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Abstract 

Pasifika people of transgender experience are exposed to multiple levels of systematic injustice 

because of New Zealand’s imperialist social structure. A system that created, and continues to 

reproduce, unsafe workplaces for people of transgender experience Resulting in precarious 

effects around job security, and a heavy reliance on their personal resilience to survive. Posing 

the question, how do we create safe, inclusive and resilience enhancing work environments for 

people of transgender experience? We conceptualised that Third-Places, places outside of work 

and home where people could foster wellbeing, was an avenue to explore Pasifika people of 

transgender experience’s safety. To understand their realities, we used biographical interviews 

and photo-elicitation to narrate and illustrate the stories of five people – Sonya, Teuila, Lena, 

Angie and Li. The overall research methodology was guided by the principles of Teu Le Vā; 

praxis in accordance with Talanoa; and interpretations based on three indigenous frameworks 

– Fa’afaletui, Kakala and Tivaevae – alongside intersectional and Third-Place concepts. Data 

collection consisted of an initial biographical interview and workplace mapping exercise, a 

two-week photography period followed by a final photo elicitation interview. Three cases were 

produced: Sonya and Teuila; Lena and Angie; and Li. Their journeys inform us that the 

insistence of heterosexist, cissexist transphobic attitudes dominate safety experiences. To 

continue living in these places, they identified people as critical determinants of safety 

experience; and contributory to their resilience as resistors of cissexism, heterosexism and 

transphobia. Therefore, the underlying colonial histories that create notions of difference and 

essentialism need to be dismantled and deconstructed; whereby disempowering environments 

can be recreated by those it immediately affects. In this case, Pasifika people of transgender 

experience.  
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Positionality 

Living authentically is, in itself, an act of resistance, social transformation and empowerment. 

I, Seraphine Ekita Williams, have experienced life as both an insider and outcast. When I say 

this, I refer to existing at the intersections of class, race, gender and sex as a New Zealand born 

Samoan woman. My parents moved here during the 1980s and, like many Pasifika people who 

migrated to New Zealand during that time, felt the pressure of a society that became 

progressively racist towards Pasifika people; but continued to grow fruit in the most unfertile 

soils through hard-work, their limited knowledge of the English language and through a support 

network consisting of family and close friends. Life could have been a smooth sail, however, 

prior to my birth, my family experienced financial turmoil because of changes to worker 

policies that pushed my father out of a job. By the time I was born, we became a family that 

struggled to survive. 

During a time where Pasifika people’s rights were heavily threatened, my parents 

protested by continuing to live amongst it all. Speaking to their children that our existence in 

places such as school, university and in professional work; were evidence of social change for 

our family and community. At the time, I did not understand but kept those teachings in my 

mind, heart and soul as motivation for all that I did. It was not until I began realising who I 

was, as a girl and a woman, that existence as resistance became a reality. For as long as I could 

remember, I always knew that I did not fit in. My mannerisms, behaviour and interests fit both 

boy and girl which, according to my family and people I encountered at school and locally, 

was unacceptable. I did not understand this because I took all I did as simply part of human 

life, however, little did I know, there lurked a harmful gender system that actively compressed 

people into jigsaw pieces that fit into a colonial puzzle. 

At first, I thought people around were simply bigoted, however, after reflecting on my 

identities as complex to experience; I realised that it was a colonial system that force-fed people 

such harmful ideals, constructs and categories. This was because race related prejudice and 

discrimination I experienced was almost unheard to European groups, people of a higher 

working class did not struggle financially like my parents, children from wealthier families did 

not worry about their daily meals like myself, and men did not experience equal levels of 

oppression as did women. These were a few of the many eye-opening experiences that I 

encountered as a child and, to this day, struggle to overcome. Because, like each of the 

participants in this study, I have been negotiating my place in this world as many things: a 
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Samoan; a woman; a child of working-class parents; a person privileged to be educated; a 

professional worker; and a sports person. 

Although this does not place me in the clearance for working with people of transgender 

experience, my reflections about experience across identities has given me a glance into the 

possible realities of participant’s day-to-day lives. Also, being a person of Pasifika background, 

I pride myself in my abilities to relate to other Pasifika people in ways that can only be 

described as “Pasifika”. Thus, I found myself at a place of confidence approaching this project 

as competent in my skills to relate, empathise and sympathise with others. However, I remain 

aware that ethnic relatedness does not grant me permission to work with, and for, people of 

transgender experience. Rather, it was the informed approach from personal experience, 

scholarship, advisors who identified as Pasifika and as people of transgender experience; that 

allowed me to work alongside Sonya, Teuila, Lena, Angie and Li. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Pasifika people of transgender experience, either by personal or political choice, or through 

economic necessity, occupy a unique space that challenges New Zealand society to reassess its 

insistence that only two gender categories, man and woman, exist (cf. van der Meulen, Durisin, 

& Love, 2013). Within the work place, it is highly important to recognise how the intersections 

of race, class, gender and sex can affect their relative experiences and wellbeing. These cannot 

be understood separately from the dominant social and cultural arrangements that perpetuate 

colonial assumptions of gender and sex; constructing Pasifika transgender identities as deviant, 

pathological and predatory (cf. Chakraborti and Garland, 2014). In this research, the concept 

of decolonial intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1993) offers a framework for understanding the 

various ways in which race and gender interact to shape the multiple dimensions of their 

employment experiences. In this chapter, I will build on these ideas by exploring the ways in 

which race and gender intersect in shaping the structural, political, representational and spatial 

aspects of discrimination against Pasifika transgender people. 

The Human Rights Commission Transgender Report (2007) inquiry into discrimination 

experienced by people of transgender experience in New Zealand acknowledged that they face 

significant discrimination in their day-to-day lives. The commission called for submissions and 

held eight days of hearings in Wellington, Central and South Auckland, Christchurch and 

Dunedin. The inquiry received 128 written or oral submissions, with close to 200 people 

participating in the process. The people of transgender experience who made submissions to 

the inquiry came from diverse communities throughout New Zealand. Among them were 

farmers, business people, nurses, community workers, librarians, artists, students and 

academics, sex workers, project managers, tradespeople, parents and grandparents. 

Most of the submissions about discrimination focused on employment. Discrimination 

took many forms: refusal to hire, bullying, misgendering (/using non-preferred names and 

pronouns), bathroom discrimination by organisations and staff members, and unfair dismissal. 

Although Employment New Zealand outline several inclusive policies that are meant to prevent 

employment discrimination for people of transgender experience, evidence produced in reports 

like that of the Human Rights Commission inquiry demonstrated how organisational structure 

and authority supersede the usefulness of such policies. 

In this chapter, the literature pertaining to Pasifika people of transgender experience in 

employment are explored. Experiences of employment precarity demonstrate organisational 

practices detrimental to inclusion that need to be dismantled, deconstructed and redeveloped in 
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collaboration with those who bear the brunt of such inequities. This will be critically discussed 

in five sections: (1) Pasifika and Western perspectives of gender – An assessment of the cultural 

conflicts between Western and Pasifika indigenous views on what the term  transgender or trans 

means, and how this impacted Pasifika people of transgender experience’s lives at work; (2) At 

the intersections of class, race and gender – An in depth view on how Pasifika people of 

transgender experience’s identities (Pasifika, transgender, male/female/nonbinary, generation 

and age) act as targets of suppression, and the way this occurs within both Western sand 

Pasifika indigenous cultures; (3) Precarity and Pasifika – A critical analysis of key movements 

within New Zealand’s neoliberal economy , and how it has exacerbated the proliferation of 

hetero/cissexism and racism within employment systems; (4) Employment rights and 

protections for transgender people – An overview of current attempts to create safe working 

environments for people of transgender experience; (5) Transphobia-free workplaces: 

Inclusion, Third-Places and Resilience –provides an overview of how we can build safe and 

inclusive environments that foster resilience and empowerment; (6) The current study – A brief 

overview regarding the current study’s research questions and aims. 

  

Pasifika and Western perspectives of gender 

Terminology within the transgender community is dynamic, contested and has changed 

over time, so it is important to recognise the need for sensitivity when it is used within particular 

contexts (Williams & Groot, 2017). Such complexities when defining themselves within a Pan-

Pasifika transgender community in New Zealand is informed by an integration of Western and 

an indigenous Pasifika understanding of gender. Generally, transgender is an umbrella term for 

people whose gender identity and/or gender expression differs from that typically associated 

with the sex they were assigned at birth. Gender identity has been defined as a person’s internal, 

deeply felt sense of their gender, whereas sex is the division and classification of people as 

either male or female on the basis of their reproductive functions. At birth, infants are assigned 

a sex of male or female, usually based on the appearance of their external anatomy – male: 

penis, female: vagina. Most people have a gender identity of man or woman (or boy or girl). 

People under the transgender umbrella may describe themselves using one or more of a wide 

variety of terms — including, among others, transgender, non-binary, genderqueer, gender 

variant, gender non-conforming or gender diverse. It is respectful to use the descriptive term 

and associated pronouns preferred by the person; too often this respect is denied to those in the 

transgender community. 
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It is important to note that some might not identify with any such terms, instead using 

conceptual terms drawn from indigenous languages to inform their identities (Roen & Groot, 

2019). Across an indigenous Pasifika, both in contemporary times and historically, there are 

many differing terms that describe people who do not conform to the Western gender binary of 

boy/girl or man/woman. Fa’afafine (Samoa), fakaleiti (Tonga), ‘akava’ine (Cook Island), māhū 

(Hawai’i), vaka sa lewa (Fiji), raerae (Tahiti), or fiafifine (Niue) are Pasifika terms describing 

the wider non-conforming, gender and sexually diverse community within the Pan-Pasifika 

(Schmidt, 2011). These people have been an integrated part of their respective societies and 

have encountered difficulties while adjusting to life in New Zealand, whereby our gender 

system does not easily recognise individuals who sit between boy/girl and man/woman 

(Schmidt, 2011). Understanding terminological variation is crucial, as these terms are 

sometimes misappropriated by non-Pasifika people and used interchangeably with terms such 

as transgender but, are best understood within their cultural context. On a cautionary note, 

expecting Pasifika people of transgender experience to address such distinctions can be 

culturally insensitive and offensive unless invited to do so: whereby a person can claim and 

embrace a treasured identity and disprove any unwanted assumptions of who they are. Though 

some may argue that the use of Pasifika indigenous specific terms is more appropriate, recent 

research has suggested that these terms are also edged with meanings and assumptions that 

have been misconstrued through every day dialogue and media (GLAAD, 2016; Schmidt, 

2011; Williams & Groot, 2017). 

Throughout this thesis, I will use the term ‘Pasifika people of transgender experience’ 

(transgender and/or trans as shorthand) to refer to Pasifika people who identify as transgender 

where appropriate. I use this terminology to respect and acknowledge the diversity in 

identification amongst the transgender community. They might identify with either or most of 

the following: transgender; indigenous gender markers; non-conforming; and/or only man/boy 

or woman/girl (Love Life Fono, 2018). To refer to the interested ethnic groups I use the term 

Pasifika. Though Pacific has been widely used to refer to people from the islands of Polynesia, 

Melanesia and Micronesia here, I use Pasifika for its significance in New Zealand’s socio-

political and immigration movements. Pasifika reclaims a colonial ethnic identity that 

generalised Pasifika nations as one in the same which, if anthropologically explored, is far from 

true: “The fact that as a term, it ‘originated’ from us, is of no small consequence because being 

able to define ourselves is an issue of control” (Samu, 1998, p. 209)  

Altering one's assigned birth sex (embodiment or transitioning) is not a one-step 

procedure; it is a complex process that occurs over a long period of time. Embodiment, a term 
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I will use to reference the practice of affirming one’s gender identity as opposed to transitioning 

which infers a change in gender identity, includes some or all of the following personal, medical 

and legal steps: telling one's family, friends and co-workers; using a different name and new 

pronouns; dressing differently; changing one's name and/or sex on legal documents; hormone 

therapy; and possibly (though not always) one or more types of surgery. A transgender identity 

is not dependent on medical procedures. The steps involved in transition are deeply personal, 

vary from person to person, and can be made before, during or after employment (GLAAD, 

n.d.; Navetta, 2016). While diverse sexualities have made some significant gains in social 

acceptance, gender-diverse identities and expressions are not as widely recognised, protected 

or affirmed by society and/or public policy (Roen & Groot, 2019). 

