this work, | hope to illuminate the power of our festivals, our voices, and our
entrepreneurial spirit—so that our taeao manuia (better tomorrow) is not just imagined, but

realised, celebrated, and sustained.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Personal narrative and positionality

This research emerges from my lived experience as a member of the Pacific diaspora in
Auckland, where cultural festivals such as the Pasifika Festival and ASB Polyfest have
profoundly shaped my identity. These events are more than public celebrations—they are va
(relational) spaces where Pacific languages, histories, and values are shared, performed, and
reimagined across generations (Anae, 2019; Macpherson, 2001). They foster cultural visibility
and belonging, especially in contexts where Pacific perspectives are often underrepresented or

undervalued (Teaiwa & Mallon, 2005).

As the daughter of Samoan migrants, | have long navigated the duality of life in Aotearoa and my
ancestral ties to Samoa. This dual identity echoes the experiences of many Pacific peoples
shaped by histories of migration, cultural adaptation, and resilience (Macpherson, 2001; Tiatia,
1998). Central to my journey is the Samoan concept of tautua—service to one’s family,
community, and culture. Every performance, shared story, or cultural duty carried out at these

festivals affirms this commitment to service and collective wellbeing.

Like many in the diaspora, | have grappled with the tension between cultural preservation and
the pressure to assimilate into dominant Pakeha norms. Anae’s (2019) notion of a metaphoric
return, where diasporic peoples maintain emotional and spiritual ties to their homelands
through memory, ritual, and cultural expression, deeply resonates with me. Through festivals, |
return—not physically, but spiritually—through siva (dance), pese (song), and communal

gathering (Lilomaiava-Doktor, 2009).

This study is, therefore, not merely academic. It is an act of fa’aaloalo (respect), tautua, and
cultural affirmation. Itis a tribute to my parents and ancestors who paved the way for my
generation, and a contribution to the ongoing story of Pacific peoples in Aotearoa. By weaving
my personal narrative into this research, | aim to illuminate the lived realities of Pacific
communities and to demonstrate how cultural festivals function not just as events, but as sites

of identity, entrepreneurship, and resistance.

1.2 Background of the Study

Auckland, home to the largest Polynesian population of any city in the world, stands as a vibrant
hub of Pacific cultures in Aotearoa New Zealand (Stats NZ, 2018; Anae et al., 2010). Migrants
from across the Pacific—including Samoa, Tonga, the Cook Islands, Niue, Tokelau, and Fiji—

have significantly shaped the city’s cultural, social, and economic fabric (Krieble et al., 2016).
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While migration has often been driven by aspirations for education and employment, it has also

been about sustaining cultural continuity, language, and ancestral knowledge (Lee, 2003).

Cultural festivals such as the Pasifika Festival and ASB Polyfest serve as powerful expressions
of this continuity. These events provide spaces for the performance and transmission of cultural
knowledge through dance, music, oratory, and food (Mackley-Crump, 2015; Cudny & Maiava,
2017). They also act as platforms for intergenerational exchange, entrepreneurship, and Pacific

visibility in a broader multicultural landscape (Faitala et al., 2022; Buch et al., 2011).

Despite the vibrancy of these celebrations, Pacific communities in Aotearoa face enduring
challenges. These include disparities in health, education, income, and language retention,
alongside persistent experiences of marginalisation (Ka’ai et al., 2021; Mila-Schaaf, 2010).
Pacific youth, in particular, often walk the tightrope between inherited cultural values and the
dominant expectations of Western society (Tiatia, 1998). In this context, festivals become
important sites for negotiating identity, affirming belonging, and asserting agency (Teaiwa &

Mallon, 2005).

This study explores the role of cultural festivals in fostering cultural identity, economic
participation, and social cohesion among Auckland’s Pacific diasporas. By centring my personal
reflections alongside secondary sources and case studies, the research offers insight into how

such events contribute to the wellbeing and self-determination of Pacific peoples in Aotearoa.

1.3 Research Questions
This dissertation investigates the multifaceted experiences of the Pacific diaspora in Auckland

through the lens of cultural festivals, guided by three interconnected research questions:

1. How do socio-cultural influences shape the identity of the Pacific diaspora in
Auckland?
This question explores how cultural values, family dynamics, community networks, and
migration histories influence identity formation within diasporic contexts. It considers
how Pacific peoples navigate dual cultural spaces and how festivals serve as platforms
for expressing and negotiating identity, fostering belonging, and reinforcing

intergenerational ties.

2. What role do Pacific festivals play in promoting tourism and preserving cultural

traditions?
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This question examines the dual function of festivals as both cultural celebrations and
vehicles for tourism and cultural sustainability. It investigates how such events attract
diverse audiences, stimulate economic activity, and facilitate cultural exchange—while

safeguarding traditional knowledge, languages, and practices for future generations.

What entrepreneurial opportunities exist within Pacific communities through these
festivals?

This question explores how Pacific peoples engage in entrepreneurial activity within the
festival context. It analyses how entrepreneurs leverage cultural capital through food
stalls, art, performances, and workshops, while also examining structural barriers such

as limited access to funding, digital resources, and market exposure.

Together, these questions provide a holistic framework for understanding the intersections

between identity, cultural preservation, tourism, and entrepreneurship in Auckland’s Pacific

communities. They highlight the broader significance of cultural festivals as catalysts for

resilience, innovation, and visibility in a multicultural urban setting.

1.4 Objectives of the Study

The overarching aim of this study is to explore how cultural festivals function as vital platforms

for identity expression, cultural preservation, and economic empowerment within Auckland’s

Pacific diaspora. The specific objectives are to:

2.

Investigate the socio-cultural dynamics that shape Pacific identity in Auckland,
particularly in relation to migration, community networks, and intergenerational
practices.

Analyse how festivals promote cultural visibility, sustain heritage, and foster social
cohesion.

Explore the entrepreneurial landscape within Pacific communities, identifying both
opportunities and challenges faced by Pacific entrepreneurs involved in these events.
Contribute to Pacific-focused scholarship by integrating an autoethnographic and
culturally grounded perspective that foregrounds lived experience, storytelling, and

Indigenous values.

1.5 Significance of the Study

This study holds both academic and cultural significance. It contributes to growing scholarship

on Pacific migration, identity formation, and community resilience by centring the lived
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experiences of Pacific peoples in Aotearoa. In particular, it highlights how cultural festivals
serve not only as sites of heritage preservation but also as dynamic spaces for reinterpretation

and innovation within urban diasporic life.

The research underscores how such events promote social cohesion, intergenerational
knowledge transmission, and culturally grounded entrepreneurship. These insights are
especially relevant in Auckland—often described as the largest Polynesian city in the world—
where Pacific communities continue to assert their creativity and belonging amid shifting

social, political, and economic landscapes.

Through an autoethnographic methodology and a Pacific-centred lens, this study contributes to
fields such as cultural studies, tourism, and event management. It challenges Western-centric
paradigms by privileging Indigenous concepts such as tautua (service), va (relational space),
and fa’aaloalo (respect), offering a culturally responsive framework for understanding the roles

and futures of Pacific festivals.

The findings also offer practical implications for policymakers, educators, cultural leaders, and
community organisations. By identifying the opportunities and challenges faced by Pacific
communities in festival contexts, this study can inform strategies that support cultural
sustainability, inclusive economic development, and youth empowerment. In doing so, it
advocates for greater recognition and support of Pacific-led cultural initiatives as integral to

Aotearoa’s social and cultural fabric.

1.6 Structure of the Dissertation
This dissertation is structured across six chapters, each contributing to a comprehensive
exploration of how cultural festivals shape identity, promote economic opportunity, and

preserve heritage within Auckland’s Pacific diaspora:

Chapter 1 introduces the study, outlining personal and cultural motivations, the research

context, research questions and objectives, and the overall significance of the research.

Chapter 2 presents a critical literature review, examining scholarship on Pacific identity,
transnationalism, cultural festivals, entrepreneurship, and Indigenous methodologies. It

identifies key theoretical frameworks and gaps this study seeks to address.
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Chapter 3 outlines the research design, with a focus on autoethnography, secondary data
analysis, and Pacific research principles such as va and talanoa. It also discusses ethical

considerations, reflexivity, and cultural positioning.

Chapter 4 provides two detailed case studies that examine the roles of cultural festivals in

cultural transmission, community cohesion, and economic empowerment.

Chapter 5 discusses and interprets the findings in relation to the literature, focusing on themes
of identity, tourism, entrepreneurship, and cultural sustainability. It integrates personal

narratives to foreground Pacific voices and considers implications for community development.

Chapter 6 concludes the study by summarising key insights, reflecting on its contributions and

limitations, and offering directions for future scholarship, policy, and practice.

This structure enables a culturally grounded and critically reflexive exploration of Pacific festival
life in Auckland, guided by Indigenous knowledge systems and lived experiences. It offers
insights that are both meaningful to academic discourse and responsive to the aspirations of

Pacific communities.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

Cultural festivals have increasingly become focal points for academic exploration due to their
capacity to generate economic, social, and cultural benefits (Getz & Page, 2016; Stankova &
Vassenska, 2015). While their economic contributions such as job creation and tourism
revenue are well documented, contemporary research emphasises their deeper socio-cultural
functions, particularly for diasporic and Indigenous communities (Buch et al., 2011; Finkel &
Platt, 2020). Festivals serve as dynamic cultural spaces where identity is performed, communal

bonds are reinforced, and heritage is preserved.

For Auckland’s Pacific diaspora, the largest Polynesian population of any city globally, festivals
like the Pasifika Festival and ASB Polyfest are more than celebratory events. They are critical
platforms for cultural visibility, youth empowerment, and intergenerational learning (Mackley-
Crump, 2013; Williams, 2018). These gatherings embody collective expressions of belonging,
resilience, and pride, offering Pacific peoples a space to assert their identities within a rapidly

changing urban landscape.

This literature review draws on theoretical perspectives such as transnationalism, diaspora
identity formation, and authenticity within cultural tourism to explore how cultural festivals
contribute to Pacific communities in Aotearoa New Zealand. It also incorporates
autoethnographic reflections as a method for situating the researcher’s lived experience
within the broader academic discourse. These reflections, as personal narratives, serve to
illuminate the emotional and cultural dimensions of festival participation often overlooked in

the conventional literature.
The review is structured around key themes that align with the study’s research questions:

e Auckland’s demographic and cultural landscape.

e Migration, transnationalism, and identity formation.

e Therole of cultural festivals in sustaining community cohesion.

e Theintersections between culture, entrepreneurship, and sustainability; and

e The benefits and challenges of festival tourism.
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Together, these strands offer a foundation for understanding the transformative power of
Pacific cultural festivals in preserving heritage, fostering economic development, and

amplifying Pacific voices within the multicultural fabric of Auckland.

2.1.1 Auckland’s Demographic Landscape

As the largest Polynesian city, Auckland Tamaki Makaurau is home to the majority of Aotearoa’s
Pacific population, and a central site for the expression of Pacific identity and cultural life
(Raymond & Leo-Anderson, 2021). According to the 2018 New Zealand census, over 63.9% of
the country’s Pacific peoples resided in Auckland at that time, representing 15.5% of the city’s
population, a proportion that continues to grow (Raymond & Leo-Anderson, 2021). This growth
is not only demographic, but also cultural, reflected in the increasing vibrancy and visibility of

Pacific communities across the city.

Recent data from the 2023 census further reinforces Auckland’s status as a Pacific hub. The
city’s population had reached 1.66 million, a 5.4% increase since 2018, with Pacific peoples
making up 16.6% of residents, alongside a Maori population of 12.3% (Stats NZ, 2024).
Nationally, the Pacific population has risen by 16.0% since 2018 and currently comprises 8.9%
of New Zealand’s population. The Ministry for Pacific Peoples (2020) projects that this trajectory
will continue, with the Pacific population expected to reach between 440,000 and 480,000 by
2025, and up to 650,000 by 2038. Among these, Samoans remain the largest ethnic group,
projected to comprise up to 340,000 individuals by 2038.

Figure 1 (Growth of Pacific Peoples in Auckland and New Zealand) illustrates the steady
increase in Pacific population over the past decade, both in Auckland and across New Zealand.
Auckland continues to host the majority of the national Pacific population, with an estimated
275,000 Pacific residents in 2023. This visual representation of the growth reinforces the city’s
role as a demographic and cultural epicentre for Pacific peoples (Stats NZ, 2024; Ministry for

Pacific Peoples, 2020).
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Figure 1 Growth of Pacific Peoples

Growth of Pacific Peoples in Auckland and NZ (2013-2023)
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Figure 1: Growth of Pacific Peoples in Auckland and New Zealand (2013-2023). Source: Ministry
for Pacific Peoples (2020). Used under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY

4.0) licence.

Such demographic shifts are significant. They signal not only the expanding presence of Pacific
communities, but also their increasing cultural, economic, and political influence, particularly
in Auckland. This city has evolved into a vibrant landscape of cultural expression, where
traditional values meet diasporic innovation. While cultural festivals play a key role in this
transformation, it is the public spaces that host them which provide vital platforms for identity
affirmation, intergenerational knowledge sharing, and civic engagement among Pacific

communities.

The chart in Figure 2 presents projections by ethnic group, highlighting the continued
dominance of Samoan communities within the Pacific population, followed by Tongan and
Cook Islands Maori groups. These projections, drawn from Ministry for Pacific Peoples data
(2020), illustrate the growing diversity and scale of Aotearoa’s Pacific population, reinforcing the
need for culturally inclusive policy, education, and representation, particularly in Auckland,

where many of these communities are concentrated.
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Figure 2 Projected Pacific Ethnic Group Populations

Projected Pacific Ethnic Group Populations in NZ (2025 vs. 2038)
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Figure 2: Projected Pacific Ethnic Group Populations in New Zealand (2025 vs. 2038). Source:
Ministry for Pacific Peoples (2020). Used under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0

International (CC BY 4.0) licence.