The rigid gender binary has complicated Pasifika people of transgender experience’s 

place in New Zealand. In New Zealand, and across many colonised nations, the gender binary 

is embedded within people’s daily lives and perpetuated through the political, economic and 

social systems; making it difficult to identify and dismantle (Brookes, 2017). In contrast, sex 

and gender in Pasifika nations are not only tied to the reproductive organs but rather the role 

people play in their family and the wider community. Pasifika people of transgender experience 

in Samoa, Tonga, Hawai’i and Tahiti are considered a unique group separate from the 

male/female population: where they can navigate life enacting and drawing on both masculine 

and feminine roles (Farran, 2010; Zanghellini, 2013). For Pasifika people of transgender 

experience who have recently migrated to Western countries such as New Zealand, assimilation 

can be traumatic and challenging as cisgender people (people who are gendered in a way that 

is consistent with their sex at birth) express discomfort towards their appearance and behaviour. 

These daily realities demonstrate the persistence of the gender binary as normative in New 

Zealand, and the friction between Pasifika and Western beliefs of gender. 

Pasifika people of transgender experience are a respected community across the 

Pasifika. They are valued for their caring nature, intellectual abilities and physical 

contributions. Many families have spoken of the importance they served in the caring of the 

young, old and sick; whilst others have witnessed the hardworking and dedicated ethic of their 

people. Despite their many competencies, the introduction of Christianity and religion during 

the Euro-British colonisation of the Pasifika Islands introduced Western conservatism and 

shame into their villages. Harmony amongst Pasifika and the Pasifika transgender community 

has experienced disturbance, and restoration can only be achieved by Pasifika people who are 

self-critiquing of ‘traditional’ gender norms (Williams & Groot, 2017; Zanghellini, 2013). 
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Across the pan-Pasifika, assumptions of gender essentialism – the idea that men and 

women have inherent, unique, and natural attributes that qualify them as separate genders – 

complicates the lives of Pasifika peoples of transgender experience, and so raises the 

importance of addressing the narrow gender definition that close the door to people within the 

non-conforming, gender and sexually diverse community. 

  

At the intersections of class, race and gender 

Pasifika transgender identities are unique, complex and challenging. Their gender, 

sexuality, ethnicity, race, class, age, and bodily capabilities are hallmarks of who they are, and 

how they might be treated day-to-day (Nash, 2008). Intersectional approaches allow for a focus 

that goes beyond single-factor ways of thinking about identity and, instead, considers the 

complex intersections of many aspects of a person’s identity. As Nash puts it, intersectionality 

is “the notion that subjectivity is constituted by mutually reinforcing vectors of race, gender, 

class, and sexuality” (Nash, 2008, p. 2). This means, for instance, paying attention to the fact 

that a person of transgender experience’s life is not only affected by how they are gendered, 

but also by their ethnicity, age, culture, ability, religion, sexuality, and so on. As Cornell (cited 

in Anae, 1997 p. 132) contends,  

“…we name ourselves and others, and in so doing assign a place in a 

classificatory scheme. But in the process of naming or labelling we invariably do more. 

The label is a referent, a symbol…a condensation of knowledge, facts, fictional 

accounts, assumptions, attitudes that describe what it means to be a particular type of 

person….it is…an entire narrative…it becomes our story.” 

Intersectional approaches emerged in the late 1980s and early 1990s in the context of 

critical race studies and, particularly, U.S. legal theorising around the interrelated effects of 

racialisation and gendering (Nash, 2008). The term was coined by Kimberley Crenshaw (1989) 

and intersectional approaches have been taken up extensively within feminist research 

(Carastathis, 2014). An intersectional approach is one that I take in this thesis. It is hoped it 

will draw attention to the complexity and diversity of Pasifika people of transgender 

experience’s lives, and to ensure that the focus is very specifically not centred on Palagi 

(White), middle class, and otherwise privileged transgender people. Who it is possible to be, 

and what it is possible to do, are structured by the effects of minoritisation (Roen & Groot, 

2019). The emotional well-being of Pasifika transgender people; the challenges they face; the 
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search for a community of support and others of similar identity; and the search for a 

professional environment and colleagues who are well-informed about their issues; are all 

conditioned by the sense of isolation, the experience of being misunderstood and misjudged, 

and the risk of being subject to exclusion and violence (Williams & Groot, 2017; Roen & Groot, 

2019). That is, Pasifika people of transgender experience’s daily lives are conditioned by the 

imposed effects of minoritisation. 

Working well with Pasifika people of transgender experience means working against 

the effects of minoritisation. This can be done by developing a framework of understanding 

that focuses attention on gendering as a process, rather than focusing on a discrete group of 

people (Roen & Groot, 2019). Understanding gendering as a process involves considering that 

all people are gendered, that gendering is a multifaceted phenomenon that is not well 

represented by straight-forward binary categories (feminine / masculine), and that all people 

come to be positioned in diverse ways in relation to gender. In this sense, all people are part of 

the diverse spectrum of possibilities that are part of gendering (Roen & Groot, 2019). Viewed 

like this, Pasifika people of transgender experience do not need to be constructed as a small or 

unusual minority group, standing out from an overwhelming majority of cisgendered people. 

Taking such a norm-critical perspective can help to reposition Pasifika people of transgender 

experience as valid and agentic subjects, and to expose the constructed nature of normative, 

binary gender (Roen & Groot, 2019). Nevertheless, hegemonic understandings of gender (as 

binary and tied to bodily sex/genitalia) do produce minoritisation which has severe effects, 

including negative psychophysical consequences, for Pasifika people of transgender experience 

(Williams & Groot, 2017). 

It is worth asking whether intersectionality permeates deep enough in challenging the 

Eurocentric bias of current psychological theory, teaching and practice. Colonialism enforces 

an ideology of cisgenderism, which denigrates and pathologises gender identities that do not 

align with a person’s assigned sex at birth or challenges Eurocentric gender norms (Shelton, 

2015). This has significant implications for social psychology which requires an examination 

of issues of power and privilege in modes of practice and the construction of knowledge (Sonn, 

2006). Dissatisfaction with the unquestioned, derivative, and explicative nature of social 

psychological research that is deeply rooted in individualistic strands of Eurocentric 

psychology has led many indigenous researchers to look outside the discipline in order to begin 

solving the devastating problems within their own communities (Groot, Rua, Masters-Awatere, 

Dudgeon, & Garvey, 2012). In a stolen country built on the colonial construction of sex and 
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gender, Pasifika people of transgender experience are confronted with socio-political spheres 

of oppression and subjugation. 

  

Precarity and Pasifika 

The history between the diverse Pacific Nations and New Zealand is complex and not 

without tension. New Zealand is a former colonial administrator of Niue and the Cook Islands, 

both of which are now self-ruling but in free association. Samoa was also under New Zealand’s 

colonial administration but moved towards and successfully gained independence in 1962; and 

Tokelau is a dependent territory of New Zealand. In contrast, Fiji and Tonga do not have a 

formal colonial history with New Zealand. These different histories have influenced 

experiences of migration and settlement within New Zealand (Manuela & Anae, 2017). 

Significant waves of migration from the Pasifika occurred during the 1950s and 1970s in 

response to labour demands in New Zealand. It was during this time the term ‘Pacific Islander’ 

was coined, creating a perception of a single group, despite Pasifika peoples not viewing their 

selves in this way (Macpherson, 2001). An economic recession and increasing unemployment 

during the 1970s saw populist opinion framing Pasifika migrants as a strain on social support 

systems, leading to immigration crackdowns targeting Pasifika peoples. 

The 1970s Dawn Raids was, and continues to be, a significant wound on the wellness 

of Pasifika people across the nation. During this time, night and early morning police raids on 

homes of alleged ‘overstayers’ and street checks for proof of residency were targeted towards 

those of Pasifika descent. As Samoans and Tongans entered New Zealand under immigration 

policies, and not under New Zealand citizenship laws like Cook Islanders and Niuean’s, the 

impact of Dawn Raids was more pronounced on those communities. That is, of those persecuted 

for overstaying their visa conditions during the Dawn Raids, 86% were Pasifika. The unequal 

impact of the immigration crackdown saw 86% of people prosecuted for overstaying their visa 

conditions being Pasifika, despite Pacific peoples making up only a third of this group. The 

majority of people that were overstaying were from Europe and North America. There are 

numerous examples of resistance against discrimination during this time, including the 

prominence of the Polynesian Panthers: a group that actively confronted oppression through 

political activism, support and advocacy for Pasifika peoples (Anae, 2006) The rise of The 

Polynesian Panthers inspired critical views regarding the Dawn Raids, and has ever since 

informed us about our government as a centre of racism and capitalism; 



8  

 

“The revolution we openly rap about is one of total change. The revolution is 

one to liberate to us from racism, oppression and capitalism. We see many of our 

problems of oppression and racism are tools of this society’s outlook based on 

capitalism; hence for total change one must change society altogether.” (Polynesian 

Panther Party, 1975). 

Media fearmongering about Pasifika peoples as ‘overstayers’ labelled us as a group 

incapable of living life as ‘honest NZers [New Zealanders]’ (Loto, et al., 20006). It situated 

them at the periphery of New Zealand’s social and economic system as a group that is of less 

value, under-unemployed, undereducated, criminalised and unwanted. The concept of the 

precariat links to situations and experiences of uncertainty, dependency, powerlessness, 

perilousness and insufficiency (Groot, van Ommen, Masters-Awatere, & Tassell-Matamua, 

2017). We live in a classist society, where our social class can either hinder or enhance access 

to employment, health and education. A significant portion of Pasifika peoples and families 

occupy the lowest socio-economic groups as a consequence of historical, systemic racial 

oppression and intergenerational trauma (Anae, 1997; Loto, et al., 2006; Wright, 1979). 

Finding employment can be difficult for people who are visibly transgender, and for 

people of transgender experience who do not wish to conform to one gender or the other 

(Tannehill, 2018; Williams & Groot, 2017). To be able to participate as ordinary members of 

society, people of transgender experience must embody white norms of wo/manhood – 

domesticity, respectability and heterosexuality – otherwise referred to as ‘passing’ (Glover, 

2016; Tannehill, 2018). ‘Passing’ is a derogatory term that refers to a person of transgender 

experience’s ability to go through daily life without others assuming that they are transgender. 

The term is problematic because ‘passing’ implies ‘passing as something you're not’. It is a 

loaded and outdated term that fosters a rhetoric of transgender people actively engaging in 

trickery and deception, rather than simply being their true selves (Williams & Groot, 2017). 

The everyday lives of those who do not pass are etched with humiliation, violence and hate in 

the public war zone (Human Rights Commission Transgender Report, 2007). In employment, 

passing can be the difference between being hired and fired, attaining passing privilege then is 

critical for many trans people, and the difference in quality of life is overwhelming (Catalano, 

2015; Glover, 2016; Williams & Groot, 2017). 

Identifying the cause of discrimination against Pasifika people of transgender 

experience is difficult because identities are interdependent, and their salience relies on the 

surrounding socio-political context. For instance, the decision to refuse hiring a Pasifika person 
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of transgender experience may have been informed by the insistence of racist attitudes towards 

Pasifika people in non-diverse private/public institutes. For women of transgender experience, 

this may be equally related to their gender since women are largely underrepresented in the 

workforce; particularly in fields dominated by men (science, technology, engineering and 

mathematics) (De Welde & Laursen, 2011). At the same time, this may also be informed by 

attitudes of transphobia depending on whether the workplace values and embraces transgender 

people as integral members of their organisation. Pin-pointing the root cause of discrimination 

is difficult, and effective solutions or interventions can only be established with a holistic view. 

UK economist, Guy Standing (2011), refers to the precariat as a class-in-the-making. A 

social class typified by various forms of insecurity due to a lack of opportunities to; consistently 

gain income at liveable levels, retain a position of skill and access career mobility via the 

development of these skills, work in physically and psychologically safe circumstances, avoid 

being fired at a whim and have an influence via collective action (Groot et.al.; 2017). Further, 

as members of a minority group within a minority, Pasifika peoples of transgender experience 

employment contexts are tainted by racism and transphobia. Locating a single cause is difficult 

because particular identities are oppressed in a world dominated by and structured to maintain 

White cis/heteronormative privilege. We have substantial evidence to suggest that cissexism 

(the assumption that cis people’s gender identities, expressions, and embodiments are ‘natural’ 

and more legitimate than those of trans people) and transphobia permeate the New Zealand 

landscape (Human Rights Commission Transgender Report, 2007). If we are to ensure the 

wellbeing of people at work, and beyond to the wider community, then we are compelled to 

address these inequities. 

  

Employment rights and protections for transgender people 

Decolonising the imperialist systems of capitalist societies is key to identifying areas of 

economic and political injustice, meaning: the unequal and unequitable distribution of wealth 

and rights amongst members of a country (Huygens, 2011).  New Zealand’s deregulated and 

decentralised economy since the 1980s has impacted the employment rights of minority groups; 

particularly so for Pasifika people of transgender experience. The Employment Contracts Act 

(ECA) 1991, a law allowing private organisations to control the employee-employer 

relationship, has limited the effectiveness of unionism after abolishing compulsory union 

membership for workers (Morrison, 1996). Arbitration of disputes over employment related 

rights were demolished, and organisations registered within the private sector prepared and 
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declared employment policies that would capitalise worker efforts. The ECA is dangerous for 

many Pasifika people of transgender experience who work in private sectors, as unions now 

lack direct influence on employee-employer relations as it did prior to the ECA (Morrison, 

1996; Olssen, 2010). Organisational members that discriminate against Pasifika people of 

transgender experience based on gender, sexual and/or racial identity are often not reprimanded 

because the ECA offers them protection in private owned property. And it is usually up to the 

Human Resources department or senior leaders to discipline the case, or external parties such 

as the Human Rights Commission or the New Zealand Council of Trade Unions. 

To revive workplace safety for the non-conforming, gender and sexually diverse 

community the Human Rights Act (HRA) 1993 was reviewed to include people of transgender 

experience. Regardless of these efforts, there is much evidence to suggest that the law has failed 

to produce workplaces free from transphobia and discrimination against people of transgender 

experience. Ambiguity in anti-transgender discrimination employment law is an obvious 

reference. This is clearly exemplified in Employment New Zealand’s website stating, 

“Transgender people may be protected under the Human Rights Act 1993 from 

unlawful discrimination on the grounds of gender identity in the workplace but this has 

not been tested in New Zealand courts” (Ministry of Business Innovation & 

Employment, 2016). 

Empirical evidence from New Zealand based research has shown that the HRA is 

indeed ineffective (Harris, 2018; Human Rights Commission Transgender Report, 2007). Many 

men and women of transgender experience working in, and are users of, various industrial, 

private, public and corporate sectors have reported experiencing anti-transgender prejudice and 

discrimination to this date (Harris, 2018; Leask, 2015). This includes people of transgender 

experience in renowned leadership roles. Pasifika people of transgender experience are mostly 

susceptible to scrutiny and public shaming as Western and Pasifika indigenous views of gender 

are conflated, and confused as abnormal (Human Rights Commission Transgender Report, 

2007; Williams & Groot, 2017). The Human Rights Commission report entitled, “To be who I 

am” (2007) discovered that the HRA lacked enforcement and clarity around the protection of 

trans people specifically. Section 21 (1) (a) and (1) (m) of the HRA posits that discrimination 

on the basis of sex and sexual orientation is unacceptable, without mention of gender identity 

which where many anti-transgender discrimination and prejudices arise. 

High levels of un- and under-employment are experienced by people whose lives are 

deeply affected by anti-trans stigma (Bauer et al. 2011). For many people of transgender 
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experience, workplace discrimination and an absence of anti-discrimination laws and policies 

addressing gender identity result in precarious employment and lack of job security (van der 

Meulen, Durisin, & Love, 2013). As New Zealand strives to effectively sustain a healthy 

national economy and remain a viable competitor within the global market, one could argue 

that neoliberal ideologies have degraded moral and social responsibility. This has resulted in 

the creation of a New Zealand work environment and system that is inherently cis/heterosexist, 

sexist, racist, and that prioritises capitalistic gains over the welfare of those within its bounds. 

It follows then, that those who are unable to access and thrive in this worker-responsible system 

are likely to experience declines in financial security, and personal and familial wellbeing. 

Pasifika people of transgender experience are rendered particularly vulnerable as protection 

from unlawful discrimination on the basis of worker rights is rarely reinforced or regulated; 

and the power of disciplinary authority remains with employers themselves who, in certain 

cases, perpetuate systematic injustices. As a result, many Pasifika people of transgender 

experience have had to turn to their family, friends, community and themselves in an attempt 

to overcome these unjust challenges. 

  

Transphobia-free workplaces: Inclusion, Third-Places & resilience 

Inclusive workplaces are essentially safe for employees of Pasifika and transgender 

identities. In such workplaces, people of transgender experience embody their authenticity; 

whether it be as non-conforming, transgender and/or cisman/woman. Embracing difference, 

and seeing beyond physical appearance centred around Eurocentric ideologies, is an ideal work 

environment where their bodies are not constantly inspected and scrutinised, depending on 

whether they ‘pass’ (are perceived as cisgender) or not. Ensuring rights to self-expression, 

denotes value via participation in decision-making processes (Vincenza, Lasio, De Simone, & 

Serri, 2014). The ability to meaningfully contribute to organisation-wide practices is an 

important aspect of being a valued organisational member. Inclusivity does not only depend on 

policy, but it also relies on the physical and social characterisation of environments as safe and 

empowering. Third-Places, and an understanding of a resilience framework that is empowering, 

serve a practical solution to this. This section unpacks these ideas further and is divided into 

three sub-sections: Inclusion, Third-Places and resilience. 
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 Inclusion 

In New Zealand, there is a large shift towards creating work environments that are 

inclusive of personal biographies such as race, gender, sexuality and disability for many reasons 

(Diversity Works, n.d.). Some being that inclusion of diverse people improves decision making, 

increases innovation and ‘long-term profit’ (Stevens, Plaut, & Sanchez-Burks, 2008). 

Nevertheless, when working with diverse genders and sexualities, organisations face difficulty 

engaging with such changes as transphobia underlies employment policies, practices and 

workplace settings. The absence of gender-neutral bathrooms is an obvious sign of this, and so 

are displays of disgust when people of transgender experience occupy certain workplaces 

(Harris, 2018; Williams & Groot, 2016). 

Workplace inclusion for Pasifika people of transgender experience involves 

consideration, protection and exercising of their rights. This includes access to a work 

environment where they are accepted and valued. Their rights need to be equal and equitable 

to their cisgender heterosexual counterparts: because Pasifika transgender identities are diverse 

and complex, it is critical to account for the needs of all their people in employment policy and 

working environments. They have no single way of expressing or presenting who they are: 

some prefer to live as cisgender identified people, whereas others live openly as transgender, 

non-binary or with the identifier specific to their respective cultural group. Therefore, breaking 

gender essentialism is key to creating inclusionary atmospheres. 

To recreate inclusivity, bathroom usage and physical presentation have been indicated 

as important. Policies that allow people to use their preferred name and pronoun are principle: 

particularly for people of transgender experience who have not changed their legal name due 

to personal or economic choice. Male and female bathrooms at work do not allow the freedom 

of use, nor do they bring feelings of safety and dignity, due to the fear of bathroom 

discrimination and a labelling system that assumes gender is based on your genitals. Therefore, 

it has been identified that gender neutral bathrooms be installed to supplement the liminality of 

gender identities; and equal weight placed on the use of gender binary bathrooms by people of 

transgender experience without question (Human Rights Commission Transgender Report, 

2007; Williams & Groot, 2017). Also, allowing people of transgender experience to wear the 

uniform, and dress in ways, they prefer or see as convergent with their gender identity. These 

changes are stepping stones towards a transgender friendly workplace free from transphobia. 

Creating workplaces through people of transgender experience’s eyes, specifically 

Pasifika people of transgender experience, is inevitable for workplace inclusion. However, little 
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has been discovered regarding the requirements, practicalities and implications for this specific 

group. Perhaps their Third-Place, a place where escapism and social identification is flourished 

(Oldenburg & Brissett, 1982), can reveal social and physical conditions for future planning and 

implementation. 

  Third-Places 

The terms space and place tend to be used interchangeably. However, the two terms 

represent separate concepts, interacting in a dynamic relationship. Lefebvre (1991) argued that 

space is understood as the physical and social landscape which is imbued with meaning in 

everyday place-bound social practices which emerge over varying spatial and temporal scales. 

Place is context-specific and rich in meaning. It is a context that inhabits our personal 

memories, experiences, and associations we may have within it. Space, however, is a more 

abstract concept than place. While the places we occupy and move through are constantly 

creating and moulding our identities (e.g. work, school, church, home), space allows us to 

explore those identities. Without space, we may become consumed by our places (oppressive 

work environments). Yet our lives require the nourishment of both. As humanistic geographer, 

Yi-Fu Tuan (1977; p. 3), describes: “Place is security, space is freedom: we are attached to the 

one and long for the other”. 

Modelling the physical and social work environment, Third-Places are spaces that build 

inclusion, safety and invite diversity. Third-Places refer to those places of belonging, escape 

and personal growth outside of home and work (Oldenburg & Brissett, 1982). The physical and 

social characteristics of Third-Places can be modelled for creating more inclusive spaces for 

people of transgender experience, as well as the wider non-conforming, gender and sexually 

diverse community. In the third place, people are equals, which is why they have traditionally 

been areas of free communication and social change. Social movements like the French 

Revolution and the Civil Rights Movement began in salons and barbershops, two of the most 

powerful Third-Places in history. 

Oldenburg and Brissett (1982) characterised the physical attributes of Third-Places as 

internally colourful but externally blended. A colourful interior can enlighten the mood so to 

encourage social and physical exchanges amongst inhabitants; while the exterior might remain 

inconspicuous to avert attention away from people who may otherwise disturb the activities 

inside it. Its social attributes complement the physical by signalling the inclusion of diverse 

peoples. What this means is social status and qualifications are dismissed, talk is undominated 

by commercial motivations and everyone is provided the space to equally express themselves 
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as fully realised emotional beings. Wexler and Oberlander (2017) offer three variations of 

Third-Place that serve as a starting point to potential manifestation. These are Communitarian, 

Commercial and Virtual Third-Places. 

Communitarian Third-Places are places between work and family which divide central 

life (Dubin, Champoux, & Porter, 1975). These are spaces that rely on government agencies, 

non-profits, religious and spiritual organisations to design, build, operate, finance and maintain. 

A mission driven place that emphasises the importance of volunteerism and open dialogue to 

form civil society (Salamon & Anheier, 1998), so to demolish incivility. Based on ideology, 

these places exist to resolve the ‘social wickedness’ or cruelty of the world: examples are 

homelessness, poverty, sickness, disease, hunger and many others of a social, political, 

economic and climate nature. These require public support for resolution and rely on a moral 

compass that seeks justice from the cruelties that perpetuate disparity. In a Pasifika and 

transgender setting, existence in Communitarian Third-Places are part of an up-bringing that 

emphasise faith and spirituality (Manuela & Sibley, 2013; Williams & Groot, 2017). 