2.2 Migration, Transnationalism, and ldentity

Migration has profoundly shaped the social, cultural, and demographic landscape of Aotearoa
New Zealand. For Pacific communities, waves of migration beginning in the mid-twentieth
century—particularly from Samoa, Tonga, and the Cook Islands—have led to the establishment
of vibrant urban diasporas, especially in Auckland. These movements were often driven by
aspirations for education, employment, and improved quality of life, but were also
accompanied by challenges related to cultural adaptation, marginalisation, and identity

negotiation (Bell, 2013; Gauthier, 2013).

Pacific migrants brought with them rich traditions, languages, and communal values. However,
as these communities settled into predominantly Western urban settings, they encountered
pressures to conform to individualistic norms, often leading to complex generational identity
shifts. Gauthier (2013) highlighted how younger generations—particularly New Zealand-born
Pacific Islanders—grapple with dual or multiple identities, shaped by both ancestral heritage
and the realities of growing up in Aotearoa. These identity tensions are further complicated by
the homogenising label "Pasifika," which, while politically useful, can obscure cultural

distinctions between Pacific ethnic groups.
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Language retention is one of the clearest markers of these generational shifts. While Samoan
and Tongan remain relatively robust, languages such as Cook Islands Maori and Niuean are in
decline. The loss of language reflects broader patterns of assimilation and cultural adaptation,

raising urgent questions about how identity is preserved across generations (Gauthier, 2013).

Bihari (2023) emphasised that cultural heritage and Indigenous knowledge systems are not only
central to community identity. but also provide sustainable responses to contemporary
challenges. She highlighted how intergenerational transmission—through stories, rituals, and
everyday cultural practices—helps preserve continuity and strengthens social cohesion. These
ideas echo existing scholarship on Pacific identity in diaspora, where cultural revitalisation acts

as both resistance and affirmation (Faitala et al., 2022; Mackley-Crump, 2015).

For Auckland’s Pacific communities, such knowledge is embodied and passed on through
festivals, language retention, and creative entrepreneurship. Bihari’s (2023) focus on
sustainability and resilience through Indigenous wisdom further reinforces the role of cultural

events as living repositories of identity and ecological consciousness.

My own experience speaks directly to this linguistic and cultural negotiation. Born in Auckland
to Samoan parents who migrated in the late 1970s, my first language was Samoan; English was
a foreign tongue to me until | began primary schoolin 1986. My parents, navigating the
uncertainties of migration and adjusting to a new life in Aotearoa, were deeply committed to
preserving our cultural identity at home. We were only allowed to speak Samoan within the
household—a rule they enforced with love, pride, and a sense of duty to our roots. In hindsight,
this insistence was their way of holding on to a homeland they missed dearly. It was a coping
mechanism in a world that felt unfamiliar and, at times, isolating. By keeping our language alive,
they stayed connected to Samoa and instilled in us a sense of belonging that transcended

physical geography.

Transnationalism provides a critical theoretical framework for understanding these dynamics.
Rather than viewing migration as a one-way process of settlement, transnationalism
acknowledges the ongoing, multi-directional ties that migrants maintain with their homelands—
socially, culturally, economically, and emotionally (Tedeschi et al., 2020; Vertovec, 2009).
Pacific communities exemplify this paradigm: remittances, cultural exchanges, community
fundraising, and festivals, all operate as forms of transnational practice that sustain a sense of

belonging across borders (Anae, 2019; Tedeschi et al., 2020).
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Cultural festivals such as Pasifika and ASB Polyfest serve as public expressions of these
transnational connections. They offer diasporic Pacific peoples an opportunity to enact,
perform, and celebrate their heritage in highly visible and communal ways (Hall & Duval, 2004;
Mackley-Crump, 2013). These festivals become sites of intergenerational learning, where
younger Pacific New Zealanders reconnect with traditional dance, language, and ritual while

adapting them to local urban contexts.

As someone raised within a Pacific household in Auckland, the concept of transnationalism
resonates deeply. Our lives were always in motion—physically between countries, and
emotionally between worlds. Telephone calls to Samoa, fa’alavelave (family obligations), and
cultural events, whether these be through the Church or the wider Samoan community within
Otara, were all part of our weekly rhythm. Even when we could not return home (i.e., Samoa) in

person, our identity remained tethered through these acts of cultural continuity.

In this sense, transnationalism is not just a framework; it is lived. It helps explain how Pacific
peoples in Auckland can feel simultaneously rooted in Aotearoa and yet spiritually and
culturally anchored to Samoa, Tonga, or other ancestral homelands. As Anae (2019) explained,
these are “metaphoric returns” that maintain the va sacred relational space between people,

places, and generations.
E lele le toloa ae ma’au i le vai—The toloa bird may fly far but will always return to the water.

This proverb captures the essence of diasporic identity: no matter how far we journey, we
remain drawn to our cultural source. Through language, storytelling, and celebration, we

return—repeatedly—to the waters that first shaped us.

2.3 Cultural Identity, Festivals, and Community Cohesion

Cultural festivals play a vital role in reinforcing identity, belonging, and resilience among
minority and diasporic communities. For Pacific peoples in Aotearoa, festivals such as Pasifika
and ASB Polyfest provide powerful spaces for public celebration, intergenerational learning, and
cultural affirmation. They are not only events for entertainment, but also sites where language,
heritage, and values are actively sustained within changing social environments (Buch et al.,

2011; Jaeger & Mykletun, 2013).

Various scholars have described multicultural festivals as important arenas for cultural
expression and visibility. Lee et al. (2012) argued that such events allow communities to

showcase their identities in ways that foster pride and strengthen intergenerational ties. These
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festivals also offer safe and affirming spaces where cultural knowledge is not only performed,

but also shared between elders, youth, and wider audiences.

Sanjek (2014) outlined two types of festival rituals: those of inclusion, and those of ethnic
celebration. Rituals of inclusion promote cultural harmony and shared diversity across groups,
while rituals of ethnic celebration focus on reinforcing identity and solidarity within a specific
cultural group. Auckland's Pacific festivals embody both forms. They bring together a diverse
city to celebrate cultural richness, while also enabling Pacific communities to honour their
unique traditions. Through performance, storytelling, music, and food, these festivals help
maintain cultural continuity and foster a sense of belonging for Pacific youth growing up in New

Zealand.

Festivals are also sites of identity negotiation. For many in the diaspora, especially younger
generations, festivals become spaces where inherited traditions are rediscovered and
reinterpreted. Mackley-Crump (2013) and Williams (2018) highlighted the ways festivals allow
participants to navigate dual identities by embracing both ancestral heritage and contemporary
influences. These performances are not just about preservation, but about creative adaptation
and cultural innovation. They are shaped by the voices and contributions of young people,

families, schools, and cultural leaders working together to keep heritage alive.

However, this cultural fluidity has sparked debate. Some traditional leaders and scholars worry
that adaptations made for performance or audience appeal may dilute sacred meanings
embedded in ritual and identity. For instance, MaclLeod (2006) critiques the potential for
cultural performances to be simplified or staged in ways that cater to mainstream audiences,
rather than remaining rooted in community-specific practices. Similarly, Croes & Rivera, (2015)
warn that cultural commodification when symbols or rituals are used mainly to attract tourists
can distort cultural meanings, especially in diaspora contexts where identity is already under

negotiation.

In the context of Auckland’s Pacific diaspora, festivals respond to the tension between
maintaining cultural identity and navigating life in a multicultural urban setting. They affirm the
right to be seen, heard, and celebrated especially for communities that have historically been

marginalised.

More than temporary events, these gatherings are cultural lifelines. They connect generations,
strengthen language use, and create shared memories that anchor Pacific peoples to their roots

while also preparing them for the future.
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2.4 Entrepreneurship, Economic Impacts, and Sustainability

Cultural festivals in Auckland, such as the Pasifika Festival and ASB Polyfest, are not only
celebrations of heritage, but also powerful economic spaces. These events open pathways for
Pacific entrepreneurs to showcase cultural products, offer services, and build community-led
businesses rooted in identity and tradition. They blend cultural authenticity with entrepreneurial
innovation, supporting both economic sustainability and social empowerment within Pasifika

communities (Buch et al., 2011; Cave, 2009).

For many stall-holders and performers, festivals provide opportunities for income generation,
skills development, and brand visibility. Entrepreneurs engage in a range of ventures, from food
stalls and handmade crafts to educational workshops and traditional performance-based
services. These platforms not only generate immediate financial benefits but also foster longer-
term confidence in business practice, especially among those who might otherwise face

barriers to mainstream economic participation (Buch et al., 2011; Jaeger & Mykletun, 2013).

In recent years, Pasifika entrepreneurs have expanded beyond the traditional festival circuit,
utilising online platforms, pop-up markets, and cultural tourism ventures. A notable example is
the 2019 “Pop-Up Pasifika” marketplace, organised by The Pacific Business Hub following the
sudden cancellation of the Pasifika Festival. This impromptu event provided 14 vendors from
Samoa, Tahiti, Australia, the Cook Islands, and New Zealand, with an opportunity to recover
potential revenue losses while showcasing authentic Pacific products. The success of such
initiatives highlights how festivals and related events can act as incubators for broader
entrepreneurial ecosystems, particularly supporting youth, and women-led enterprises (Pacific

Business Hub, 2019).

The unique strength of Pacific festivals lies in their ability to intertwine economic practice with
cultural values. Unlike commercial ventures that often primarily prioritise profit, Pacific
entrepreneurship is often guided by communal principles such as reciprocity, service, and
cultural responsibility. This creates an entrepreneurial model that honours both tradition and
innovation. As Dychkovskyy and lvanov (2020) observed, the demand for authentic cultural
experiences within the tourism sector continues to rise, positioning Pasifika festivals as

strategic sites for cultural tourism and business development.

Yet scholars have highlighted tensions when cultural entrepreneurship becomes overly
influenced by market priorities. Cave (2009) cautions that Pacific entrepreneurs often struggle
to balance cultural integrity with economic demands, particularly when external funders or

commercial sponsors shape festival programming. MacLeod (2006) similarly notes that cultural
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entrepreneurs may be pressured to adapt or simplify content to remain financially viable,

potentially limiting the scope of authentic cultural expression.

Sustainability in this context is multifaceted, encompassing not only economic longevity but
also cultural resilience and environmental consciousness. Some festival organisers and stall-
holders have adopted eco-conscious practices, such as biodegradable packaging and waste
minimisation, while others reinvest profits into cultural education programmes, ensuring

benefits extend beyond the event itself (Allen & Bruce, 2017).

Participation in these festivals also fosters community capacity-building. Through collaborative
preparation and execution, participants gain experience in event logistics, hospitality,
leadership, and financial management (Mair, 2015). These transferable skills are valuable not
only during festival season but across a range of employment and educational settings. When
entire families and communities contribute to planning, organising, and supporting their
cultural village or group, a shared sense of ownership is created. This strengthens resilience and

collective pride.

However, practical limitations persist. Allen and Bruce (2017) found that many stallholders at
Pasifika Festival reported difficulties scaling up their businesses due to short-term
opportunities, lack of business training, and irregular access to capital or permanent retail
space. These barriers suggest that without structural investment or year-round support, festival-

based entrepreneurship may remain largely informal and seasonal.

2.5 Benefits and Barriers of Cultural Festivals in Tourism

Cultural festivals have emerged as one of the fastest growing segments in the tourism industry,
offering unique opportunities to merge economic development with cultural expression. For
Pacific communities in Aotearoa, events like the Pasifika Festival and ASB Polyfest are not only
vibrant celebrations of identity but also key attractions that draw both local and international
visitors. These festivals integrate cultural, social, and economic dimensions to create
meaningful experiences that benefit individuals, communities, and cities alike (Dychkovskyy &

Ivanov, 2020; Mair, 2015).

From an economic perspective, festivals contribute to local and regional development by
supporting small businesses, generating temporary employment, and attracting consumer
spending. They enhance city branding and cultural tourism, aligning with broader urban
strategies for inclusion and prosperity (Finkel & Platt, 2020; Stankova & Vassenska, 2015).

Auckland Council, for example, recognises the Pasifika Festival and Polyfest as cornerstone
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events in the city’s cultural calendar, contributing to its reputation as a diverse and welcoming

city.

Beyond economic imperatives, festivals promote social cohesion and cultural pride. They
create spaces for storytelling, intergenerational learning, and community connection. For
diasporic communities, these events offer opportunities to perform and affirm identity,
challenging marginalisation and enhancing visibility within mainstream society (Lee et al., 2012;
Stankova & Vassenska, 2015). They also foster a sense of ownership and empowerment,
particularly for youth who may feel disconnected from their heritage in everyday life.
Nonetheless, researchers caution that while festivals can momentarily strengthen community
identity, they may not address underlying structural inequalities. For example, Derrett (2003)
argues that festivals often reflect a community’s image rather than its equity concerns, leading

to superficial inclusion without addressing systemic issues.

Further barriers include the increasing popularity of cultural festivals which can lead to tensions
around authenticity, representation, and control. As festivals grow in size and attract more
commercial interest, there is a risk that cultural expressions may be simplified or altered to
appeal to wider audiences, potentially diluting their original meaning (Finkel & Platt, 2020).
Scholars caution against the commodification of culture, where the need to entertain or
generate profit may overshadow the communities’ own priorities and values (Caneen, 2014;

MacLeod, 2006).

Environmental sustainability is also an emerging concern. Large-scale festivals can resultin
significant waste, noise, and energy consumption, which may conflict with cultural values of
environmental stewardship (Mair, 2015). In response, some organisers have adopted
sustainable practices, such as waste minimisation and community clean-up efforts (Allen &
Bruce, 2017). While these are positive developments, sustainability requires ongoing

commitment and resourcing, especially as festivals continue to grow.

Managing these challenges calls for intentional leadership and community driven decision-
making. It is essential that festivals remain grounded in cultural values, with Pacific
communities leading conversations about how their identities are presented and preserved.

This ensures that economic success does not come at the expense of cultural integrity.

Overall, cultural festivals represent complex and layered spaces. They offer tremendous
potential for empowerment, connection, and economic opportunity, but must be carefully

managed to avoid reinforcing inequality or misrepresentation. For Pacific peoples, the value of
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these festivals lies not only in their external impact, but in the internal affirmation they offer, and

the sense of pride, belonging, and possibility they ignite within the community.

2.6 Conclusion

While cultural festivals are often celebrated for fostering pride, belonging, and intercultural
dialogue, several scholars highlight the need for more critical examination of their underlying
power structures and limitations. Cultural events may serve more as symbolic gestures than
systemic interventions, offering visibility without addressing deeper issues of inequality or
exclusion. Derrett (2003) suggests that while festivals can reflect a community’s identity and
aesthetic practices, they do not necessarily address issues of structural inequality or
marginalisation. This critique is particularly important in the context of urban festivals where
ethnic diversity is often showcased, but deeper socio-economic issues such as resource
allocation, decision-making control, or long-term empowerment remain unaddressed. Such
critiques call for festival programming and policy frameworks to go beyond surface-level
celebration and actively dismantle barriers to inclusion and leadership for Indigenous and

minority communities.

This literature review explored the multi-dimensional role of cultural festivals within Auckland’s
Pacific communities, highlighting their importance in shaping diasporic identity, supporting
community cohesion, and fostering economic empowerment. Drawing on key frameworks such
as transnationalism, diaspora studies, and cultural tourism, the review situates festivals like
Pasifika and ASB Polyfest as central to the lived experiences of Pacific peoples in Aotearoa New

Zealand.

Migration has been shown to influence cultural identity in profound and complex ways. As
generations of Pacific peoples settle into urban environments like Auckland, they negotiate dual
identities, shaped by the values of their ancestral homelands and the demands of life in a
Western context. Transnationalism provides a valuable lens for understanding how cultural
practices such as language use, storytelling, and festival participation help maintain these

connections across space and time.

Cultural festivals act as anchors in this process. They provide visible, accessible spaces where
identity is not only remembered, but actively expressed and reimagined. For many Pacific youth,
these events are among the few places where they can see themselves reflected with pride and
authenticity. Festivals also serve as platforms for intergenerational knowledge transfer,

community engagement, and social empowerment.
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Equally important are the economic dimensions of cultural festivals. As explored in this chapter,
festivals generate entrepreneurial opportunities that support income generation, skill-building,
and cultural leadership. Pacific entrepreneurship within these spaces is often rooted in
collective values, aligning business aspirations with cultural preservation. However, these
opportunities must be balanced with a commitment to authenticity. As festivals grow in
popularity, communities must remain vigilant in terms of protecting the integrity of their cultural

expressions and ensuring that representations are community led.

This chapter also acknowledged the barriers and challenges associated with festival tourism,
including concerns around commodification, sustainability, and cultural misrepresentation.
While festivals hold immense potential, they also require careful planning, adequate
resourcing, and inclusive governance, to ensure they continue to serve their communities with

integrity and respect.

Ultimately, Pacific cultural festivals in Auckland are more than events. They are evolving spaces
of resistance, remembrance, and renewal. As this study moves forward into its thematic
analysis and case study findings, the concepts and insights explored in this chapter will provide
the foundation for understanding how identity, entrepreneurship, and community engagement

continue to shape and define Auckland’s Pacific diaspora.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

3.1 Introduction

This chapter outlines the methodological approach adopted to explore how cultural festivals
influence Pacific identity, transnational belonging, and entrepreneurship. The research draws on
an autoethnographic methodology grounded in Indigenous and Pacific ways of knowing,
honouring lived experiences as legitimate and central sources of knowledge. My personal
narrative as a Samoan researcher, mother, and former Polyfest participant serves notonly as a
reflexive lens but also as the primary data source. Secondary data from case studies—namely,
the Pasifika Festival and ASB Polyfest are used to contextualise, support, and critically enrich

the analysis.

Through the adoption of a qualitative research design, this study embraces subjectivity, cultural
specificity, and reflexive engagement, aiming to honour Indigenous methodologies while also
engaging with Western academic expectations. Key values embedded in this research include

tautua (service), and teu le va (relational accountability).

3.2 Positionality and Reflexive Framework

Rooted in both Indigenous and Pacific research paradigms, my positionality is central to this
study. | am a proud Samoan, shaped by the lived realities of being a mother, a daughter of
migrants, a cultural performer, and an academic. This dissertation is not just research—itis
tala’aga o lo’'u olaga (my life’s journey). My reflections are steeped in ancestral knowledge,

personal journeys of resilience, and the spiritual guidance that has sustained me.

Autoethnography, as Ellis et al. (2011) assert, allows for the intersection of personal and cultural
meaning-making. The inclusion of personal narrative as a valid and essential source of data is
further supported by Pacific scholars such as Anae (2020), Vaioleti (2016), and Suaalii-Sauni
and Fulu-Aiolupotea (2014), who affirm that relational ethics, spirituality, and storytelling are

legitimate in Pacific research.

Throughout this study, | intentionally centre reflexivity—the process of looking inward to
understand outward realities (Etherington, 2004). This includes personal journal entries,
cultural reflections, and intergenerational insights shared within my family. These insights are
embedded across the dissertation, especially within Chapter 1 (Introduction), Chapter 5

(Discussion), and Chapter 6 (Reflections).
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3.3 Research Design: Autoethnography and Pacific Methodologies

This research adopts a qualitative, interpretive approach informed primarily by autoethnography
and Pacific methodologies. Autoethnography positions the researcher’s lived experience as a
site of inquiry and meaning-making, offering emotional, cultural, and political insights into

phenomena (Holman Jones, 2005; Spry, 2001).

Autoethnography is the primary method of data generation in this study. My story as a former
performer, festival participant, and mother to young Pasifika is interwoven into the analysis of
cultural identity, migration, and entrepreneurship. As Anae (2020) explains, teu le va reminds us
of the importance of relational harmony, and in this research, it is reflected in the relationships

between past and present, self and collective, researcher and participants.

The Pacific research paradigm also informs the research ethic and logic. Grounded in values
such as alofa (love), fa’aaloalo (respect), and tautua (service), Pacific research approaches
centre relationships, humility, and cultural protocols (Vaioleti, 2006; Suaalii-Sauni & Fulu-

Aiolupotea, 2014).

3.4 Data Collection and Analysis

The research was primarily grounded in an autoethnographic methodology, where my personal
narratives and reflections served as the central source of data. Secondary qualitative analysis
was used to support, contextualise, and critically enrich this core narrative. Rather than
gathering new primary data, the study drew on existing academic literature, statistical reports,
visual media, and cultural narratives to explore themes of migration, identity, event tourism, and
entrepreneurship within Auckland’s Pacific communities. This method aligned with the
research’s broader autoethnographic and decolonising framework, which values lived

experience, relational knowledge, and community voice (Muncey, 2010; Smith, 2016).
Key sources of data were:

Academic literature: Peer reviewed research on Pacific migration, diaspora identity, cultural
festivals, entrepreneurship, and qualitative methodologies (Cave, 2009; Mackley-Crump, 2013;
Muncey, 2010; Smith, 2016; Williams, 2018) . These texts offered theoretical grounding and

interpretive frameworks that were useful for understanding Pasifika experiences in Aotearoa.

Statistical and policy reports: Demographic, economic, and cultural insights were drawn from
sources such as the Pacific Cultural Centre Feasibility Study (Krieble et al., 2016), the Pasifika

Research Report (Raymond & Leo-Anderson, 2021), and the Ministry for Pacific Peoples (2020,
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2024). These reports highlighted Auckland’s growing Pacific population, community aspirations,

and the cultural and economic importance of major festivals.

Cultural and media narratives: These narratives were from community-based reflections,
youth perspectives, and media representations sourced from festival coverage (e.g. NZ Herald,
Radio NZ), school performances (The Coconet TV, 2024), and collaborative reflections (Chubb
et al., 2024; Faitala et al., 2022) and provided rich, emic perspectives on the meanings attached

to festivals and cultural identity.

Visual and creative materials: In alignment with visual methodologies such as photovoice
(Matteucci, 2013; Scarles, 2010), select digital images, performance videos, and festival
posters were analysed as cultural texts. These visual data sources were used to explore how
Pasifika youth and communities represented themselves and communicate identity, pride, and

belonging through creative expression.

As aresearcher of Samoan heritage who has participated in Auckland’s Pasifika and Polyfest
festivals, | brought an insider’s lens to the interpretation of these sources. My positionality
informed not only what data to prioritise, but also how to interpret it. This relational standpoint
supported a culturally grounded, reflexive analysis that recognises the value of ancestral
knowledge, lived experience, and community storytelling. Rooted in the Samoan ethos of
Tautua nei, t6 manuia taeao (serve now for a better tomorrow), my interpretive process

honoured those who came before while envisioning a future that centres Pacific voices.

The inclusion and evaluation of secondary sources were guided by Scott’s (2017) criteria of
authenticity, credibility, representativeness, and meaning, ensuring that the data used were
both trustworthy and contextually relevant. Data were analysed using a thematic analysis,
following Braun and Clarke’s (2017) reflexive and flexible model, to identify patterns across the
cultural, social, and economic dimensions of Pasifika festival life. This process was
foundational to the themes outlined in Section 3.4 and developed further in the findings and

discussion chapters.

3.4 Thematic analysis

Thematic analysis, as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2017), is a method for identifying,
analysing, and interpreting patterns of meaning or themes in qualitative data. Unlike other
qualitative approaches that are often tied to specific theoretical frameworks, thematic analysis

is valued for its flexibility. It is considered a method rather than a rigid methodology, allowing
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adaptability across research questions, data collection methods, sample sizes, and

epistemological positions.

In this study, thematic analysis supported the autoethnographic methodology by organising

interpretations of secondary qualitative sources and personal narratives. It was also particularly

effective for exploring lived experiences, meaning-making, and socio-cultural practices. To

enhance transparency, the key themes, sub-themes, descriptions, and supporting sources are

summarised in Table 1 next.

Table 1: Thematic Analysis

THEME SUB-THEMES DESCRIPTION KEY SOURCES
Cultural Identity Transnational How Pasifika people | Anae (2019); Gauthier
and Diaspora Identity & Belonging | sustain cultural ties (2013); Hall & Duval
while adaptingin a (2004); Smith (2016);
diaspora. Tedeschi et al. (2020);
Visanich (2012);
Webber et al. (2013);
Williams (2022).
Intergenerational Transmission of Bell (2013); Bihari
Knowledge & cultural identity (2023); Khoo & Lin
Storytelling through generations (2023); Kong (2005);

via oral traditions and
stories.

Mulipola et al. (2024);
Nisa-Waller & Piercy
(2024); Sanjek (2014).

Pasifika Festivals
and Event Tourism

Festivalisation of
Culture

Festivals as evolving
expressions of
identity, culture, and
community.

Cudny & Maiava
(2017); Jepson &
Clarke (2014); Fiavaai
(2025); Mackley-
Crump (2012, 2013,
2015); The NZ Herald
(2022, 2025); Williams
(2018, 2022).

Festivals as Cultural
& Economic Assets

Role of festivals in
tourism, local
economies, and
Auckland's strategic
goals.

Antchak (2017); Cave
et al. (2007);
Dychkovskyy & lvanov
(2020); Finkel & Platt
(2020); Getz & Page
(2016); Krieble et al.
(2016); Mihajlovi¢ &
Vidak (2017); Wade
(2023).

Community
Engagement &
Representation

How festivals
empower
communities and
promote cultural
participation.

Faitala et al. (2022); NZ
Herald (2025); One
Tree Hill College
(2015); Stewart (2017);
Tapaleao (2015); The
Coconet TV (2024);
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Wood & Homolja
(2021).

Entrepreneurship &

Indigenous &

How cultural identity

Cave (2009); Henare et

Economic Impact Pasifika shapes al. (2014); Manganda
Entrepreneurship entrepreneurial et al. (2022); Mika et al.
values and ventures. | (2019); Raymond &
Leo-Anderson (2021);
de Vries (2007).
Economic Business models, Allen & Bruce (2017);
Sustainability of funding, and Buch etal. (2011);
Cultural Events sustainability of Cave (2009); Kinnunen
festivals. & Haahti (2015); Mair

(2015); Perry et al.
(2019).

Authenticity,

Tensions between

Struggles between

Caneen (2014); Croes

Appropriation vs.
Cultural Exchange

risks and rewards of
showcasing culture
to broad audiences.

Commodification & | Authenticity & genuine cultural et al. (2013); Gilbert
Cultural Commercialisation representation and (2020); MacLeod
Representation commercial (2006); Zhang et al.
demands. (2019).
Cultural Representational Cave (2009); Jaeger &

Mykletun (2013); Raj &
Vignali (2010);
Williams (2018).

Visual & Sensory

Use of images and

Giglitto et al. (2019);

cultural support.

Research visual tools to convey | Matteucci (2013);
(Photovoice) lived experiences. Sarantou et al. (2018);
Scarles (2010).
Social & Political Policy & The influence of Johnston (2017);
Dimensions Government governmental Krieble et al. (2016);
Support for Pasifika strategies on festival | Ministry for Pacific
Communities development and Peoples (2020, 2024);

Stats NZ (2024).

Festivals as Acts of
Cultural Resistance

Cultural events as
platforms for
decolonisation,
identity assertion,
and political
advocacy.

Fiavaai (2025); Gilbert
(2020); Mair (2015);
Perry et al. (2019);
Scott (2017); Smith
(2016).