Commercial Third-Places are ‘servicescapes’ that, while providing people with a place 

to relax and escape reality, humanises the shopping or working experience to attract users and 

cliental alike (Aubert-Gamet & Cova, 1999; Wexler & Oberlander, 2017). Urbanisation, 

industrialisation and technological advancements have generated the development of many 

Third Places, to resolve the issue of a “narcissistic” and selfish “Me Society” (Oldenburg & 

Brissett, 1982). Servicescapes rely on a server-customer relationship to maintain the economic 

transaction and leisurely use of the space (Nilsson & Ballantyne, 2014). Examples of such 

places are cafes, bars, bookstores and libraries. Commercial Third-Places have the greatest 

resemblance to workplaces since the primary motivation between both are neoliberal. Though 

this is the case, extrapolating practicalities from Pasifika people of transgender experience’s 

Commercial Third Place may be easier to implement because of the likeness. However, this 

could also be said for Virtual Third-Places due to the advancements in virtuality as necessary 

for communication and work-based tasks. 

Virtual Third-Places are rooted in online and mobile interaction that duplicate face-to 

face relationships, breaks the anonymity of being unknown in a mass society and extends the 

geographical constraints of the local neighbourhood (Wexler & Oberlander, 2017). Mobile, 

computer and laptop devices are methods in which to access virtual space such as 

telecommunication, Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, YouTube, Snapchat, Tinder, Tantan and 

others. The imagined space that is in virtuality allow people to shop (Wolfinbarger & Gilly, 
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2001), make friends (Henderson & Gilding, 2004), share their views (Chiu, Hsu, & Wang, 

2006), formulate intimate bonds and communities of support (Ren, et al., 2012; Wellman & 

Gulia, 2018). Virtual Third-Places are special in that they are a space to disrupt social, political 

and economic issues at national and international level (Tufekci & Wilson, 2012). In the case 

of Pasifika people of transgender experience, their online presence has been more evident 

within the past decade demonstrating that, for the deconstruction and reformation of place, 

virtuality is a place worthy of exploration (LTCR Productions Limited, 2016; The Coconet TV, 

2015; Vice, 2017). 

Workplaces are where culture and identity are negotiated and by which transphobia, 

heterosexism and cissexism can potentially be dismantled through safe and positive dialogue 

(Bianco, Liddicoat, & Crozet, 1999). Transforming or modifying workplaces so that they 

resonate with Third-Places; whether it be Communitarian, Commercial and/or Virtual; could 

amend feelings of discomfort and improve safety. They also empower people through the 

allowance of freedom, self-expression and social integration. However, this needs to be 

understood within the community of transgender experience. Pasifika people of transgender 

experience’s resilience and resistance is an avenue of exploration for considerations of 

empowerment in-practice. 

  Resilience 

Personal resilience is a psychological mechanism that enables people to push beyond 

adversity and feel empowered (Fischer & McKee, 2017). Pasifika people of transgender 

experience are a community affected by several social stigmas that have inhibited their personal 

capabilities to access, attain and maintain life’s necessities (Williams & Groot, 2017). People 

who are part of a largely stigmatised community ward off its’ negative effects using three 

methods: compensation – to outperform societal limitations about personal identity; strategic 

interpretations of social environment – to view atrocities with positivity and a mindset for 

change; and a juggling of identities – to strategically make salient identities that are 

advantageous in context (Shih, 2004). Thereby, depending on personal motives, these become 

one of two resilience forms: coping or empowerment. Resilience conceived in this way is 

individualistically based but, because of the societal pressures Pasifika people of transgender 

experience face in their daily lives, there remains a need to understand resilience strategies until 

resilience enhancing environments become the norm. 

Compared to resilience as coping, its’ empowering counterpart is perhaps more 

beneficial (Shih, 2004) for Pasifika people of transgender experience. Coping models of 
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resilience suggest that stigmatised people adopt strategies to avoid its’ negative impacts 

(Oyserman & Swim, 2001). Instead of creating positive consequences, they actively avoid 

them, however, over time, the constant engagement with these strategies eventually leads to 

‘burnout’. In contrast, empowerment models identify people who seek an understanding of the 

social world to access and create positive outcomes (Oyserman & Swim, 2001). This model 

suggests that overcoming adversity is restorative and enriching, rather than psychologically 

depleting (Corrigan, 1997: 1999). 

However, Indigenous criticisms of resilience theories draws attention to the requirement 

for acceptance of responsibility for our position as disadvantaged peoples (Penehira, Green, 

Smith, & Aspin, 2014). By examining and developing theories and models of resilience we 

must accept our oppression as natural and therefore inevitable, we just need to simply to get 

better at ‘bouncing back’ and being individually resilient. In contrast, resistance movements 

(such as the Polynesian Panthers), represents an approach of collective defiance against 

oppression. Indigenous resistance exposes the inequitable distribution of power, and actively 

seeks to oppose negative social, political and economic domination. Existing as trans is an act 

of resistance in an environment that constantly seeks to devalue their sense of being. Resilience 

is one of many inter-related Indigenous approaches which, all together, constitute a system for 

responding to colonial oppression (Penehira, Green, Tuhiwai Smith, & Aspin, 2014). 

Challenging the place of racism, colonialism and cissexism in our workplaces and beyond, as 

opposed to simply continuing to explore ways to be resilient, is critical. In this thesis we will 

explore acts of resistance and resilience in Pasifika peoples of transgender experience 

workplace and beyond. 

  

The Current Study 

The current study is located in New Zealand most populous city, Auckland, and seeks 

to explore Pasifika peoples of transgender experience lives in employment, home and beyond 

to the creation of a Third Place. It was theorised that understanding their Third-Place and 

resiliency could inform how workplace environments can be transformed to enhance safety and 

human flourishing. The research aims to provide a richer understanding of the following 

questions: (1) What constitutes a third place for Pasifika people of transgender experience; (2) 

How does space and place or the physical and social environment impact a sense of belonging 

for Pasifika peoples of transgender experience and; (3) What forms of resistance and resilience 

do Pasifika peoples of transgender experience enact in the workplace and beyond. 
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In the next chapter I will provide an overview of the Teu Le Vā research methodology; 

the principles that guided the biographical interviews and photo elicitation process which are 

drawn from the Talanoa Framework; and the interpretive framework embedded within three 

Pasifika ethnic specific models to compliment the three Island nations represented by the 

participants – Fa’afaletui, Kakala and Tivaevae. Following this, the analyses chapters 

document how five Pasifika people of transgender experience make a place for themselves 

through work and beyond and construct an associated sense of self. The thesis is completed in 

chapter six through an exploration of key findings in relation to the existing literature and 

explores the implications for how we, as a society, might extend our understandings of, and 

responses to, precarity in the lives of Pasifika peoples of transgender experience. I explore how 

concepts of work, resilience, relationships, identities, place, and transitions in space and place 

have been deployed throughout the case studies to foreground the complexities of daily life for 

Pasifika people of transgender experience. 
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Chapter 2: Research Methodology 

Research exploring peoples meaning-making processes requires a robust methodology that is 

sensitive to the needs of those involved. That is, a research practice and model that caters to the 

nuances of Pasifika and transgender perspectives and can capture the personal, cultural, social, 

political and economic dimensions of experience. Given this, the researcher adopted Teu Le 

Vā as the overall research methodology; the principles that guided practice of biographical 

interviews and photo elicitation were based on the Talanoa Framework; and the interpretive 

framework dependent on three Pasifika ethnic specific models which coincided with the 

participants ethnic data – Fa’afaletui, Kakala and Tivaevae. 

This chapter outlines the overall methodology in the following sections: (1) Research 

setting – a rationale for why Auckland was chosen as the primary area of interest; (2) 

Overarching research framework: Teu Le vā – justification for why teu le vā was used as an 

overall framework for the research; (3) Research practice: Talanoa – discussions around how 

teu le vā and talanoa were used in synchrony, and why it was important to use talanoa as the 

practising framework for the biographical interviews and photo elicitation; (4) Interpretive 

framework: Fa’afaletui, Kakala and Tivaevae – a brief about each interpretive framework and 

why they were selected; (5) Participant recruitment, procedure and ethics – an overview of the 

recruitment process, research procedure by timeline, ethical approval and how it applied; (7) 

Photo elicitation and case based research – outlines the tenets of photo elicitation and case 

based research, and why this was selected as an appropriate method for data collection and 

analysis. 

 

Research Setting 

In New Zealand, Auckland is the largest urban area in the country, with an urban 

population of around 1.5 million people (33.5% of the total population) (Samu, 2016; Word 

Population Review, 2017). A diverse and multicultural city, Auckland is home to the largest 

Polynesian population in the world (Samu, 2016). Since the labour migration of peoples from 

the Pasifika nations to New Zealand during the 1970s (Beaglehole, 2005), Auckland has 

become a hub of activity for Pasifika peoples which serves as a refuge for many looking to 

further their education; expand employment opportunities; live a Westernised ‘privileged’ 

lifestyle; re-establish connections with loved ones; and remit money to remaining family 

members in the Pasifika. Though worker migration policies lowered the proportion of Pasifika 
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migrants to New Zealand, immigration quota policies – Pacific Access Category Visa and 

Samoan Category Resident Visa – have continued to encourage Pasifika peoples’ movement 

to Auckland (Ministry of Business Innovation and Employment, 2017a; 2017b). This included 

the citizens of the Cook Islands, Niue and Tokelau who were formerly annexed by New 

Zealand, but received automatic New Zealand citizenship (Green, 2005). 

For Pasifika men and women of transgender experience, Auckland is a beacon of hope 

for many who need to access appropriate healthcare, attain government-funded medical 

treatment (hormonal therapy and gender affirming surgeries), participate and be members of 

transgender friendly group(s) (Rainbow Youth, Pearls of Magnesia, Kelston Kweenz and De 

LaSalle Divas), enjoy Pride culture (Pride Festival, Big Gay Out and Family Bar), work in 

‘non-transgender-discriminatory workplaces’ as well as study at ‘non-transgender 

discriminatory schools’. No statistical data exists regarding Pasifika transgender identities 

across New Zealand, but from what has been observed across various social media platforms 

such as Facebook, YouTube, Twitter; it would appear that Auckland is home for many of the 

Pasifika transgender community. For these reasons, Auckland was chosen as an appropriate 

place for research. 

In a sample of 8,166 high school students across New Zealand, 23 Pasifika students 

identified as people of transgender experience (Clark, et al., 2014), an extremely conservative 

reporting compared to the number of Pasifika students of transgender experience the researcher, 

from personal connections and networks, had encountered in Auckland alone. While reports 

such as the Youth ’12 Survey highlight the presence of people of transgender experience in the 

New Zealand population, it lacks the scope necessary to capture the diversity of all people of 

transgender experience. Data specific to Pasifika people of transgender experience, and 

generally the wider transgender community, is malnourished for many reasons. Firstly, people 

of transgender experience are assailed by societal assumptions that identifying as transgender 

is evidence of pathology and disordered thinking. Also, transgender is a Western term that is 

not understood by the general New Zealand population and was not recognised in the New 

Zealand Census data until 2015 (Schmidt, 2008 p.6). Further, there is an overt preference to 

identify with Pasifika-specific constructs that reflect their experiences such as fa’afafine 

(Samoa), fakaleiti (Tonga), ‘akava’ine (Cook Island), māhū (Hawai’i), vaka sa lewa (Fiji), 

raerae (Tahiti), or fiafifine (Niue) (Blincoe, 2014; Schmidt, 2011). 

Research like this has added to the growing literature about people of the 

nonconforming, gender and sexually diverse community. More specifically, for Pasifika people 
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of transgender experience who, within gender and sexuality scholarship, have been 

underrepresented and misconceived. 

  

Overarching research framework: Teu Le Vā 

This research explored the lives of five Pasifika people of transgender experience’s 

perception, experiences and navigations of where they sought safety and resilience in New 

Zealand’s workplaces, public places and spaces. They were Sonya (Tonga; pronouns she/her), 

Teuila (Samoan; pronouns she/her), Lena (Cook Island; pronouns she/her/hers), Angie (Cook 

Island; pronouns she/her/hers) and Li (Tongan; pronouns he/him/his). The different cultural, 

ethnic and national affiliations of each participant required a research methodology that 

captured such diversity. One that was culturally competent; easily merged into the Talanoa: 

biographical interviews and photo elicitations; sensitive to individual experience; and capable 

of catching the social, political and cultural dimensions of Pasifika peoples of transgender 

experience’s lives in New Zealand. As such, the researcher employed the Pasifika research 

methodology, Teu Le Vā, as an overarching guiding framework. 

A useful guiding principle that exists across all Pasifika cultures is that of vā (Anae, 

2010; Ka'ili, 2005). Vā refers to the sacred space of relatedness that has been a central 

component to Pasifika world-views and societies for many years (Anae, 2010; Reynolds, 2016). 

Sacred space takes many forms which, in short, can be considered in the five dimensions of 

Pasifika wellbeing: perceived familial wellbeing; perceived societal wellbeing; Pasifika 

connectedness and belonging; religious centrality and embeddedness; and group membership 

evaluation (Manuela & Sibley, 2013). These were not physical spaces per se but rather the 

imagined sphere of existence that connects and circulates life. Vā is then the relationships that 

are constantly formulated and transformed within and between dimensions. As Wendt (1999, 

p. 402) said, 

“vā is the space between, the betweenness, not empty space, not space that separates 

but space that relates, that holds separate entities and things together in the Unity- that- 

is- All, the space that is context, giving meaning” 

There are several conceptions of vā within the Pasifika diaspora (Reynolds, 2016). Vā 

is complex in that it embodies ecological, spiritual and supernatural existences as 

interconnected and dependent (Reynolds, 2016). In this research, the researcher employed the 

three conceptions of vā as indicated by Anae (2010) for its relatability and practicalities: “vā 
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fealoa’i (spaces between relational arrangements), vā tapuia (sacred spaces of relational 

arrangements) and teu le vā (to value, nurture, look after, and if necessary, to tidy up the vā)” 

(Anae, 2010, p. 12). All three instances of vā were well regarded within the research, however, 

one was most pertinent throughout: teu le vā. 

Teu le vā describes the maintenance or ‘tidying up’ of secular and sacred spaces to 

achieve outcomes that both recognise the needs and expectations, and promotes the health and 

wellbeing, of all parties involved (Anae, 2007). Therefore, prioritising and caring for liminal 

spaces – physical, spiritual, emotional, cultural, social and psychological – to produce the best 

outcomes requires collaboration between the researcher, participants and stakeholders (Anae 

& Mila Schaaf, 2010). 

Here, the vā that was negotiated was the research itself. This involved theory, 

methodology, practice, interpretive frameworks and outputs. In all these components, Pasifika 

people of transgender experience were the primary moderators of the vā; the baseline of 

comparison for the direction of research praxis. Therefore, to ensure that the study promoted 

the vā, the researcher consulted with significant leaders within the Pasifika and/or 

nonconforming, gender and sexually diverse community. Those who offered their support were 

Phylesha Acton-Brown, Melani Anae, Melenaite Taumoefolau, Sam Manuela, Jade Le Grice, 

Shiloh Groot (supervisor) as well as post-graduate psychology students and people who were 

within the researcher’s network that identified as Pasifika and of the non-conforming, gender 

and sexually diverse community. 

In the research context, Teu Le Vā was imbued in the research theory, methodology, 

practice, interpretive framework and outputs to minimise ethical violations of the vā between 

the researcher, research and participants. The Pasifika community has experienced 

disempowerment from Eurocentric research models that have victimised, blamed and 

pathologised them for the misfortunes they experienced from an enforced neoliberal society 

(Vaioleti, 2016). Similar experiences can be traced in the non-conforming, gender and sexually 

diverse community where previous research has imposed deficit frameworks rather than sought 

to understand and uplift the subjective experiences of members of these communities through 

culturally appropriate lenses (Martin & Meezan, 2009). Also, the population of interest were 

not only identified according to their ethnicity and gender, but by the intersection of 

demographics like age, class, socioeconomic status and physical capability. Together, Pasifika 

people of transgender experience were a group that felt the weight of such set-backs. The 

researcher identified this and used it to guide the selection of practices that were culturally 
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appropriate – Talanoa, and capable of capturing participants’ experiences – biographical 

interviewing and photo elicitation. This was consistent with what Anae (2007) suggested as the 

“reciprocal relationship in research process” which accounted for, acknowledged and respected 

the different biographies. 

In the context of the current research, Teu Le Vā placed the relationships between those 

involved at the centre – enforcing behaviours and practices that aimed to maintain harmony. 

This was especially important given that participants who contributed to this study had, at 

various points in their lives, been exposed to hate, violence and criminalisation. The processes 

involved in Teu Le Vā meant that the researcher worked with participants to ensure their 

journey in this research was as comfortable as possible. This included the consideration of their 

best mode of communication, scheduling of talanoa time, organisation of a place to talanoa as 

well as their individual needs and wants throughout their participation. 

Being a member of the Pasifika community, the principles of Teu Le Vā was embodied 

by the researcher. While this level of consideration for the researcher-participant relationship 

may be interpreted by others as being overly involved in the research process, it is this level of 

care for the vā that the risks associated with traditional interviews can be mitigated. A 

prominent and commonly cited example of how the negligence of vā can impact on the quality 

of research is that of Margaret Mead (Freeman, 1983). Specifically, Mead’s 1928 conclusions 

regarding societal value of children and sexual exploration among the youth were refuted by 

Freeman (1993) who argued that Mead’s results were undeniably falsified by her personal 

biases, an absence of knowledge regarding the vā and her positionality in context. Therefore, it 

can be argued that a familiarity of the protocols that inform and bolster vā is favourable in 

genuinely engaging with participants and conducting research that presents conclusions about 

and for, rather than of, those involved. Pasifika people of transgender experience have been 

harmed by Eurocentric interest, therefore, a person they could identify with, trust and relate to 

was critical to their welfare throughout the project: especially throughout the Talanoa of 

biographical information and photo elicitation which were face-to-face and, at times, extremely 

personal. 

  

Research practice: Talanoa 

To accommodate for the ethnographic and phenomenological knowledges, the 

researcher adopted one of the most popular research practices used within Pasifika indigenous 
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qualitative research, Talanoa (Halapua, 2008; Stewart-Withers, Sewabu, & Richardson, 2017; 

Otunuku, 2011). Talanoa outlines four basic principles required for research with Pasifika 

people (Prescott, 2008; Vaioleti, 2016). These are (1) create a space for conversation with the 

participant, not interrogation; (2) establish the purpose of the conversation; (3) reciprocate and 

be emotionally available to the participant; and (4) realign the power dynamic so that the 

participant’s autonomy is uplifted. In this section, Talanoa will be outlined in the way it was 

practiced, which was a guideline for when biographical and photo elicitation interviews were 

conducted. Talanoa means to “talk”, “converse”, “discuss” or “collaborate”: the act of 

communicating between people and understanding, establishing and building positive 

relationships. Its’ interpretive (constructivist) epistemology is rooted in reciprocity and 

collaboration. In its’ name, Talanoa outlines two conditions for conducting culturally 

meaningful conversations: (1) “noa” – the space and conditions created for respectful, genuine 

interactions between participant-researcher; and (2) “Tala” – the intermingling of the researcher 

and participants emotions, knowledge and experiences (Vaioleti, 2016). Taken together, this 

method of practice describes that participants of the discussion need to enter a space without 

restriction where their spirit is uplifted, their soul is rejuvenated and the emotional-cognitive 

connectedness between the participant and researcher is fostered (Vaioleti, 2016). It also 

empowers participants to assume a role with more agency relative to that seen in traditional 

interrogative interviews (Vaioleti, 2016). In this research, it provided the researcher with tools 

to access and understand participants’ trust, knowledge and experiences.  

Talanoa was a useful tool for creating a space that was safe and empowering for 

participants, while keeping to the purpose of the conversation. Social distance, social 

hierarchies and modes of power could have easily segregated the participants relationship and 

communication with the researcher. Talanoa manoeuvred around this issue as it assisted the 

researcher in creating a space, or the noa, where the participant was able to negotiate, challenge 

and realign the conversational atmosphere so that they felt most comfortable. For example, 

before each talanoa, the researcher met or spoke over the phone with every participant so that 

they could know each other. Doing so before-hand allowed them to connect, understand each 

other’s life story and alleviate any anxieties or concerns regarding participation. This reflected 

the traditional way in which important issues have been negotiated, so to preserve the vā, across 

Pasifika nations and communities (Anae, 2010; Halapua, 2008; Vaioleti, 2016). 

Talanoa reminded the researcher that there was value in sharing their experiences with 

participants: a means of being emotionally vulnerable and available to participants (Vaioleti, 

2016). Unlike the removed objective practices of traditional interviewing (Minichiello, Aroni, 



24  

 

& Alexander, 1995; Stewart & Cash, 1997), Talanoa encouraged the researcher to remind the 

participant that their experiences were valid. However, there was difficulty in finding a level 

ground to the amount and depth of information the researcher could share, to establish a 

connection. The researcher settled on the sharing of information that was of equal value to what 

was shared by participants. Teu Le Vā outlined that reciprocity is one of the most sacred and 

valued aspects of relationship building which, in this case, was essential to the successful 

establishment of a trusting relationship (Anae, 2010). 

This research sought to negate the disempowerment Eurocentric research and the use 

of culturally inappropriate methods has had on Pasifika communities (Farrelly & Nabobo-

Baba, 2014). Part of this involved equalising the power differential too often seen in Western 

research (Farrelly & Nabobo-Baba, 2014). In practice, the researcher offered to work with 

participants schedules, needs and wants to minimise any suggestion of power-play. This was 

most important during both the biographical interview and photo elicitation which probed the 

divulgence of confidential information. Therefore, participants were able to select a place they 

felt was suitable for sharing. Though calendar dancing was often time consuming, the rich 

bonds formulated between participant-researcher were enough reward for the cost. 

Teu Le Vā and Talanoa were useful for avoiding cultural violations during the 

biographical interviews and photo elicitation. The researcher described and exemplified some 

of the methods that were used which, for people working with Pasifika people of transgender 

experience, would serve as an example for practice. To guarantee the data collected remained 

true to the experiences of participants, the researcher used indigenous frameworks to interpret 

each participant’s experiences with respect to their ethnic identity: Fa’afaletui (Samoan – 

Teuila), Kakala (Tongan – Sonya and Li) and Tivaevae (Cook Island – Lena and Angie). 

  

Interpretive frameworks 

Pasifika methodologies, practices and interpretive frameworks enhanced the value, 

quality and integrity of the research. Research grounded in Eurocentric frameworks typically 

assume a ‘hypothesis seeking’ position which seeks to validate preconceived ideas based on a 

single perspective of the world. 

The creation of Pasifika methodologies, methods and interpretive frameworks ensure 

that the indigenous knowledges of Pasifika peoples were presented in a culturally and 

ecologically valid way: Fa’afaletui (Samoa), Fakatupuolamoui (Niue), Kakala (Tonga), 
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Tivaevae (Cook Island) and Te Vaka Atafaga (Tokelau) (Vaioleti, 2016). These various models 

are important as they acknowledge the cultural heterogeneity that exists across Pasifika peoples 

– who share a history of being homogenised as a single group both in New Zealand and 

internationally. To accurately understand the participants experiences within their respective 

cultural worlds, the researcher used Fa’afaletui, Kakala and Tivaevae (Vaioleti, 2016). 