Thematic analysis was used to structure and interpret key patterns across secondary data

sources and personal narratives. Based on Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2017) flexible and reflexive

model, five overarching themes were identified: Cultural Identity and Diaspora; Pasifika

Festivals and Event Tourism; Entrepreneurship and Economic Impact; Authenticity,

Commodification and Cultural Representation; and Social and Political Dimensions. Each

theme includes sub-themes that reflect the nuanced aspects of Pasifika experiences and

festival contexts. These thematic categories not only aligned with the research questions but
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also served as the analytical foundation for the subsequent discussion of findings presented in

Chapters 4 and 5.

The coding process followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase approach to thematic
analysis. | began by immersing myself in the literature, policy documents, media sources, and
autoethnographic reflections, noting recurring ideas, language, and concepts. Initial codes were
generated manually by highlighting key terms and meanings related to identity, cultural
representation, participation, entrepreneurship, and social change. A combination of inductive
(emerging from the data) and deductive (guided by theoretical framing) approaches was
applied. These codes were then grouped into sub-themes, which were refined through
comparison across sources to ensure consistency and conceptual clarity. For instance, codes

2

related to “diaspora,” “transnational ties,” and “cultural adaptation” were grouped under the
sub-theme “Transnational Identity and Belonging.” Similarly, material related to economic
participation, small business, and sustainability informed the theme “Entrepreneurship and
Economic Impact.” This iterative and reflexive process allowed for the development of a robust
thematic structure that captured both the lived experiences of Pasifika communities and

broader socio-cultural and political dynamics.

3.5 Case Study Approach

This research adopted a case study approach, centring on Auckland’s Pacific diaspora and its
flagship cultural festivals: the Pasifika Festival and ASB Polyfest. The case study method offered
a bounded yet flexible framework for examining the cultural, social, and economic dimensions
of these events in depth. As a methodological strategy, it enables a holistic exploration of real-
world phenomena within their specific context—particularly valuable for research focused on
community experiences, identity expression, and socio-political dynamics (Hyett et al., 2014;

Yin, 2018).

Auckland provided a distinctive setting for this inquiry due to its demographic composition,

historical migration patterns, and vibrant Pasifika cultural presence (Krieble et al., 2016; Stats
NZ, 2024). The city’s significance as a site of cultural convergence made it ideal for examining
how festivals function not only as celebrations, but also as platforms for cultural preservation,

entrepreneurship, youth development, and political voice.

As a researcher of Samoan descent who had grown up within Auckland’s Pacific community
and participated in festivals such as Polyfest, | approached this case study not as an outsider,
but as an insider-researcher. My lived experiences, family history, and cultural engagement

informed and deepened my understanding of the case. This positionality, aligned with the
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autoethnographic methodology underpinning this research, allowed for a reflexive and
relational lens that honoured the voices and values of the communities studied (Muncey, 2010;
Smith, 2016). | acknowledge the responsibility of serving as both a cultural participant and a
storyteller, grounded in the Samoan ethos of tautua nei, t6 manuia taeao (serve now for a
better tomorrow), which guided my commitment to intergenerational knowledge and cultural

preservation.

Secondary data drawn from sources such as the Pacific Cultural Centre Feasibility Study
(Krieble et al., 2016), Pasifika Research Report (Raymond & Leo-Anderson, 2021), and the
Ministry for Pacific Peoples (2020, 2024) provided valuable demographic, cultural, and
stakeholder insights. These sources revealed the evolving nature of Auckland’s Pasifika
population, growing community interest in cultural festivals, and increasing recognition of their
social and economic contributions. By focusing on Pasifika Festival and Polyfest as case
studies, this research explored the ways these events contributed to identity affirmation,
economic opportunity, intergenerational learning, and community resilience within Aotearoa

New Zealand’s largest urban Pasifika context.

3.6 Ethical Considerations

Although this study primarily uses personal narrative and publicly available data, ethical

integrity remains vital.
The study is also guided by Pacific ethical frameworks, including:

e Teu le va: Respecting relational spaces (Anae, 2020)
o Aroha ki te tangata: Love and empathy for people (Smith, 2012)

e Fa’amaoni: Honesty and integrity

As a mother and researcher, | was deeply aware of the impact of my words and representations.
Therefore, care has been taken to speak respectfully, honour my ancestors, and uphold the

dignity of all involved.

3.7 Personal Reflection

Incorporating personal reflections was a key component of this research methodology,
enriching the autoethnographic narrative. My reflections drew from personal experiences as
part of Auckland's Pacific diaspora, intertwining academic inquiry with deeply personal
understandings of migration, cultural heritage, and identity formation. Reflecting on my own

family's experiences—particularly my parents' migration story, cultural practices, and their
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enduring connections to Samoa—allowed for a nuanced examination of broader cultural and

socio-economic issues facing Pacific communities.

The reflection process involved constant engagement with my positionality, acknowledging
subjective biases while ensuring the authenticity and cultural sensitivity of interpretations. By
integrating autoethnographic reflection with thematic analysis of secondary data, this
methodology foregrounded Pacific voices and experiences, contributing to a culturally

responsive and critically engaged discourse.

This integrated methodological approach, combining qualitative autoethnographic inquiry with
thematic analysis and a focused case study framework, provided a comprehensive and
culturally grounded exploration of Pacific identity, entrepreneurship, and community cohesion

within Auckland's dynamic cultural landscape.
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Chapter 4: Case Studies

4.1 Introduction to Case Studies: Contextualising Pasifika Narratives

As a Pacific researcher navigating diasporic spaces in Aotearoa, the decision to use case
studies as a central methodology was both deliberate and deeply personal. My research aimed
to explore the socio-cultural influence of Pacific festivals in Auckland, their role in fostering
cultural preservation and belonging, and the opportunities they created for entrepreneurship
and political engagement within Pasifika communities. These objectives were grounded in three

core research questions:

e How do Pasifika festivals contribute to cultural identity and community cohesion?

o |nwhat ways do these festivals engage with cultural tourism and economic
empowerment?

e How do they support youth participation and intergenerational resilience in diasporic

contexts?

To answer these questions meaningfully, | chose to examine two landmark events: the Pasifika
Festival and ASB Polyfest. These festivals represent more than annual celebrations; they are
living cultural ecosystems that serve as platforms for identity negotiation, creative expression,
economic development, and civic participation. Their selection reflect both the scope of their
impact across Auckland and their alignment with key research concerns, particularly regarding

transnationalism, cultural performance, and Pacific led entrepreneurship.

My case studies drew on a range of secondary sources, including published academic
literature, government and council reports, event documentation, and news media. For
instance, detailed audience and stall-holder data were sourced from studies by Buch et al.
(2011), while cultural and organisational insights were drawn from Allen and Bruce (2017),
ATEED (Auckland Tourism, Events, and Economic Development) (2020), and Mackley-Crump
(2012, 2015). Recent developments and perspectives were contextualised through media
reporting by Persico (2025), alongside policy-related commentary from the Ministry for Pacific
Peoples (2024) and academic critiques by Faitala et al. (2022). While | did not collect primary
data, these secondary sources provided a robust foundation for critical analysis and reflective

engagement with the subject matter.

In choosing these two festivals, | was particularly drawn to their distinct but complementary
characteristics. Pasifika Festival, as a pan-Pacific event rooted in community ownership and

cultural celebration, represents a regional and diasporic identity. ASB Polyfest, by contrast,
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centres youth, education, and inter-school competition, highlighting how cultural knowledge is
passed on and reimagined by new generations. Both festivals allowed for an exploration of
transnational identity formation, the politics of cultural performance, and the intersections

between tradition, commerce, and visibility.

Importantly, case study research allows for this kind of contextual richness. It offers a level of
adaptability that sets it apart from more prescriptive qualitative approaches such as grounded
theory or phenomenology. As | reflected on my research journey, | found this flexibility
invaluable for allowing me to tailor my analysis to the specific cultural and political textures of
Pasifika festivals. As Hyett et al. (2014) noted, case studies are designed to suit the case and

research question, and published examples show wide variation in design and application.
E sui le faiga ae tumau le fa’avae—OQOur practices may change, but our foundations remain.

This Samoan proverb captures the essence of the case study approach as applied here: while
the structure of my research may be shaped by academic conventions, the foundations lie in

lived experience, cultural knowledge, and service to community.

4.2 Case Study: ASB Polyfest—Celebrating Cultural Identity, Resilience, and
Transnationalism

4.2.1 Origins: From Community Initiative to Cultural Landmark

The ASB Polyfest emerged in 1976 against a backdrop of social and economic challenges in
Otara, South Auckland. During this time, the area experienced rapid demographic change due
to Pacific migration, compounded by systemic discrimination, housing overcrowding, and youth
marginalisation (Williams, 2022). In response, visionary educators such as James Garfield
Johnson, the inaugural principal of Auckland’s Hillary College, alongside its teachers, Bernard
Gadd, and lan Mitchell, championed an inclusive educational approach rooted in biculturalism
and multiculturalism. Their goal was not merely representation, but transformation to embed
Maori and Pacific worldviews within education systems and affirm the cultural worth of every

young person (Williams, 2022).

Hillary College’s Polynesian Club, founded in 1967, became the catalyst for what would evolve
into one of the most significant cultural festivals in Aotearoa. Inspired by student Michael
Rollo’s exposure to overseas cultural festivals, the idea for a local celebration took shape. On
20™ October 1976, the first Auckland Secondary School Maori and Pacific Islands Cultural

Festival was held at Hillary College. With just four schools participating (Hillary, Mangere,
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Aorere, and Seddon Colleges) and an entry fee of 50 cents, the inaugural event laid the

foundations for what is now globally recognised as ASB Polyfest (NZ Herald, 2025).

Figure 3 Nga Tapuwae College Cook Island Group - Early 80s

Figure 3
ASB Polyfest performance group in traditional attire, undated. This image reflects the vibrancy,

gender balance, and joy present in Pacific cultural performances. Reproduced from ASB

Polyfest, n.d., https://www.asbpolyfest.co.nz/p/4682-asb-polyfest. Copyright ASB Polyfest.

This photograph captures members of the Cook Islands cultural group from Nga Tapuwae
College performing with pride and vitality during one of the early years of the ASB Polyfest, in the
early 1980s. As one of the few surviving images from this formative era, it offers a rare and
powerful glimpse into the humble beginnings of what would become the world’s largest
Polynesian secondary school festival. From grassroot performances like this to today’s multi-
stage, multi-day event celebrating over a dozen Pacific and Maori cultures, Polyfest has grown
into a cultural cornerstone of Auckland. This image stands as a visual testament to the enduring

pride, resilience, and cultural expression of Pacific youth across generations.
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Figure 4 Maori Kapa Haka Group, Tamaki College Polyfest - Early 80s
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Figure 4
Maori kapa haka group performing at an early ASB Polyfest event in the 1980s, held at Tamaki
College. Although the specific school is unknown, this image reflects the strength, unity, and

grace of rangatahi (youth) celebrating te ao Maori through traditional action songs. Reproduced

from ASB Polyfest, n.d., https://www.asbpolyfest.co.nz/p/4682-asb-polyfest. Copyright ASB
Polyfest.

As one of the few visual records from Polyfest’s early days, this offers a precious glimpse into
the festival’s roots and the foundational role Maori students played in shaping its legacy. Since
then, Polyfest has grown into a vibrant and expansive celebration of Aotearoa’s cultural diversity,

with kapa haka remaining a powerful centrepiece of its programme.
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Figure 5 Judges and Audience at Polyfest at Tamaki College - Early 80s

Figure 5

Judges and audience at one of the early ASB Polyfest events, held at Tamaki College in the early
1980s. The image captures a vibrant intergenerational gathering of whanau (families), elders,
and community leaders, highlighting the powerful communal support behind Maori and Pasifika
youth identity and performance. Reproduced from ASB Polyfest, n.d.,

https://www.asbpolyfest.co.nz/p/4682-asb-polyfest. Copyright ASB Polyfest.

This moment speaks to the grassroots strength of Polyfest in its formative years—a festival built
not only on performance, but on shared pride, collective support, and the celebration of culture

in motion.

From these humble beginnings, Polyfest became more than a performance stage; it became a
movement. As someone raised in a Pacific family and community, | have seen first-hand how
important it is for our identities to be not only acknowledged but celebrated in public and
institutional spaces. Polyfest was born out of that very need: community driven, culturally

affirming, and youth focused from day one.

4.2.3 Expansion and Cultural Significance

Over nearly five decades, ASB Polyfest has grown into the world's largest secondary school
cultural festival. What began as a modest initiative now attracts approximately 100,000
spectators annually and features over 10,000 student performers from nearly 75 schools. The
festival hosts multiple cultural stages including Samoa, Tonga, Niue, Cook Islands, Maori, and a
Diversity Stage representing communities such as Fiji, Tuvalu, Indian, and Chinese (NZ Herald,
2025; Wood & Homolja, 2021). Its evolution reflects not only increasing school participation,

but also the broader growth and diversification of Auckland’s Pacific diaspora.
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However, Polyfest is more than its numbers. It functions as a powerful transnational space
where Pacific communities sustain cultural connections, affirm identity, and honour ancestral
knowledge. As Anayo (2017) explained, festivals like Polyfest are vital for diasporic
communities, particularly smaller ones such as Auckland’s Niuean population, as they provide
spaces to preserve language, performance traditions, and intergenerational storytelling. The
performances are deliberate acts of cultural continuity, not just entertainment. They embody

identity formation, resistance to erasure, and the enduring value of communal expression.

From my own experiences of growing up in a diasporic context, | know the longing for
connection to one’s language, to traditional knowledge, and to the values our grandparents
held. Festivals like Polyfest give our generation that connection in visible, celebratory, and
empowering ways. For many young performers, it is their first opportunity to wear traditional
attire, speak their language on stage, and learn their history through dance and chant. These
acts matter they remind us that we are not just adapting to Aotearoa; we are also carrying our

homelands with us.
E lele le toloa ae ma’au i le vai—The bird may fly away, but it will always return to the water.

This proverb speaks to the enduring pull of cultural roots. Even as our communities grow and
shift across new landscapes, Polyfest helps anchor us bringing us back to the water, to our va,

to our collective identity.

4.2.4 Benefits of ASB Polyfest

ASB Polyfest delivers wide-ranging cultural, social, and educational benefits, significantly
contributing to the wellbeing, visibility, and cohesion of Pacific and Maori communities. As
Gilbert (2020) emphasised, Indigenous festivals such as Polyfest play a crucial role in cultural
revitalisation providing spaces where communities reclaim narratives, practise cultural
sovereignty, and counter historical and ongoing marginalisation. In this way, Polyfest has
become more than a school competition; it is a vehicle for cultural resistance and

empowerment.

Polyfest fosters intergenerational collaboration, strengthens community bonds, and offers a
sense of belonging that is often absent from conventional schooling experiences. Students,
families, cultural tutors, and support teams come together in a collective effort that blends

mentorship, leadership, and learning. These interactions create a space where Pacific youth
can take ownership of their identities while being guided and supported by elders and peers

alike (Chubb et al., 2024; Gilbert, 2020).
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As a Pacific student growing up in South Auckland, | remember how Polyfest transformed our
school year. Rehearsals were not just about performance; they were about laughter, long
evenings of learning sasa (a vibrant Samoan dance where hands tell stories of paddling,
weaving, climbing, and sharing food from the land) or the siva Samoa, the patience of our
tutors, and the deep pride our families carried. There was a sense that what we were doing
mattered, and that we were becoming part of something bigger than ourselves. That pride still

sits with me today.

Figure 6 One Tree Hill College Samoan Group, ASB Polyfest 2015

Figure 6

The One Tree Hill College Samoan group performing at ASB Polyfest 2015. The vibrant attire,
particularly the intricately crafted tuiga worn by the taupou (ceremonial maiden), reflects the
artistry, identity, and cultural pride embedded in Samoan performance traditions. This image

visually anchors the festival’s evolution over time. Reproduced from One Tree Hill College, 2015,

https://www.onetreehillcollege.school.nz/news/2015/asb-polyfest-2015/. Copyright One Tree
Hill College.

The group’s dynamic performance—blending song, dance, chant, and synchronised
movements—demonstrates how Polyfest has grown from its early beginnings into a
sophisticated and expansive celebration of Pacific identity. Set against a vivid cultural backdrop,
this moment encapsulates the essence of Polyfest today: bold, unapologetic, and deeply rooted

in heritage.
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Figure 7 Westlake Girls Maori Kapa Haka Group, ASB Polyfest 2022

Figure 7

Performers from Westlake Girls’ High School during their Maori kapa haka routine at ASB
Polyfest 2022. Wearing intricately woven kakahu (traditional garments) and adorned with
feathers, the performers demonstrate discipline and grace in their poi movements — reflecting
the strength and beauty of te ao haka (the Maori performing arts worldview). Reproduced from
New Zealand Herald, 2022, https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/day-2-of-polyfest-maori-and-
samoan-stage-performances-kick-off/BYROP656KB2RG3KQYHDHPH34JY/. Copyright NZ
Herald.

This image serves as a powerful representation of how kapa haka continues to thrive in modern
Aotearoa—maintaining its cultural integrity while inspiring new generations to stand confidently
in their identity. As part of the evolving legacy of Polyfest, this moment exemplifies the resilience

and vibrancy of Maori cultural expression in contemporary education and performance spaces.

These culturally affirming spaces nurture identity, confidence, and leadership among youth. As
Triponel (2022) noted, many Pacific learners face pressures in mainstream education systems
that can cause cultural disconnection. Polyfest counters this by validating cultural knowledge

and expression. It allows students to perform who they are with authenticity and mana. Wearing
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traditional clothing, speaking their language, and performing ancestral dances all serve to

reinforce cultural identity and create positive associations with heritage.

Faitala et al. (2022) described Polyfest as “magical,” not in a mythical sense, but in the very real
way it transforms lives. Students develop confidence not only on stage but in how they carry
themselves. The magic lies in the care of tutors, the precision of the chants, the proud tears of
parents, and the leadership roles students take on. Whether performing, sewing costumes, or
managing logistics, young people emerge from the experience more grounded in their identity

and often more connected to school and community.

The festival also generates economic opportunities and encourages community participation
through culturally meaningful fundraising. Activities such as fiefia or fiafia night (fundraiser
event), common in Tongan and wider Pacific communities, serve both practical and symbolic
purposes. They not only raise funds for uniforms and travel but also reinforce familial
commitment and collective responsibility (Williams, 2018). These practices root the festival

deeply within broader cultural frameworks of reciprocity and communal care.

Polyfest, therefore, speaks directly to all three of this dissertation’s core research questions. It is
a space where socio-cultural influences actively shape identity, where intergenerational
learning fosters resilience, and where youth are empowered to step forward as cultural carriers

and future leaders.

4.2.5 Challenges and Barriers

While ASB Polyfest has achieved remarkable cultural and social impacts, it continues to face
significant challenges particularly around funding, representation, and long-term sustainability.
One of the most pressing issues is that of financial stability. Organisers estimate that over NZ$3
million is required annually to run the festival at its current scale, yet available funding rarely
meets this need (Fiavaai, 2025). Although the festival receives support from Auckland Council,
local boards, ASB Bank Limited, and government agencies, this support typically covers only

half of the total costs.

Core expenses such as traffic management, security, infrastructure, first aid, and stage
construction are essential to the safe and successful operation of Polyfest. As Fiavaai (2025)
observed, these are non-negotiable costs, but financial uncertainty threatens the accessibility,
scope, and even the future of the event. In response, director Seiuli Terri Leo-Mauu and the
festival’s trust board have explored alternative revenue streams, such as monetising livestream

content. While these innovations offer potential, they also raise questions about accessibility
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and equity, particularly for families and communities who may struggle to engage with digital

content behind pay-walls.

Historically, the festival has also contended with issues around cultural representation.
Gershon & Collins (2007) critiqued early versions of Polyfest for promoting a narrow form of
multiculturalism where performances were framed to meet audience expectations rather than
authentically represent the diversity and depth of each culture. Performances were often
limited to “safe” expressions of identity songs, dances, and food that fit comfortably within
mainstream narratives. While these acts held cultural value, they risked simplifying complex

traditions into consumable displays.

Fortunately, this has evolved over time. As Williams (2022) noted, Polyfest has increasingly
embraced authenticity and diversity, creating more inclusive spaces that better reflect the lived
experiences of students and communities. The addition of the Diversity Stage, for example,
acknowledges the changing face of Auckland and the need for representation beyond the
dominant cultural groups. Nevertheless, there is still room to deepen the festival’s potential as a

space of critical cultural dialogue, and not just celebration.

These barriers underscore a key theme in this dissertation: festivals are not neutral, but are
shaped by the same power structures, resource gaps, and representational politics as other
public institutions. Polyfest’s ability to sustain its legacy while navigating these tensions
depends on intentional planning, strong community partnerships, and systemic support that

centres equity.

4.2.6 Government and Community Support

Recognising Polyfest’s cultural and educational significance, government agencies have begun
to formalise their support. In 2024, the Ministry for Pacific Peoples pledged NZ$60,000 toward
the festival’s 50th anniversary celebrations, with a further commitment to fund future
milestones (Ministry for Pacific Peoples, 2024). Minister Dr Shane Reti acknowledged Polyfest
as a platform that fosters leadership, promotes Pacific languages, and improves educational

outcomes through culturally grounded initiatives such as speech competitions.

This investment signalled an important shift: Pacific cultural expression was being recognised
not just as performance, but as a valid and powerful tool for learning, wellbeing, and
development. When young people can engage with their heritage in school-sanctioned spaces,

their sense of belonging—and belief in their own potential—grows stronger.
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As Bihari (2023) argued, cultural revitalisation strengthens intergenerational bonds by enabling
elders to transmit wisdom and traditions in meaningful ways. This resonates strongly with what
takes place at ASB Polyfest, where school groups, families, and community leaders collaborate
to prepare youth for cultural performance. The festival becomes a site where transnational
identity is not just celebrated, but actively constructed, with young people negotiating their
place within both New Zealand and their ancestral homelands. Through performance, language,
and dress, knowledge is embodied and affirmed—strengthening social cohesion in ways that

echo Bihari’s (2023) assertions about cultural sustainability and resilience.

The voices of community elders also echo this sentiment. Mama Tupou Manapouri, a founding
member and long-time Cook Islands stage coordinator, described the festival as a space that
has shaped generations. Her testimony, alongside countless others, reinforces what many of us
know intuitively: Polyfest is not just an event—it is a movement, a place where identity is not

only preserved, but strengthened, performed, and passed on (NZ Herald, 2025).

| often reflect on the ripple effect this festival has had in my life. Between 1995 and 1998, | was a
proud performer for the Samoan group at Otahuhu College. After the nerves and excitement of
performing, | would stay on and relax, taking the chance to support my classmates on the
Tongan and Cook Islands stages. Cheering them on from the crowd, helping them backstage,
and soaking in the atmosphere, helped shape my early appreciation for the diversity and mana

of our Pacific cultures.

Two decades later, that experience came full circle. | stood once again in the crowd but this time
as a parent watching my own children perform on the Samoan stage. Seeing my son and
daughter step into the same space | once did, adorned in traditional attire, dancing with pride
and purpose, was a moment | will never forget. It was more than nostalgia—it was legacy in

motion.

Polyfest has always been more than a festival to me. It is a cultural anchor. It connects our past
to our present. It reminds us not only of who we are, but of the stories, values, and strength we

carry forward through the generations.

Still, the festival’s long-term success requires more than symbolic recognition. It calls for
continued, consistent investment in both resources and policy. Government and local bodies
must not only celebrate Polyfest's success, but embed its support into national frameworks for
arts, youth, and education ensuring that cultural events are not “nice to have,” but recognised

as essential.
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4.2.7 Polyfest as Cultural Legacy and Transnational Space

ASB Polyfest stands as a powerful testament to the resilience, diversity, and cultural brilliance
of Maori and Pacific communities in Aotearoa. What began as a local initiative to address youth
marginalisation has grown into a cultural institution one that crosses national, generational, and
spiritual boundaries. Polyfest is no longer just an event for Auckland; it has become a
transnational celebration of belonging, where diasporic communities reconnect with ancestral

homelands through performance, language, and tradition.

Rooted in community and carried by generations, the festival offers a platform where young
people embody cultural knowledge while actively reshaping it. This process of cultural
transmission is particularly significant for diasporic Pacific communities whose connections to
the Islands may be shaped more by memory, music, and stories than by physical return.
Polyfest becomes the return. It is where songs and chants carry the weight of genealogy, where

a student’s first siva or haka becomes a rite of passage.

From a transnational lens, festivals like Polyfest strengthen socio-cultural and emotional links
across the region. Anayo (2017) noted the importance of such events for smaller island
communities like Niue, who use the festival to keep language, dance, and custom alive in the
diaspora. These performances are not just symbolic; they are strategic acts of cultural survival

resisting assimilation while embracing adaptation.

| have withessed how these moments ripple outward not just from the stage, but into families,
schools, and wider society. When our children perform with pride, we all stand taller. When
communities prepare together sewing, singing, fundraising it strengthens our va. As a mother,
former performer, and audience member, | have seen how Polyfest weaves all these layers

together into something deeply personal yet powerfully collective.

Polyfest reminds us that cultural identity is not static or nostalgic it is dynamic, lived, and
renewed each year on stage. In doing so, the festival affirms that Maori and Pacific cultures are

not just preserved in memory or museums but are thriving and shaping Aotearoa’s future.

4.2.8 Future Directions and Opportunities

Looking ahead, ASB Polyfest holds enormous potential not just as a cultural event, but as a
vehicle for educational transformation, digital innovation, community participation, and long-
term sustainability. The festival already acts as a powerful space for identity-building, but with
targeted support and strategic development, its impact could be amplified even further for

future generations.
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One key opportunity lies in strengthening the educational value of Polyfest. Participation in
performance, speech competitions, and cultural activities fosters essential skills such as
confidence, leadership, teamwork, and cultural literacy. Integrating Polyfest more explicitly into
school curricula through cross-subject links in language, arts, and social studies could enhance
academic engagement and outcomes for Maori and Pacific students (Chubb et al., 2024;
Ministry for Pacific Peoples, 2024). Embedding cultural festivals within formal learning spaces

affirms that cultural knowledge is not extra; it is foundational.

Digital innovation also offers meaningful ways to expand Polyfest’s reach. While live streaming
has emerged as a response to funding pressures (Fiavaai, 2025), it also creates valuable
pathways for accessibility, archiving, and international connection. Creating digital archives,
virtual stages, and interactive educational resources, could allow students, families, and
diasporic communities around the world to engage with Polyfest meaningfully, even from afar
(Anayo, 2017; Williams, 2022). These tools can extend cultural continuity while supporting

youth in navigating identity within digital spaces.

From my own experience, | know how powerful it is to see myself, my language, my music, and
my movements, reflected on a stage. For our rangatahi (youth) who are digitally fluent but
culturally searching, innovative tools that bridge cultural heritage with modern platforms are
more important than ever. They deserve access to their cultures in formats that speak their

language, both metaphorically and literally.

Future initiatives should also embrace co-design approaches centring youth and whanau in
decision-making processes. Involving performers, tutors, and families in shaping festival
themes and planning, ensures the event remains grounded in community voice and relevance
(NZ Herald, 2025; Williams, 2022). Polyfest was born from community self-determination.

Honouring that legacy means continuing to trust our communities to guide its direction.