  Fa’afaletui 

Fa’afaletui is a Samoan-based framework that was conceived to engage in problem 

solving through the Samoan worldview (Tamasese, 2008). To reach a consensus and solution 

to an issue, three perspectives have to be considered: the person(s) at the “top of the mountain” 

and the person(s) at the “top of the tree” who are able to speak to long- and middle-distance 

views relating to the issue; and the “persons in the canoe” who were amongst those mostly 

affected by the issue (Tamasese, 2008). In essence, this metaphor speaks to the equal 

importance given to the various perspectives and experiences of those participating in creating 

a solution to an issue. While the person in the canoe represents those most affected and with 

the most intimate experiences, they may lack a wider view of other factors that may impact on 

the issue – perspectives provided by those at the top of the tree and mountain respectively. In 

the research context, the participant Teuila was treated as the expert in all three positions. 

Through her personal experiences, educational and professional knowledges, she was able to 

move between the three positions proposed by Tamasese. However, this did not remove the 

long- and middle-distance knowledges of the researcher, supervisor and advisors. Using 

Talanoa and Fa’afaletui, there was a balance of opportunity and power between participants 

with a focus on Teuila’s narrative and experiences. In its name, Fa’afaletui posits that while 

people may have varying degrees of experience or understanding of issues, these knowledges 

may still be interwoven to produce a broader understanding of experiences. Fa’a is the causative 

prefix that refers to the action of doing or to attain; fale meaning the house; and tui describing 

the act of threading through (Tuafuti, 2011). Therefore, this interpretative framework positions 

relationships built between Teuila and the researcher to access the knowledge and experiences 

that decorate the fale of Teuila’s life. 

  Kakala 

Kakala is the Tongan word for the flowers and leaves that are woven, styled and worn 

by occasion and serves as a metaphor to describe the synthetisation of knowledge from a 

Tongan perspective (Fua, 2014). Kakala was conducted in three stages: toli – the selection of 

leaves and flowers to make the kakala; tui – the weaving of the kakala in hierarchical 
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relationship; and luvā – the offering of the kakala. Specific to Sonya and Li, toli was the sharing 

of their experiences relevant to the subjectivities of their lives. Tui was the contextual, 

phenomenological and cultural understanding of their experiences as relevant to their 

biographies; paired with the knowledges that were reviewed by previous researchers as well as 

the current. This meant that Tongan values, beliefs and customs embedded within the kakala - 

mainly the luvā stage which accounted for values such as ‘ofa (love and compassion), 

faka’apa’apa (respect) and fetoni’aki (reciprocity and collective responsibility) - were 

proximally considered within their stories. Each of these were associated with specific Tongan 

cultural ideals and practices which, at the time, was the basis for examination. 

  Tivaevae 

Tivaevae, a stitching of constituent pieces of material into a single quilt, situated Lena 

and Angie’s sharing’s within the Cook Island cultural framework (Puna & Tiatia-Seath, 2017).  

The creation of Tivaevae is mainly performed by village women who, for the duration of its’ 

formulation, followed five values for successful execution: taokotai (collaboration), tu 

akangateitei (respect), uriuri kite (reciprocity), tu inangaro (relationships) and akari kite (shared 

vision) (Te Avā & Rubie-Davies, 2011). Of the values listed, tu akangateitei, tu inangaro and 

akari kite were often referred to during interactions with Angie and Lena. Tu akangateitei 

valued respect for their personal knowledge and Cook Island customs as the primary drivers of 

learning; tu inangaro recommended that what was shared to be assessed from within and outside 

their family; and akairi kite was the shared construction of knowledge in respect, patience and 

humility for their individual and shared experiences as Cook Islanders (Te Avā & Rubie-

Davies, 2011). The knowledge was interpreted by the researcher and participants who, during 

the individual talanoa sessions, negotiated and probed the phenomenology’s and 

epistemologies of what was shared. 

The cross-application of Pasifika research models within pan-Pasifika research was a 

fragile matter. Like Freeman’s (1983) critique of Margaret Mead’s presumptions regarding her 

work, researchers need to be reflective of assumptions about the cross-cultural validity of 

research models particular to one Pasifika nation being used in application with another. While 

there were similarities that united the Pasifika peoples, there were also differences in the 

structure and function of social, political, cultural and community systems between those 

groups that rendered the use of one model vulnerable in failing to recognise important nuances 

between cultures. For example, the Fa’afaletui and Kakala frameworks both involve an active 

interweaving process of knowledge, however, by virtue of the Tivaevae this process of 
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interweaving is something that occurs naturally. Also, both Fa’afaletui and Kakala referred to 

the interpretation of knowledge as informed by hierarchical systems of social stature, whereas 

Tivaevae posited that all informants were equal and capable of negotiating via the respect 

paradigm. This meant that it in some instances, may have been inadequate to use a single 

framework for the three cultural groups involved. To understand and capture the complexity 

inherent to the Samoan, Tongan and Cook Islands participants, more care was needed in 

choosing the use of a single versus multiple interpretive frameworks. 

 

Participant recruitment, procedure and ethics 

To be eligible to take part in this research, participants needed to be comfortable 

identifying as a person of transgender experience, ethnically Pasifika, and employed and living 

in Auckland. Participation was voluntary for a period of two-months. To capture a diverse pool 

of experiences, recruitment was not restricted to a Pasifika ethnic group but instead opened to 

the wider Pasifika transgender community. No restrictions were placed on age, vocational level, 

job, industry, organisation and place in personal journey and/or embodiment. 

Recruitment took place in Auckland using social media advertisements, emails and 

face-to-face contact through Phylesha Acton-Brown (founder and Director of F’INE Pasifika 

Aotearoa, an organisation that provides navigational support services to indigenous LGBTQI 

people in Auckland city). A public advertisement was created on Facebook, calling for Pasifika 

people of transgender experience to volunteer for the project. The advertisement provided a 

general overview of the project (time frame, commitment, data collection method and gift), and 

people were asked to email the researcher if they were interested. These were followed by a 

response from the researcher which included the project information sheet and consent form. 

This was to assure that the person was well informed of the project’s procedure and process 

prior to participation. An email advertisement was also sent to transgender-friendly groups via 

an alliance of the transgender community, which included similar information to that on the 

Facebook advertisement. The researcher also worked alongside Phylesha Acton-Brown to 

recruit participants for the study. Phylesha was able to approach certain members under her 

umbrella, asking them if they wanted to participate. She was provided with a paper 

advertisement to inform potential participants of the project and were directed to email the 

researcher regarding participation. Once participants were successfully recruited, snowballing 

became the predominant method of attaining the final number of participants. 
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Prior to the recruitment process, the researcher met with Phylesha Acton-Brown to 

discuss methods of recruitment. This research, which specified participants to identify as 

transgender and Pasifika, was difficult to attract members of the community due to personal 

reasons. Those who fit the criteria may have viewed the research as irrelevant to their lives, 

useless to the needs of the transgender population based on prior unsuccessful attempts, a 

violation of personal security/safety and even burdensome on their personal lives. As such, 

Phylesha advised that, depending on the schedule and needs of the potential participant, the 

best approach was to meet with them over coffee and food to discuss their involvement once 

initial contact was made. She described this as caring for the wellbeing of the person interested. 

Doing so strengthened the vā between the researcher and the person; it opened the floor for the 

person to express their expectations, concerns and questions of the research; and it also gave 

the researcher an opportunity to reiterate aspects of ethics that was of most concern. Most 

importantly, this was a time for the participant and the researcher to understand each other. As 

told by Anae (2010) and Vaioleti (2006), fostering a positive participant-researcher relationship 

defined the trustworthiness of the research. Traditional qualitative methods may see this as 

biasing the results, but doing so acknowledged the person as important, valued and equal. 

Creating a sense of belonging, comfortability and confidence to authentically partake. 

At this point, participants were invited to take part in an initial biographical interview 

(Talanoa), followed by a month of photographing, then a photo elicitation session (Talanoa). 

The location of the biographical interview and photo elicitation sessions were held in places 

suitable for the participant. Food and beverage were provided by the researcher in accordance 

to their dietary needs. Both the biographical interview and photo elicitation were an average of 

one-and-a-half hours long, recorded and orthographically transcribed. 

The biographical interviews were centred around understanding participants journey 

into employment. This included significant life events before employment, movements into 

their previous paid jobs and that they had at the time. Questions about job progression, 

motivational and attraction factors, and challenges were asked. At this session, each participant 

was asked to draw a map of their work place. Their map outlined an aerial view of their 

workplace’s physical structure, and the places they felt safe and unsafe. The interview 

concluded with a brief about the photo elicitation stage. 

Over the weeks that followed, participants used their personal mobile devices to take 

up to 25 photos of places outside of work where they felt safe or unsafe. They were also asked 

to take photos of what they considered to be resonant of their personal resilience. As a general 



29  

 

guideline, participants were asked to take eight photos of each category. To ensure ecological 

validity, each person was asked to send the photos directly to the researcher once they were 

taken. Upon submission of all 25 photographs, the photo elicitation session was set up with the 

participant no less than two days after. This session was an opportunity for the participant to 

share their reasons behind taking each photograph, the feelings they felt during each time, and 

the thoughts in their minds at those individual times. Once all photographs were discussed, 

each participant was asked about their views regarding the proceedings of the research. This 

provided the researcher with insight to how it could best benefit the Pasifika community of 

transgender experience. The session concluded with the offering of the gift. 

Ethics procedures were informed by, and strictly followed in accordance with, the 

guidelines of community-based participatory research with Pasifika communities and people 

of transgender experience (Anae, 2010; Leung, Yen, & Minkler, 2004; Williams & Groot, 

2017). To ensure compliance with ethical guidelines and procedures, the participants were 

asked to read through the Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form before attending the 

biographical interview where it would be signed. Before signing each form, the researcher 

reminded each participant of their role in the research, their rights, as well as the researcher’s 

role throughout its’ progress. At the biographical interview and photo elicitation session, 

participants were reminded of their rights to withdraw and remove any contributed data without 

any reason; their right to refuse any unwanted questions within a session; if, at any point, 

participants felt distressed, the researcher was well-equipped from research experience in 

relieving the situation whereby participants would be asked to seek professional help as 

outlined on the Participant Information Sheet; and that their confidentiality was extremely 

important for their personal safety. To assure confidentiality, participants were informed that 

their name was substituted with a pseudonym on all data, and that all personal identifiers were 

genericised to minimise detection. In the final report, photographs that included participants 

and the public were obscured till undetectable. To further protect participants information, all 

electronic data was saved in password protected files on the University of Auckland servers, 

and all hard copies of data were stored on university grounds in a place only accessible by the 

researcher and supervisor – Dr Shiloh Groot. These would remain in university servers and on 

university grounds for six years, by which all electronic data will be deleted, and physical 

copies shredded. Ethics was approved October 2017, reference number 019849. 
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Photo elicitation and case-based research 

Photo elicitation captures the essence of place-based experience that may often go 

unnoticed by traditional interviewing methods (Dockett, Einarsdottir, & Perry, 2017). The 

photographs act as a stimulus that provokes the recollection of emotions, feelings and thoughts 

from when the photo was taken. The photographs capture environmental details and the 

underlying motives that, if generated by an interview alone, would be overlooked without the 

photograph (Loeffler, 2004). As its’ name suggests, the photos require the accompaniment of 

an interview to assess these subjective inherent messages (Rose, 2007; Stedman, Beckley, 

Wallace, & Ambard, 2004). This allowed for the expression of feelings, and unexpected 

thoughts from the unconscious, that may have been inhibited by a traditional interview (Rose, 

2007; Tonge, Moore, Ryan, & Beckley, 2013). It is a method that captures the essence of 

psychological phenomena with enhanced detail and varied perspectives, highlighting the 

uniqueness of experiences and unifies them within common ground. In addition to exploring 

issues of importance raised in the biographical interviews, each participant produced several 

photographic records of the significant issues, places and people in their lives. Each 

participant’s experiences guided subsequent follow-up interviews, where they explicated the 

meanings of their images and the people and events depicted. 

Photo-elicitation techniques such as these have proven useful in helping socially 

marginalized groups engage in deep reflection and articulate their own experiences (Hodgetts, 

Chamberlain & Groot, 2011; Wang, Cash, Powers, 2000). In other words, central to my 

research was auto-photography, in which Pasifika people of transgender experience took 

photographs of their daily lives moving through different spaces and places and participated in 

follow-up photo-elicitation interviews to discuss their photographs. Photographs and the 

subsequent accounts were elicited from each person as a way of raising their concerns, 

identifying underlying influences, and working through potential courses of action to address 

these concerns. In many respects, this reflects aspects of Freire’s (1970/1993) notion of 

conscientizaçāo. Freire advanced an approach to education that conceptualized teachers and 

learners as co-constructors of knowledge (Carlson, Engebretson, & Chamberlain, 2006). In this 

thesis, photo-elicitation enhanced participant reflexivity and contributed to participant 

knowledge of, and efforts to enhance, their own lives (cf. Klitzing, 2004). This was a common 

experience amongst participants who each mentioned that, due to the busyness of everyday life, 

opportunities to pause and reflect were rare. However, over the course of photographing aspects 
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of their lives in spaces and places they were able to review and reconcile with aspects of their 

lives that were often suppressed, hidden and ignored. 

The inherent participatory nature of photo elicitation presented itself as an ideal 

research method to use with participants of this research (Fleury, Keller, & Perez, 2009). 

Participants were able to visualise a multidimensional representation of themselves using photo 

elicitation, that would otherwise be absent from public imagination (Copes, Tchoula, 

Brookman, & Ragland, 2018). The autonomy to select their photographs was empowering and 

necessary for disrupting systematic powers that confounded their existence. Instead of nestling 

in the inaccurate popularisations of their personhood, they actively engaged in the redirection 

of representation to images of their choice (Frohmann, 2005). In reference to Teu Le Vā, photo 

elicitation was a way to renegotiate the power differential that has previous characterised the 

vā between the participant and the researcher, research and society. People of Pasifika and 

transgender identities have regularly faced disempowerment and disenfranchisement from 

Eurocentrism (Williams & Groot, 2017). Therefore, the freedom to redefine their personhood, 

as experts and teachers of their personal experiences, was an attempt to Teu Le Vā that was, 

and still requires, healing (Anae & Mila-Schaaf, 2010; Loeffler, 2004). Becker (2007) found 

this fundamental to minority-based research, as uncontextualized photographs harboured the 

potential to reinforce stereotypes and the status quo. 

The selection of things, places, and activities was left to participants and comprise the 

raw materials of each case which is constructed to exemplify links between gender, race, 

identity, relationships, and use of places and objects. Concentrating on just five participant 

cases may be perceived by quantitatively-orientated social psychologists as a limitation of the 

research, because it does not allow for the generalization of findings in a statistical sense. This 

research does not attempt to generalize from a sample of people to the population they come 

from. An important response to questions regarding the issue of generalization in case studies 

has been the extended case method, by which researchers investigate a situation in reference to 

the wider social forces shaping it (Small, 2009). Rather than statistical significance, the 

extended case method searches for societal significance. Each case presented in this thesis is 

understood through investigating the broader forces impacting on the circumstances of the case. 

Accumulating and then comparing cases allowed me to trace linkages from one event to 

another, and to demonstrate how such events are linked to one another through time and place 

(Mitchell, 2003). Through the research process, I observed not just the case as a complex whole 

but, rather a multiplicity of cases about particular themes. While the lives of Pasifika 

participants of transgender experience converged in many respects, the cases allowed me to 
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exemplify differences of the comparative dimensions of discrimination and inclusion (cf. Flick, 

2002). This thesis speaks to the empirical realities of five Pasifika people of transgender 

experience, whilst also providing insights into broader socio-cultural patterns that both 

contribute to their employment experiences and allow them to thrive and be resilient (cf. Small, 

2009). 
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Chapter 3: Sonya and Teuila 

The following two cases – Sonya and Teuila, speak to the significance of family, greenspaces 

and visibly diverse environments as critical to safety experiences and resilience. Sonya shows 

movements in her safety experiences dependent on people as familiar and finds solace in the 

outdoors. Whereas Teuila rarely felt shifts in safety perceptions because of topography and 

atmosphere and, unlike Sonya, perceived outdoor places as unsafe. They identify that people 

are determinants of the meaning-making process that is developed into place-attachment: 

regardless of the space. Each case is structured in the following order: (1) who they are and 

their journey into employment – biographical and experiential information from their 

childhood, teenage years and adult life that significantly impacted their future worldviews at 

work; (2) a glimpse into their work environment – an aerial sketch of their workplace so to 

outline the places they experienced safety and unsafety; (3) their life in, and outside, of work – 

a photographic examination of their Third-Places as places of safety, places of unsafety and 

what fuels their personal resilience. The chapter is concluded with a summary of findings.  

 

The Case of Sonya 

When I first met Sonya, she was moving into a new job within the field of Learning and 

Development. A Tongan woman who spoke proudly of her past, and current, affiliations with 

education, work, family and friends. At the time, Sonya was 31-years-old and had already 

completed a Master’s degree in the social sciences at a New Zealand university. By this time, 

she had worked a variety of professional jobs; each equating to different experiences for her as 

a Pasifika woman of transgender experience in a work setting. Looking to improve her personal 

health, she casually attended fitness classes and was making conscious decisions to change her 

daily lifestyle to achieve these goals. 

Sonya’s childhood was both typical, and atypical, of a young Pasifika girl. She lived a 

suburban life enjoying moments spent with family, attended state schools, participated in 

weekly church ceremonies and dreamed of becoming a medical doctor. However, many times 

she would spend on her own as she found it difficult fitting-in with other children resulting in 

few opportunities to create friendships. Although she was, at times, lonely; she developed a 

sharp intellect through reading and problem solving. Developing a curiosity for understanding 

people’s psychology. Overtime, she saw greater value in education; seeing it as an opportunity 

in which she may explore the world, achieve her dreams and grow into her own person. 
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What separated Sonya’s childhood from many cisgender children is the constant 

questioning of her sense-of-self and self-image (Levitt & Ippolito, 2014). Many children might 

at certain points in their lives question their gender, sexuality, and spiritual and ethno-cultural 

affiliations. A one-off spin after feeling at ‘odds’ with bodily desires, or within a coincidental 

moment of ‘forbidden’ romance (or forbidden in the sense that heterosexuality is presented as 

the norm) (Levitt & Ippolito, 2014). As Sonya matured, it was clear that she was moving into 

her womanhood, however, members of her family, church and school were persistent in their 

efforts of binding her to gender essentialist views (Kuvalanka, Weiner, & Mahan, 2014; Levy 

& Lo, 2012; Williams & Groot, 2016). She was often asked what she was which left an overcast 

of doubt about her self-concept, leading to her constantly questioning and re-evaluating herself. 

For people who live in privilege, in this case cisgender heterosexual people, asking questions 

like that aimed at Sonya is comparable to questioning their personal identities such as, “Why 

are you straight? What makes you sexually attracted to the opposite sex? Why are you 

comfortable with the genitals you were born with?” For many cis/heterosexual people, such 

questions seem ridiculous because it is simply ‘normal’ (Levitt & Ippolito, 2014). 

Sonya’s experience alludes to the contradictive rules attached to places considered a 

‘safe-haven’. For example, church is a ‘safe place’ that claims to be welcoming of all people, 

yet acceptance is based on the condition that people adopt the values and beliefs of the group 

such as, identifying as cisgender and heterosexual. The same is also seen in the homes of many 

Pasifika families who are strongly committed to their faith. Therefore, Pasifika people of 

transgender experience living within their communities may experience neglect and ostracism 

if they do not follow the doctrines of their faith-based teachings (Williams & Groot, 2016). So, 

to survive Sonya re-negotiated her views of gender and sexual embodiment to meet the 

demands of her social surroundings. ‘Passing’ as a cisgender woman became the only method 

of escape from a life of constant judgement and exile (Begun & Kattari, 2016); 

“‘Passing’, ‘Daytime realness’ or I’m a ‘day-girl’. Going about my day and not get 

clocked [being outed as a person of transgender experience]. I just don’t get into that. 

Aesthetically I’m six foot one. I’m a big girl and I’ve always been that since I was in 

high school. So, the idea of passing and things like that doesn’t matter to me because I 

have never passed so to speak [as she does not fit the Western ideal of ‘woman’].” 

The Western ideal of femininity is perpetuated throughout, and categorised by, various 

televised, online and print publication channels (Jerald, Ward, Moss, Thomas, & Fletcher, 

2017). Social media outlets (Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, Snapchat), dating sites (Tinder, 
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Badoo, Tantan), business media (LinkedIn, Slack), sports media, Vogue magazines and 

modelling agencies pigeon-hole women into classes of attractiveness (Duffy & Hund, 2015; 

Jerald, Ward, Moss, Thomas, & Fletcher, 2017; Steeves, 2015). This is a hierarchy of beauty 

standardised by facial and physical characteristics deemed desirable in their proximity to 

Whiteness; of a thin build, small waist to hip ratio, height of 150-180 centimetres, lighter 

skinned, slim faced and a narrow nose (Dixson, Dixson, Bishop, & Parish, 2010; Miller & 

Halberstadt, 2005; Nettle, 2002; Singh, Bixson, Jessop, Morgan, & Dixson, 2010). Embedded 

within our practice, New Zealand men and women often play into such ideals of beauty and 

attractiveness. This is to the point that their bodies, and that of others, are viewed in comparison. 

As Schaaf (2005) eloquently states: “Images of Pacific [women] are selected based on White 

male fantasia and, in so doing, help construct the ‘selected’ as cultural icons of exotic 

otherness”. 

In the case of Pasifika women of transgender experience, it is most difficult to feel 

unpressured by the ideals that insures one’s safety, or an improvement to it. ‘Passing’ (or living 

stealth) protects oneself from public discrimination, stigmatisation and exclusion of being 

labelled as transgender or fakaleiti. Upon critically reflecting about the pressure to ‘pass’, 

Sonya discussed her motives as driven by the restraints of binarism. Recognising this, she felt 

empowered to break out of the chains that burdened her, and instead embraced her own 

realisation of who she is. She shared; 

“My identity has just naturally evolved to have an affinity to female things and 

it might have been socially constructed during the formative years but I just don’t want 

to be or have the need to feel like I need to pass as a woman… It’s a natural feeling to 

want to pass if that is part of your identity because you are female and you are a woman. 

But at the same time really question where is that coming from? Like has this been 

forced on me? Have I been asked to believe this?” 

Acceptance, the act of being received as adequate, is what provides people with a 

purpose or reason to live. In spaces and places where acceptance is unasked of or taken-for-

granted, people can act ‘authentically’. This being the capacity to act unmoderated, or 

uninhibited, by the surveillance of critics without the fear of rejection (Gaither, 2017). For 

people of transgender experience, the desire or need to be accepted can often be the driving 

force towards engaging with cis-affirming practices. Particularly those of a medical nature 

(Moolchaem, Liamputtong, O'Halloran, & Muhamad, 2015; Nelson, 2016); 
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“You’re constantly looking for acceptance. You may go to the mall and you just 

want to be accepted in that shop. You go to a restaurant and want to be accepted by the 

staff. You go to school and want to be accepted by your peers. Acceptance is so intrinsic 

to a transgender person.” 