Lastly, financial sustainability remains a crucial challenge. As noted by Hargreaves and Leo-
Mauu, current government and council contributions, while appreciated, do not meet the
festival’s full operational needs (Fiavaai, 2025). Core costs such as security, stage construction,
and logistics remain constant. Long-term, there is a clear need for national policies that embed
cultural festivals into arts, education, and youth development strategies (Finkel & Platt, 2020;
Stankova & Vassenska, 2015). Sustainable investment would not only secure Polyfest’s future
but would also signal that the cultural aspirations of Maori and Pacific youth are valued at the

highest level.
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These future directions reaffirm that Polyfest is not just about performance, but also about
possibility. It is a space where education, technology, culture, and identity intersect. With
continued support, Polyfest can grow as a model for how culturally grounded festivals empower

communities, shape national identity, and create transformative change across generations.

4.2.9 Research Gaps and Future Potential

While this case study drew on a range of literature and lived experiences connected to ASB
Polyfest, it also revealed a noticeable gap in academic research specifically centred on ASB
Polyfest. Despite its cultural depth and intergenerational impact on Maori and Pasifika
communities, Polyfest remains under-represented in academic discourse on tourism, cultural

studies, and youth development.

As a Pacific researcher with personal ties to these community spaces, | find this absence not
only surprising but deeply concerning. Polyfest deserves recognition not just as a school event
or community celebration, but as a cultural force one that brings together history, identity,
creativity, and resilience in ways that formal education alone often cannot. Its stories, its
challenges, and its triumphs hold value for scholars, policymakers, and most importantly, for

young people seeking to see themselves reflected in national narratives.

This gap presents a timely opportunity for future scholarship to explore Polyfest’s potential as a
driver of cultural visibility, domestic tourism, and international engagement. Research could
investigate how strategic investment, co-designed programming, and cross-cultural
partnerships might expand the festival’s reach while maintaining its grassroots ethos and

cultural authenticity.

In charting a path forward, we must ensure that Pacific communities remain at the centre not
just as performers or organisers, but as knowledge-holders and storytellers. This is especially

important for our youth, who carry both the memory and the future of our cultures.
E lée Sili le ta’i nai lo le tapua’i—Leadership is not greater than service.

Polyfest embodies this value: it is through service to our cultures, our youth, and our
communities that this festival continues to thrive. To honour that legacy, we must also serve the

future by documenting, investing in, and uplifting the stories that have shaped generations.
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4.3 Case Study: Pasifika Festival — A Celebration of Culture, Community, and
Economic Empowerment

4.3.1 A Pacific Cultural Force in Aotearoa

The Pasifika Festival is a cornerstone cultural event in Aotearoa New Zealand, embodying
Pacific Island heritage, identity, and entrepreneurial spirit. Situated in Auckland, Pasifika
symbolises cultural resilience, community solidarity, and economic empowerment. Since its
establishment in the early 1990s, Pasifika has continuously evolved, becoming a central
platform for negotiating Pacific diasporic identities, strengthening community bonds, and

driving socio-economic growth.
E sui le faiga ae tumau le fa’avae—Our practices may change, but our foundations remain.

This Samoan proverb captures the essence of the Pasifika Festival: although it adapts to
modern contexts, it remains firmly grounded in the cultural values and ancestral ties that define

Pacific identity.

4.3.2 Historical Origins and Growth

To understand Pasifika's present day impact, one must return to its origins. The festival began in
1992 through a collaborative vision between journalist Roy Vaughan, and the South Pacific
Island Nations Development Association (SPINDA) (Cudny & Maiava, 2017). Vaughan, inspired
by international cultural expos, believed sustainable community initiatives must be rooted in
community ownership (Mackley-Crump, 2012). Despite early scepticism and tensions around
representation, he worked strategically with local leaders, Churches, and the Auckland City

Council, ensuring the festival was community led from the outset (Mackley-Crump, 2012).

The inaugural 1993 festival at Western Springs exceeded all expectations, drawing over 30,000
attendees (Mackley-Crump, 2012). Since then, Pasifika has flourished, expanding to feature 11
culturalvillages, 13 stages, and more than 350 stalls, with annual visitor numbers ranging
between 100,000 and 200,000 (Mackley-Crump, 2015). This growth is a testament to Pacific

communities' strength, passion, and organisational capability.

Today, Pasifika offers a diverse programme, including poetry, Zumba sessions, life workshops,
and performances by acts such as the Fijian R&B (rhythm and blues) group, The LeftOvas
(Persico, 2025). Its collaboration with the Pasifika Village Charitable Trust ensures authenticity,
with a strong emphasis on cultural integrity in food, art, and performance (Persico, 2025). Such
efforts keep the festival grounded in its roots, while embracing creative and dynamic

expressions of Pacific identity.
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4.3.3 Cultural Significance and Community ldentity

Building on this foundation, Pasifika has become a site of profound cultural affirmation.
Mackley-Crump (2012) described it as a "mooring post," a stabilising space for fluid identities
that bridges traditional practices with contemporary Pacific expressions. From hip-hop to
traditional dance, the festival offers a stage where young Pacific people can explore and express

their evolving identities.

Figure 8 Beautiful Young Fijian Group - Pasifika 2022

Figure 8

Young performers presenting a traditional Fijian song and dance at the Pasifika Festival 2022.
Adorned in vibrant attire with painted cheeks, salusalu (garlands), and intricately woven iri
(hand fans), these tamariki (children) embody the values of veiwekani (connection) and
vakaturaga (honour). Their joyful expressions reflect the intergenerational transmission of
cultural identity and pride. Reproduced from New Zealand Herald, 2022,

https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/aucklands-pasifika-festival-set-to-celebrate-30th-birthday-in-

new-look-event/N374PMU6YPBJKMXOTISLSQAPSM/. Copyright NZ Herald.

As avisual representation of Mackley-Crump’s (2012) notion of Pasifika as a mooring post, this
moment highlights how heritage and evolving identity meet on stage, where young performers
carry their vanua (land, people, and identity) with every step, every beat, and every smile. This
image is a powerful testament to the Pasifika Festival’s ongoing role in uplifting and preserving

Pacific heritage across generations.
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For many recent migrants, traditional performances evoke deep emotion and strengthen ties to
ancestral lands. Pasifika villages encourage language revitalisation and intergenerational

storytelling, making them powerful spaces for cultural continuity (Allen & Bruce, 2017).

Pasifika also disrupts negative stereotypes through visibility and pride. Its policy of prioritising
Pacific Island and Maori stall-holders ensures that cultural integrity is upheld (Buch et al.,
2011). This aligns with Caneen’s (2014) view that cultural tourism requires intentional
authenticity. By carefully curating participation, Pasifika maintains a uniquely Pacific

atmosphere that resonates with both locals and visitors.

My experience of volunteering at Pasifika in 1995 deeply shaped my understanding of these
dynamics. Observing how cultural elements were sometimes repackaged for public
consumption reminded me of the ethical complexities in cultural tourism. As the Samoan
proverb says, e mamae le tava'e i nai ona fulu, e fa’apena lo’u fa’amemelo i la’u aganu’u (the
tava'e bird is proud of its feathers, like | am of my culture). That pride demands we protect our

cultural spaces.

4.3.4 Audience Engagement and Cultural Participation

Pasifika's meaning is also reflected considerations of who attends and why. Currently most
attendees are local Aucklanders, with international visitors making up less than five percent
(Buch et al., 2011). The audience is largely under 39 and predominantly of Samoan and Cook
Island Maori heritage, reflecting the city's demographic profile (Stats NZ & Ministry of Pacific
Island Affairs, 2010).

Visitors come for cultural experiences, food, music, and the chance to reconnect with
community (Buch et al., 2011). Word-of-mouth is the key promotional tool, speaking to the
festival's authenticity and reputation. More than entertainment, Pasifika offers a reaffirming

experience that binds generations.

Mackley-Crump (2012) identified the festival as a transnational space where families reunite,
and cultural knowledge is exchanged across geographic borders. It is a living expression of

Pacific relational values, strengthening both identity and connection.

4.3.5 Entrepreneurship and Economic Impact
The cultural empowerment fostered by Pasifika also translates into economic opportunity. The
festival serves as an entry point for aspiring Pacific entrepreneurs, especially those offering

culturally grounded products and services (Buch et al., 2011).

Page 54



Revenue from stalls supports families in Auckland and often extends to relatives in the Pacific
Islands, sustaining vital transnational economic ties. Many stall-holders speak of Pasifika as a
platform for both income generation and cultural affirmation (Buch et al., 2011). The vibrant

stalls are more than marketplaces; they are expressions of culture, identity, and resilience.

These economic contributions reflect what Bihari (2023) described as the sustainable cultural
practices embedded in Indigenous knowledge systems. The stalls at Pasifika Festival, featuring
traditional crafts, ancestral recipes, and oral histories, are more than commercial spaces; they
are extensions of intergenerational learning and identity transmission. Bihari’s emphasis on
culturally rooted entrepreneurship aligns with the lived experiences of many stall-holders who
not only promote their heritage but also create viable livelihoods, particularly for migrant and

second-generation Pacific families navigating economic challenges in Auckland.

Figure 9 Cook Island Stall-holder - Pasifika Festival
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Figure 9

With aro’a (love) and pride, a Kuki “irani (Cook Islands) stallholder shares vibrant tivaevae
(quilting patchwork), handmade jewellery, and cultural crafts with festival goers at Pasifika
Festival. Her stall reflects not only entrepreneurship, but a living display of cultural heritage,
artistry, and resilience. Reproduced from Auckland Unlimited, n.d.,

https://www.aucklandnz.com/pasifika/stallholders. Copyright Auckland Unlimited.
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Beyond commerce, the festival builds community capacity. Skills in event planning, hospitality,
logistics, and leadership are nurtured through participation, enhancing both social and

economic resilience (Mackley-Crump, 2012).

4.3.6 Strategic Alignment and Future Opportunities

Pasifika Festival aligns strongly with Auckland Council's strategic pillars of "Belonging and
Participation" and "Opportunity and Prosperity" (ATEED, 2020). It fosters inclusion, empowers
youth, and promotes cultural pride through economic and artistic expression. Environmental

initiatives also position it as a leader in sustainable event practices.

Crucially, Pasifika Festival is not only a cultural and economic event, but also a civic space. It
provides a public platform for political dialogue and visibility. As Pacific communities continue

to grow in Aotearoa, so too does their role in shaping policy and public discourse.

This shift from celebration to advocacy reflects a deeper truth: festivals like Pasifika are integral
to Pacific sovereignty and social justice. They elevate marginalised voices and give form to

collective aspirations.

4.3.7 Festival Resilience and Growth

According to Buch et al. (2011), Pasifika Festival plays a significant role in revitalising and
preserving traditional Pacific cultures. The festival notably enhances cultural pride and
reinforces identity among Pacific migrant communities. Reflecting on their experiences, stall-
holders expressed deep appreciation for the festival’s capacity to counteract negative
stereotypes frequently encountered in media portrayals of Pacific peoples. They emphasised
that Pasifika offers positive exposure, enabling genuine intercultural engagement and

understanding from attendees of diverse backgrounds.

Following disruptions from the Christchurch Mosque attacks (2019) and the COVID-19
pandemic (2020), Pasifika demonstrated significant resilience, successfully returning in 2023
(Persico, 2025). By 2025, the festival had notably returned to growth, further increasing

community engagement, participation, and influence (Persico, 2025).

The emergence and expansion of Pacific festivals closely align with patterns of Pacific migration
and the growth of Pacific communities throughout Aotearoa New Zealand. Initially concentrated
in urban centres such as Auckland in the mid-1970s, festivals gradually spread to regions
including Wellington, Christchurch, and Porirua in the 1980s, Tokoroa, Rotorua, and Otago in
the 1990s, and subsequently to Northland, Waikato, Hawkes Bay, Palmerston North, Wairarapa,

and Invercargill in the early 2000s. Reflexively, this expansion highlights how festivals evolve
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organically in response to community needs, providing culturally meaningful spaces that affirm

Pacific identity and reinforce community cohesion within the diaspora (Mackley-Crump, 2012).

4.3.8 Political Engagement and Community Unity

Pasifika’s demonstrated resilience and cultural significance are further complemented by its
increasing political relevance. Beyond its cultural and economic dimensions, Pasifika Festival
has emerged as a vital space for political visibility, engagement, and advocacy. It offers a unique
platform where Pacific communities and political leaders intersect on shared ground rooted in
cultural celebration and collective identity. Political figures such as New Zealand’s Labour Party
leader Chris Hipkins, have publicly acknowledged the festival’s role in fostering social cohesion
and celebrating New Zealand’s rich cultural diversity. His presence underscores Pasifika's
significance as a site of cultural pride and a dynamic platform contributing meaningfully to
national conversations on inclusion, representation, and Pacific peoples’ belonging within

Aotearoa (Persico, 2025).

This political engagement signals more than performative politics; it highlights growing
recognition of Pacific communities’ role in shaping the nation’s future. As Pasifika attracts large,
diverse, and intergenerational audiences, it offers politicians genuine opportunities to
meaningfully engage communities whose voices often go unheard in mainstream political

arenas.

Critically, Pasifika also functions as a catalyst for targeted political advocacy. Green Party’s
Member of Parliament Teanau Tuiono’s use of the festival to propose policy initiatives, such as
visa-free travel for Pacific Island visitors, illustrates how Pasifika transcends cultural
performance to actively address socio-political issues affecting Pacific peoples (Persico, 2025).
His advocacy spotlights the festival’s potential to amplify Pacific perspectives on critical policy
matters, strengthening regional relationships and promoting greater equity and inclusion for

Pacific communities both within Aotearoa and throughout the broader Pacific region.

Analytically, this merging of cultural celebration and political agency positions Pasifika as an
influential civic space, where Pacific identities and voices are both recognised and amplified.
Such platforms encourage political literacy, mobilise youth activism, and influence policy
discourse within diasporic communities, demonstrating Pasifika’s powerful contribution to

cultural sovereignty, social empowerment, and democratic participation.
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Pasifika’s multifaceted role in cultural preservation, political engagement, and economic
empowerment highlights crucial areas for future research and strategic development,

particularly regarding digital technology, cultural tourism, and youth engagement.

The strategic integration of digital technologies, exemplified by the Margin to Margin project,
significantly empowers marginalised communities by amplifying their voices, increasing their
visibility, and promoting digital inclusion (Sarantou et al., 2018). Documentary videos, blogs,
and social media, effectively highlight peripheral artists, enabling their stories to resonate
widely. This demonstrates digital storytelling’s potential as a powerful tool to authentically
preserve and represent Pacific cultures an essential consideration for communities navigating

complex identities within an increasingly digitised and globalised society.

Currently, less than five percent of Pasifika attendees are international tourists, revealing
untapped potential to expand cultural tourism (Buch et al., 2011). Addressing this gap, strategic
partnerships between festival organisers and local tourism agencies could significantly
enhance Pasifika’s global visibility, attracting tourists seeking authentic, culturally rich
experiences without compromising its community oriented ethos. Future research should
explore innovative digital methods to facilitate meaningful interactions between international
visitors and Pacific cultures, thus enriching cultural exchange while supporting sustainable

tourism practices.

Moreover, embedding digital service-learning into educational initiatives could significantly
advance youth empowerment and intergenerational cultural transmission. Service learning
structured around the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) encourages
youth to engage critically and actively with social, environmental, and cultural challenges
(Aramburuzabala et al., 2023). Integrating digital service learning programs within the Pasifika
community would enable young people to participate directly in cultural preservation efforts,

nurturing a sense of cultural pride and responsibility while strengthening community resilience.

Finally, future studies should investigate Pasifika stall-holders’ experiences more deeply,
exploring both economic opportunities and barriers to entrepreneurship. Such insights would
provide practical recommendations on how digital platforms and service learning frameworks
could effectively support Pacific entrepreneurs. Linking economic empowerment directly to
cultural preservation ensures sustainability and strengthens Pasifika’s long term impact as a

culturally authentic, economically empowering, and digitally inclusive event.
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4.3.9 Conclusion

Pasifika Festival continues to stand as a powerful expression of Pacific excellence, unity, and
belonging. For Auckland’s Pacific diaspora, it is a cultural event that is a living, evolving space
where identity is affirmed, stories are shared, and futures are imagined. This case study has
shown how Pasifika plays a vital role in shaping diasporic identity, preserving cultural practices,

and opening up pathways for economic participation and political engagement.

By intentionally blending traditional and contemporary expressions, the festival creates a space
where youth can reconnect with their roots, where elders pass on knowledge, and where
community pride is made visible. It reflects the strength and adaptability of Pacific communities
in navigating life in a multicultural urban environment while holding fast to ancestral values.
From cultural performance to entrepreneurship and civic dialogue, Pasifika represents the
complex realities and aspirations of Pacific peoples in Aotearoa (Mackley-Crump, 2012;

Persico, 2025).

However, despite the festival’s impact and scale, there remains a noticeable lack of in-depth
academic literature focusing on Pasifika, and particularly on work that centres Pacific voices
and lived experiences. This gap highlights the need for future research that examines how
festivals contribute to cultural sustainability, youth empowerment, and intergenerational

resilience in increasingly digital and globalised contexts (Persico, 2025).

As someone who has lived and served within this community, and who first engaged with the
festival as a volunteer in 1995, | see Pasifika not only as a celebration of who we are, but as a
commitment to who we are becoming. It is a space for connection, reflection, and
transformation, and one that deserves continued investment, understanding, and scholarly

attention as part of Aotearoa’s collective future.
O le alai le pule o le tautua—The pathway to leadership is through service.

Pasifika exemplifies this principle: through service to culture, community, and future

generations, it leads the way forward for Pacific peoples in Aotearoa.
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Chapter 5: Findings and discussion

This chapter presents a critically engaged discussion of the study’s key findings, situated within
the broader literature and framed by the guiding research questions introduced in Chapter 1.
These questions sought to explore how Pacific cultural festivals in Auckland function as sites of

identity formation, heritage transmission, and economic opportunity:

1. How do socio-cultural influences shape the identity of the Pacific diaspora in Auckland?

2. Whatrole do Pacific festivals play in promoting tourism and preserving cultural
traditions?

3. What entrepreneurial opportunities exist within Pacific communities through these

festivals?

The discussion integrates personal narrative, theoretical reflection, and scholarly literature to
examine the significance of cultural festivals such as the Pasifika Festival and ASB Polyfest. It is
guided by a Pacific research worldview that values relationality, lived experience, and

intergenerational knowledge.

Affirming Identity and Cultural Belonging

Cultural festivals emerged as crucial spaces for affirming diasporic Pacific identities. The
findings support the notion that these events are not simply celebratory gatherings but serve as
strategic platforms for cultural revitalisation, visibility, and pride. The dynamic interplay of
performance, language, and symbolism seen in Pasifika and Polyfest reflects what Mackley-
Crump (2012) describes as “mooring posts” for diasporic identity—anchoring Pacific peoples in

collective memory and ancestral knowledge.

As the narratives in this study show, participation in these festivals nurtures a deep sense of
belonging that is both communal and personal. Identity formation among Auckland’s Pacific
youth is shaped not only by cultural performance but also by the emotional experience of being
seen, heard, and celebrated through their cultural practices. These findings echo the work of
Anae (2020) on relational epistemologies, where knowledge and identity are formed through

familial, cultural, and genealogical ties (gafa).

Feathers of Legacy: Intergenerational Identity and Cultural Pride

The significance of cultural festivals in the transmission of heritage and the affirmation of
identity cannot be fully understood without engaging the lived realities and emotional truths
that animate them. While the previous sections have examined festivals as socio-cultural

phenomena through academic analysis, the following autoethnographic narrative provides a
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deeper, embodied insight into how these events become intergenerational vessels of identity
and pride. This approach aligns with the work of Nisa-Waller and Piercy (2024), who argue that
personal narrative can serve as both method and meaning in Indigenous research, allowing

researchers to "see with both eyes"—analytically and emotionally.

As the Samoan proverb reminds us, E mamae le tava‘e i ona fulu—the tava‘e bird takes pride in
its feathers. Likewise, Pacific peoples take pride in their heritage, wearing their culture with
dignity, beauty, and strength. This pride is cultivated not only through formal education or public

discourse but through performance, memory, and the sacred everyday acts of cultural

preservation.

Figure 10 Taupou of Otahuhu College — 1998
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Figure 10

Taupou of Otahuhu College — 1998

This image captures a special moment from 1998 at Otahuhu College's school hall, following
our post-ASB Polyfest performance. | had the honour of serving as the Taupou (The Taupou,
traditionally the daughter of a high-ranking chief, is chosen to carry out ceremonial duties and
represent the village in public performances and rituals.) for our Samoan group. That year, we
proudly placed 3rd overall—during a time when there were no divisions between co-ed, girls, or
boys'schools. All groups were judged equally. | also received 1st place overall in the Taupou
category, which remains a deeply proud and joyful memory. Reproduced from Otahuhu College,
2024, Throwback to 1998 - Samoan group post-Polyfest performance at our school hall,

https://www.facebook.com/share/168edKjjWf/?mibextid=wwXlfr. Copyright Otahuhu College.

Years later, | watched my own children perform on that same stage, their eyes lit with the same
fire | once carried. That moment was deeply emotional. | saw the threads of continuity stretch
across generations, woven through our performances, our songs, and the pride of our elders
watching from the crowd. Festivals like Polyfest are not just annual events. They are sites of
intergenerational learning where heritage is not only preserved but passed forward, embodied,
and reimagined. In their eyes, | saw the same sense of rootedness and self-worth—a true

embodiment of the proverb, E mamae le tava‘e i ona fulu.

Intergenerational Transmission and Cultural Continuity

Heritage transmission is a key function of festivals such as ASB Polyfest, which serve as
intergenerational bridges between elders, youth, and children. The study’s autoethnographic
reflections illustrate how cultural knowledge is passed on through embodied practice—dance,
dressmaking, language, and ceremony. The proverb E mamae le tava‘e i ona fulu ( the tava‘e
bird takes pride in its feathers) encapsulates the pride and dignity Pacific peoples invest in their

cultural expressions.

Watching one’s children perform on the same stage decades later highlights the embodied
nature of what Bourdieu (1986) terms “cultural capital”—a form of knowledge and pride
acquired not through formal institutions but through immersion, memory, and love. This lived
transmission resonates with Faitala et al.’s (2022) concept of “cultural continuity”, wherein

diasporic youth find rootedness and resilience through active participation in festival culture.
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Poetic reflection

In the twilight of the 90s, my voice began to rise from silence,
Emerging like a song long hidden beneath the noise.

Among Auckland’s vibrant tapestry,

| stood as a participant in the ASB Polyfest,

Where chants and songs wove the fabric of our ancient myths,

Echoing through warm air, each note a pulse, each rhythm a heartbeat.

A deep bass drum pounded like the pulse of our ancestors,
Stirring within me a pride both profound and unyielding.

In those fleeting twenty minutes upon the stage,

Time stretched and danced,

Too brief to capture our entire cultural tapestry,

Yet rich enough to offer a glimpse—

A kaleidoscope of identities blooming in vibrant performances.

With every move, I felt the rush of excitement,
The sheer joy of sharing my heritage,

A treasure that shaped my youth,

Fortifying my spirit, anchoring me to my roots.

E mamae le tava‘e i ona fulu—and there | stood, feathers on full display.

Now, years later, | sit in that same place,
Watching my son and daughters take the stage,
Their eyes sparkling with pride,

Mirrors reflecting my past,

The legacy of our Samoan heritage pulsing through them.

Twenty-five years have woven new threads into our narrative,
Modernity dances hand-in-hand with tradition,
Each movement, each word a testament

To holding fast to who we are.

The stages may change, but the essence remains.
Every performance is a dialogue with my ancestors,
A celebration of our journey, our resilience,

A commitment to pass on this legacy—
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So my children, too, can rise from silence,
And let their voices echo through the generations,

In a world where our stories are always worthy of being heard.

(Palasi Koletta Su’a-Te’o)

Figure 11 Intergenerational pride.

Figure 11 Intergenerational pride through participation in ASB Polyfest. The first image (left)
shows the author following her performance with the Otahuhu College Samoan group in 1996.
The other two images (right) feature her children in 2023 and 2024, shortly after their own
performances with the same school. Wearing Samoan group supporters’ tee-shirts, they
embody the same quiet pride and cultural connection their mother once felt. Photograph

collage by author.

In 2024, my youngest daughter was only 11 years old when she came home from school with a
quiet sparkin her eyes. “Mum,” she said, almost casually, “l put my hand up to do the solo

taualuga—the Samoan siva (dance).” | froze for a moment, stunned. A solo? A Samoan dance?
From my daughter, born and raised in Aotearoa, a second generation New Zealander who, until

then, had shown only glimpses of interest in cultural performance?

What followed was a wave of emotion | had not expected. Beneath my surprise was something
deeper: pride—raw, aching, and beautiful. In that moment, | saw the quiet reach of legacy. |
thought of my own parents, how they wove culture into my upbringing through pese (song), siva,
and stories whispered in the language of our ancestors. Perhaps, through the rhythms they

passed on to me, and the ones | had unknowingly passed on to her, something had taken root.

Preparing her for the performance became more than just logistics; it became an act of love,

memory, and reclamation. | handmade her traditional attire with care, drawing on what my
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parents taught me about patterns, meaning, and symbolism. The tuiga (traditional Samoan
head piece) she wears in this photo (Figure 5) was crafted by my own hands, guided by the
knowledge passed down from my mother and father—a skill they taught me that | now honour
by continuing. Every feather, shell, and thread was placed with intention. As | dressed her, |

realised | was not just preparing her for the stage; | was wrapping her in our lineage.

Her decision to stand in that sacred role as taupou was more than performance; it was a living
expression of identity: e mamae le tava‘e i ona fulu (the tava‘e bird takes pride in its feathers).
And on that day, my daughter stood radiant in hers: proud, poised, and surrounded by

generations who made her moment possible.

Figure 12 Three generations of pride.

Figure 12
Legacy and pride through siva Samoa. My daughter (centre) stands proudly in her handmade
tuiga and traditional siva Samoa attire, moments after performing the taualuga as a soloist.

Flanked by her grandparents, this image captures more than a performance — it is a living
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testament to cultural legacy, pride, and the wisdom passed through generations. Photograph by

author.

These reflections offer more than nostalgia; they represent the living transmission of cultural
capital, identity, and resilience. What Bourdieu (1986) describes as embodied cultural capital—
the deeply internalised dispositions, knowledge, and practices passed on through
generations—can be seen in the dance steps learned at home, the meaning embedded in
ceremonial dress, and the pride expressed in performance. Unlike institutionalised or
objectified forms of capital, embodied cultural capital is acquired over time through immersion
and socialisation, making it deeply tied to identity and heritage. Watching one’s own children
step into cultural roles once held by their parent encapsulates what Anae (2020) describes as

“relational epistemologies”—where knowledge is lived, relational, and tied to genealogy (gafa).

Moreover, this narrative illustrates the concept of “cultural continuity” explored by Faitala et al.
(2022), in which participation in diasporic festivals like ASB Polyfest fosters rootedness among
Pacific youth, reinforcing both ethnic pride and resilience amid dominant societal pressures.
The handmade tuiga, the recited chants, and the embodied performances are not isolated

acts—they are continuations of ancestral legacy in a modern urban context.

Culturally Grounded Entrepreneurship and Economic Empowerment

A key insight from the study is the role of Pacific festivals in fostering community-led
entrepreneurship. Stallholders, artists, performers, and organisers engage in culturally
meaningful economic activity that reflects communal values such as *tautua* (service) and
“we-togetherness” (Khoo & Lin, 2023). Festivals provide accessible pathways to economic

independence while reinforcing cultural identity.

However, the findings also caution against the commodification of culture. Autoethnographic
reflection reveals the tension between cultural celebration and cultural display—especially
when festivals are consumed through a tourist gaze. Scholars such as Caneen (2014) and Croes
et al. (2013) highlight the risk of reducing cultural expression to entertainment. Thus,
community ownership and cultural guardianship are essential to preserving the integrity of

these events.

Beyond the Applause: Seeing My Culture Through a Tourist’s Lens
[ vividly remember volunteering at the Pasifika Festival as a 14-year-old in 1995. The festival was
held at Western Springs, in the heart of Auckland city. It was my first encounter with cultural

celebration on such a large scale. Pacific nations were represented through vibrant
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performances, traditional cuisines, and colourful displays of heritage. My role was simple:
handing out two-dollar programmes and guiding visitors to the different village areas and food

stalls.

At first, | felt proud. | saw so many Pacific Islanders gathered in one space, showcasing our
collective identity to the world. The music, the languages, the smells of traditional dishes were
overwhelming in the best possible way. But as the day went on, something inside me shifted. |
watched from the sidelines as dancers took the stage in fine mats, feathers, and shells, their
hands telling stories through movement. | was moved, but | also felt distant. While they
performed with purpose and pride, | stood quietly, holding a stack of leaflets, unsure of my

place.

What caught my attention most was the reaction of the crowd, especially the palagi tourists.
They watched with fascination, took photos, and clapped enthusiastically. It was clear they
admired what they saw, but | began to wonder whether they truly understood it. To them, it may
have been exotic or entertaining, but to me, it was sacred. That tension lingered. The thought
that our culture was being consumed rather than understood made me uncomfortable. Even

surrounded by my own people, | felt like an outsider.

At the time, | did not have the language to describe what | was feeling. Now, | understand it as
the tension between cultural celebration and cultural display. My experience offered a glimpse
into the complicated space where pride meets performance, and where identity can be both

affirmed and objectified.

This tension between cultural pride and commercial display sparked something deeperin me. |
realised that while festivals empower our communities economically, they also challenge us to
carefully manage how our cultures are represented. The gaze of the tourist or outsider can
sometimes reduce our rich traditions to performance or novelty. Caneen (2014) and Croes et al.
(2013) cautioned against this commodification, warning that cultural tourism must be guided by

ethical practices and authentic community leadership.

In this way, the economic potential of Pacific festivals must be balanced with cultural integrity.
Entrepreneurship should not come at the cost of authenticity. Instead, it should be grounded in
values that uplift and protect cultural knowledge while supporting economic independence. As
communities continue to innovate and adapt, festivals remain key spaces where these goals

can coexist as spaces where commerce, culture, and community intersect with purpose.
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Looking back, | realise how important it is to navigate these spaces with care. Festivals have the
power to uplift and empower, but they must also be protected. The stories we tell, the dances
we share, and the foods we offer carry deep meaning. They are not just for show. They are

extensions of our history, our pride, and our resilience.

That moment at Pasifika taught me the importance of cultural guardianship. It reminded me that
authenticity matters and that the way we share our heritage should always be on our terms and

not shaped to satisfy the expectations of others.

Lived Experience, Legacy, and the Power of Narrative

The study demonstrates that autoethnography can reveal emotional truths that conventional
methodologies often overlook. Narratives of performing as Taupou, crafting traditional attire, or
watching one’s child carry forward ancestral practices embody what Nisa-Waller and Piercy
(2024) describe as “seeing with both eyes”—engaging both analytical and emotional

dimensions of Indigenous research.

These stories offer more than nostalgia. They represent ‘embodied cultural capital, ‘relational
knowledge, and the resilience of diasporic communities. The act of preparing a daughter for her
taualuga performance becomes a sacred act of continuity—both a performance and a

transmission of identity. In this way, the personal becomes political, academic, and cultural.

Positioning Within Existing Literature

This research contributes to a growing body of Pacific scholarship that situates festivals as
complex, multilayered spaces of cultural negotiation. It affirms Mackley-Crump’s (2015) framing
of festivals as sites of transcultural exchange and builds on the work of Anae (2020), Williams
(2018), and Faitala et al. (2022), who highlight the importance of youth participation and

intergenerational engagement.

Furthermore, by emphasising entrepreneurship and cultural guardianship, the study offers a
fresh lens on how Pacific communities creatively navigate systems of marginalisation. It
supports Khoo and Lin’s (2023) advocacy for Indigenous worldviews to shape mainstream
institutions and redefines festivals not just as cultural events but as ethical, educational, and

economic ecosystems.

Reflections on the Methodology
Adopting an autoethnographic methodology offered a powerful and culturally appropriate lens

through which to explore the experiences of Pacific communities in Auckland. This approach
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allowed me to draw on my own lived experience as a member of the Pacific diaspora—an

insider perspective that brought depth and reflexivity to the analysis.

By weaving together personal stories, cultural memory, and secondary data of including
literature, articles, demographic tables, and policy documents, this methodology enabled the
integration of both subjective and analytical insights. It acknowledged the value of oral tradition,
communal storytelling, and intergenerational wisdom as legitimate forms of knowledge

production within Pacific contexts.

The methodology honoured the epistemological values of Pacific research frameworks, such as
va (relational space), talanoa (dialogue), and tautua (service), which prioritise connection,
respect, and cultural responsibility. The act of reflecting on my own journey—volunteering at
Pasifika in the 1990s, participating in Polyfest, and witnessing the transformation of Auckland’s

cultural landscape, became both a personal exploration and a scholarly intervention.

Practical Implications

The findings of this research have important implications for community organisations,
policymakers, educators, and cultural leaders. Cultural festivals are more than celebrations;
they are also strategic assets that can support community resilience, youth engagement, and
economic development. They offer accessible platforms for cultural entrepreneurship and

facilitate cultural learning in public spaces.

Supportive policy frameworks, sustained investment, and capacity-building initiatives can
strengthen the long-term impact of these festivals. Embedding cultural events in educational
programming, civic engagement, and tourism strategies can help ensure their sustainability and

maximise their reach.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion

This research set out to examine three central questions:

1. How do cultural festivals influence Pacific diaspora identities in Auckland?
2. Inwhat ways do Pasifika festivals contribute to tourism and cultural preservation?
3. What entrepreneurial opportunities emerge from these festivals for Pacific

communities?

Through an autoethnographic lens and secondary data analysis, this study has explored the
multifaceted roles that cultural festivals play in shaping Pacific identities, fostering social
cohesion, and generating economic pathways in Auckland. The findings highlight that events
such as the Pasifika Festival and ASB Polyfest are not merely celebratory gatherings; rather,
they function as dynamic and strategic spaces for cultural resistance, revitalisation, and

Community empowerment.

Cultural festivals serve as platforms through which Pacific peoples can assert cultural
sovereignty, challenge deficit narratives, and nurture entrepreneurial practices rooted in
Indigenous knowledge and values (Buch et al., 2011; Khoo & Lin, 2023). These events
strengthen intergenerational knowledge transmission, promote youth engagement, and

contribute meaningfully to the cultural and economic fabric of Aotearoa New Zealand.

The three research questions have been systematically addressed through a blended
methodological approach that combines personal narrative and critical self-reflection with
analysis of secondary sources. This has enabled a deeper, more grounded understanding of the

socio-cultural and economic significance of Pacific festivals in diaspora contexts.

6.1 Theoretical and Methodological Contributions

This study contributes to Pacific and Indigenous scholarship by centring cultural values, lived
experience, and relational ethics in the research process. The use of autoethnography provided
a culturally responsive and decolonising framework, allowing me to examine identity, resilience,
and entrepreneurship from an insider’s perspective. Concepts such as tautua (service), va
(relational space), fa‘aaloalo (respect), and talanoa (dialogue) informed both the methodology
and the analysis, positioning personal narrative as a valid and powerful form of knowledge

production.

In doing so, this research challenges traditional Western research paradigms that prioritise
objectivity and distance. Instead, it demonstrates how storytelling, reflexivity, and community-

rooted inquiry can offer nuanced insights into the lived realities of Pacific peoples in Aotearoa.
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Firstly, the exploration of identity was richly unpacked through my personal experiences and the
wider festival narratives presented in the case studies. Events such as ASB Polyfest and the
Pasifika Festival emerged as significant sites for the negotiation of diasporic identity,
intergenerational knowledge exchange, and cultural affirmation. They offer Pacific youth and
communities the opportunity to navigate hybrid identities with pride and purpose, grounded in

both ancestral traditions and contemporary expressions (Williams, 2022; Faitala et al., 2022).

Secondly, the role of cultural festivals in tourism and cultural preservation was examined
through the evolving significance of these events in Auckland’s socio-economic and cultural
landscape. Supported by reports such as those by ATEED (2020) and Krieble et al. (2016), this
study found that Pasifika festivals not only attract domestic and international visitors but also
serve as dynamic platforms for preserving language, dance, and traditional knowledge. Their
design, programming, and village-style structures facilitate authentic cultural transmissionin a

rapidly globalising city.

Finally, the research explored the entrepreneurial dimensions of cultural festivals, revealing the
significance of these spaces for Pacific-led business development. As seen in the findings from
Buch et al. (2011) and reflected in recent media accounts (RNZ, 2025), festival marketplaces
have become incubators for cultural entrepreneurship. They enable community members to
generate income through crafts, food, and services, while promoting Indigenous economic

models rooted in cultural values.

Taken together, the findings clearly demonstrate that the research questions have not only been
answered but have also opened up new areas for inquiry. The integration of Pacific worldviews
and methodological approaches has provided both depth and cultural relevance to these
insights, affirming the importance of community-driven, culturally responsive research in

shaping future scholarship and policy.

6.3 Recommendations for Future Research

Future research could engage more directly with diverse voices from Pacific communities to
explore the breadth of experiences across different island groups, generations, and urban
settings. Longitudinal studies that examine the impact of festivals over time, particularly in
response to digital transformation and generational shifts, would offer deeper insight into their

evolving roles.
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Research could also investigate the intersection of festival participation with digital storytelling,
civic empowerment, and policy development. This would help clarify the potential of festivals

as tools not only for cultural sustainability but also for broader social and political inclusion.

6.4 Implications for Policy and Practice

The findings of this study have practical relevance for policymakers, educators, cultural
organisations, and community leaders. Pacific led cultural festivals are valuable for cultural
preservation as well as being vital tools for youth empowerment, economic development, and

civic engagement.

Local and central government agencies should recognise and invest in these festivals as
essential infrastructures for community wellbeing and cultural sustainability. As noted by
ATEED (2020) and the Ministry for Pacific Peoples (2024), supporting cultural entrepreneurship
through policy frameworks, funding streams, and skill-building initiatives can strengthen the

social and economic resilience of Pacific communities.

Furthermore, integrating cultural festivals into educational and civic engagement strategies can
ensure intergenerational transmission of language, identity, and values. As Persico (2025)
observed, these festivals are also becoming platforms for political dialogue and digital
innovation, making them highly relevant to broader conversations about inclusion, equity, and

nation-building.

Bihari (2023) reinforced the idea that cultural festivals are not only celebratory but also
restorative. Her work draws attention to the long-term benefits of investing in Indigenous
knowledge systems, particularly through community led initiatives that foster belonging,
resilience, and sustainability. This perspective underscores the need for more robust
institutional support for Pacific festivals in Auckland, especially in addressing funding gaps and
supporting cultural education initiatives. As this dissertation has shown, events like Polyfest
and the Pasifika Festival are powerful mechanisms for cultural survival and socio-economic
empowerment. Their continued success depends on recognising them as critical platforms for
intergenerational knowledge exchange and cultural entrepreneurship: precisely the kind of

revitalisation Bihari (2023) argued is essential for future generations.

6.5 Limitations of the Study
While this study has provided meaningful insights, it is not without limitations. The reliance on
secondary data restricted opportunities for broader participant engagement, and the

autoethnographic lens reflects a personal perspective that may not represent all Pacific
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experiences. The scope was also geographically focused on Auckland, which may limit

generalisability to other regions or contexts.

6.7 Final Reflections: Tautua as Research

This research has been more than an academic exercise; it has been a calling, a return, and a
reckoning. Walking this path as the daughter of Samoan migrants, as a former Polyfest
performer, and now as a researcher, has been profoundly transformative. Each step has drawn
me closer to the heartbeat of my people, reminding me that scholarship is not separate from

service—it is service.

As a form of tautua, this work honours the silent sacrifices of my parents, the wisdom of our
elders, and the fierce resilience of our ancestors. Their stories are woven through every word,
every reflection, every insight. This dissertation is mine—it is also theirs. It is part of a larger
legacy, a continuation of the work they began: protecting our languages, uplifting our youth, and

holding firm to identity in lands that often fail to see us.

Cultural festivals are not decorative—they are declarations. They are living archives of Pacific
memory, creativity, and resistance. They are spaces where our voices are amplified, our
traditions embodied, and our futures imagined. In a city as vast and complex as Auckland,
where cultures intersect and identities evolve, these festivals must be recognised not as side

events, but as central pillars of belonging, healing, and hope.
O le alai le pule o le tautua—the pathway to leadership is through service.

And so, | offer this work as a small act of tautua—an offering grounded in love, responsibility,
and unwavering pride. It is a tribute to the past, a dialogue with the present, and a commitment
to the generations yet to come. May it stand as a reminder that our stories matter, our voices
carry power, and our cultural service—whether on the stage, in the home, or through research—

is a sacred leadership in itself.
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