During our Talanoa, Sonya recalled a difficult conversation with her father; one that 

exemplifies the challenges Pasifika people of transgender experience face while living at home, 

“I’m just really worried for you because I don’t want you to become the laughing stock of the 

world”. In Tongan communities, fakaleiti are positioned as “jokers” (Farran, 2010) and are 

often valued in terms of their functionality, or role within the family and community fabric.  

For example, contributions to the group dynamic is demonstrated via domestic work (child 

rearing, elderly care, and housekeeping), financial aid and community offerings (participating 

in, and aiding, church or village activities) (Farran, 2010). However, for Sonya, as a person of 

transgender experience who was presenting as a cisgender woman (not as fakaleiti per se), she 

experienced his words as a diminishment of her self-worth regardless of whether or not he 

intended to convey genuine care, love and support. 

To survive and feel safe, Sonya previously desired to ‘pass’ as a cisgender woman, to 

undergo her daily life presenting and performing the role of the idealised Tongan ‘woman’. 

This was particularly difficult during her high school years where she began to play into the 

stereotypes of ‘transgender’ or ‘fakaleiti’ as “not smart, frivolous, a poof or fag”; which have 

been popularised through and perpetuated by Christian prudishness and disseminated through 

media. In spaces where there is little knowledge and support for identities that exist outside 

normative boundaries, people of transgender experience can experience alienation, exploitation 

and attempts to erase and remove them. Though conformity comes at a cost, the need to exist 

in such contexts – which play an essential role to individual, familial and community success 

– supersedes freedom of expression. Identity from this vantage point is complex and ever 

shifting. 

In school environments, meaningful friendships strongly predict a student’s wellbeing 

(Barr, Budge, & Adelson, 2016; Donnelly, 2018). Friendships serve as a buffer against stress 

(Craig, McInroy, & Austin, 2018) which Sonya and her two best friends experienced during 

their schooling years. Although they, as a group, were equally dismissed by an education 

institution that denigrated non-conforming, gender and sexual diverse students; group 

membership minimised the risk of psychological trauma. Meanwhile, using education to 

change mind-sets as they rewrote their realities as different from the transgender stereotypes; 



37  

 

“The only way to get out of this is through education because it’s gonna open doors for us. It 

will silence the nay-sayers and be an opportunity to discover [and educate on] new ways of 

thinking about the world.” 

Looking back at Sonya’s life, it can be assumed that she is extremely resilient. A person 

who can push beyond any obstacle thrown at her with the support of friends and family, 

regardless of its impact on her life. However, she shared that this is a misconception and is 

what often leads to the absence of support for people of transgender experience within their 

community; or the perspective, by people of transgender experience, to remain silent and not 

seek help because they, from previous experience, will push through it. Manson (2016) refers 

to this as the “Feedback Loop from Hell”. A state of existence by which events places 

information in our minds, creating an expectation of the world which we affirm and recreate 

through our daily thoughts, behaviours and surrounding social environments. This is then 

rinsed and repeated. For Sonya, such a mentality is harmful because it normalises the struggle 

of transgender people by themselves, and by cisgender people; 

“Earlier this year I went through something really dark. I started a job with a 

workforce that was predominantly Pākehā. Very different from my social circles. My 

cousin in Hawaii committed suicide. My cousin that was on route to her funeral died in 

a car accident. My medical embodiment wasn’t moving. It just fell on top of me. As a 

transgender person I am predisposed to a lot of mental challenges. But I’ve never had 

to seek formal intervention like counselling. I was so comfortable in my identity and 

mental health that I never felt like I would be a consumer of such services. But I wove 

the white flag. I admitted I needed help.” 

In a system inundated by the harmful narratives of colonial religious White men, we 

need to be taught how to participate, engage and live in protest while going about daily life. 

Like many kids of Pasifika ethnic identity, ‘coming of age’ is expedited; usually through the 

education of cultural practices, gendered and aged in nature, which add to the overall wellness 

of the group. For Pasifika people of transgender experience, maturity does not only arise from 

such practices but, from the learnings one attains in their struggle towards self-discovery. What 

is most important, for families supporting members who are of transgender experience, is that 

they understand the everlasting effects they have in assuring positive adjustment. Especially 

when it standardises expectations of one’s own treatment in places beyond the home. 
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A glimpse into Sonya’s work 

At the end of our first meet, Sonya was asked to draw a map of her workplace. Maps, 

like those of the world, provide an aerial view of environments for easy navigation. Information 

that apprises knowledge of spaces so that people can formulate, calculate and predict ways in 

which they move within certain areas (Harley, 1989). In this case, it was providing a view into 

what might be expected from Sonya’s work life. Offering insight into how the physical work 

environment influences safety and resilience, if at all; including how it is related with her 

childhood experiences at home, school, church and within the wider community. A connection 

between the cognitive, physical and larger social influences on safety and resilience 

experiences. 

As she sketched her map (Figure 1) pointing out spaces she felt safe and a lack thereof, 

her experiences of such were deeply situated in place attachment (Inalhan & Finch, 2004).  

During the mapping exercise, Sonya indicated that she felt safety in the places she considered 

her usual work hub. Places where she could work on her own as well as interact with colleagues 

who understood, cared and valued her existence. Whereas feelings of being unsafe arose in 

places where she was unfamiliar with the inhabitants. Mainly those in superior positions who 

she perceived to misuse their authority which, if not disproved, can foster feelings of 

detachment at work; 

“Where I sometimes don’t feel safe is in the kitchen. And the reason why I don’t 

feel safe in the kitchen is it can be so full of people and a lot of doctors come in here 

and they’re so rude. I feel unsafe in the sense that I feel like I’m gonna say something, 

lash out, suddenly explode in this kitchen because the doctors don’t ask when they want 

something. They’ll just reach through. I understand they get paged a lot so they need to 

be quick. They also have long conversations about patients which are sometimes rude. 

Figure 1 Sketched map of Sonya's workplace. 
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Yeah I basically feel unsafe here. Not because of my transness but because I feel like 

my ability to be sane and act in a proper way is compromised.” 

Feeling safe at work is moulded by individual experience (Saar & Palang, 2009). For 

Sonya, unfamiliar contexts make her feel unsafe because she is met with judgement by people 

who are unfamiliar to her. For example, at the cafeteria (Figure 2), a place open to the wider 

workforce and clients, Sonya experiences an unwelcoming hostile gaze by inhabitants. A stare 

reminiscent of policing her physicality as ‘unusual’ in workspaces that idealise the Western 

feminine physique. Albeit her progress to date, Sonya is still exposed to treatment that is 

indicative of society’s narrow gender ideals; 

“In the cafeteria is something called the Cream Mile. That can be a potentially 

unsafe place because it’s just busy. Every time I go in there I am stared at. Not like 

those oh yeah look that’s a person. They’re like [turn right around] oh what is that? 

Why do people do that? Another unsafe place is the waiting rooms. I’m noticing that 

children are like what is that? I don’t get that when I walk into a workshop full of 120 

people. That’s because I know why they’re here and I know what we’re gonna do. I’m 

in control of the situation. Whereas in the waiting room I have no control. I can’t set 

the expectations.” 

For Sonya, there is a clear link between her safety and people. People largely influence 

place experience by the development and continuity of as sense-of-belonging, exclusion and/or 

threat. The interdependence between place experience and people determine attachments that 

may, or may not, result in frequent visits of place. At work, where gender norms are salient, 

employees are critical to developing these attachments for people of transgender experience. 

  

Figure 2 The café at Sonya’s work. 
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Sonya’s life in, and outside, of work 

At our second meet, Sonya was asked to provide photos of places outside of work that 

spoke to three things: her sense of (1) safety and (2) unsafety at work, including those that (3) 

enhance her personal resilience. Sonya was happy and grateful for the opportunity to reflect on 

her life. At the time, Sonya was working on a project and meeting with external stakeholders 

who sought interest in her story as a Pasifika person of transgender experience in employment. 

The feeling of being protected from risk, danger and harm constitutes environments that 

are safe (Yap & Choy, 2018). In the case of Sonya, safety is felt in both the social and physical 

characteristics of a place. At home, or in spaces filled with familiar people, she feels a sense of 

“security, sense of belonging and connection to a group to a family to any kind of community”. 

Whereas in open spaces it is the connection to nature as therapeutic and uplifting. Analysing 

how she develops place attachment is what will be explored for workplace safety. 

Belonging nourishes wellness and resilience, especially when people live in societies 

that lack an accommodation for diversity and inclusiveness (Barr, Budge, & Adelson, 2016; 

Mguni, Bacon, & Brown, 2012). The absence of supportive environments leads people to seek 

alternatives for self-replenishment. In this case, it is Sonya’s home, her brother’s home (Figure 

3) and that of friends. Talking to the significance of people as essential to creating an 

atmosphere of belonging in space which, in Sonya’s opinion, become replenishing 

“sanctuaries”. Like how they preserve, protect and prosper endangered species; Sonya uses 

such places to improve her wellbeing through support, relaxation and the release of pent-up 

emotions. Pasifika people of transgender experience need sanctuaries. They serve as energy 

Figure 3 Sonya’s brother’s home. 
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regeneration pools to recharge one’s lost health after combat, battle and war. Not only from 

work places, but from the unwanted daily tussle that disturbs one’s life essence. Sonya shared, 

“This house could fall down tomorrow, and they’d move to another one I’d still 

feel belonged cos the people are familiar. I don’t get resilience from being in these 

houses per se. I get resilience from the people in these houses. These places give me 

resilience in the sense that I can go to these places and get some R and R but also 

completely be myself and get strength from the people in them. They’re sanctuaries. I 

used to be a big gamer and my favourite game was Tomb Raider and I remember there 

was like a moment where she would go into this waterfall or pool and then her life bar 

will go back up. It feels like that for these places. They recharge me from just 

participating in society.” 

Belonging, unity and resilience feed into one another, and can be felt as a sense of 

connectedness to a wider purpose; spirituality. The feeling that one’s identity, thoughts and 

feelings are experienced by others adds to one’s inner-conviction in service of a larger 

enterprise. The collective struggle for survival, a pursuit for happiness and the need to prove 

oneself worthy solidifies it in reason. Activating feelings of humility, service, appreciation and 

closure to a universe that is imperfectly intertwined. In Figure 4, Sonya reflects on her 

experiences at the beach as a reminder of this “because I am such a little thing in this ocean. It 

reminds me that things are not as bad as I thought because as a human, I am not alone”. She 

demonstrates how an environment can activate, enhance and extend one’s mind beyond the 

current. 

At the beach, Sonya experiences a connection to a spiritual body known as God. God, 

a Biblical and indigenous personification(s) of the universe’s life energies, is interpreted, 

intellectualised and felt in many ways (Kaufman, 1992; Gorsuch, 1968). In this case, it is 

Figure 4 Karekare Beach. 
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through the natural environment which, for those who feel a connection to land and living 

things, is a reminder of God’s unconditional love over all life forms. Though Christianity is 

tainted by colonial stratagems of power, authority and control; Sonya’s experience has a closer 

resemblance to one’s spiritual connectedness with body, mind and soul; reflective of the 

cosmologies bestowed and passed onto generations of indigenous people. She explained, 

“This place is safe. A sanctuary that’s not a building or any structure. It reminds 

me of God’s work. Majestic beauty that he’s created and that my problems aren’t as 

big as I thought they were and I’m not alone like not as a transgender person but just 

as a human, a thing, an organism. Everyone and everything are trying to survive and 

get through. So, I just freaking love the beach.” 

Additionally, Figure 4 rectifies a juxtaposition between safety perceptions in open and 

closed places. Enclosed spaces, compared to open spaces, are often perceived as safe. Being 

enclosed in the comfort of one’s room, apartment, house, classroom or office assures protection 

from the harsh external environment. That being the daily threats, or risks, from living in urban 

life (a harsh climate, road accidents, workplace/sport injuries, air pollution) and lurking 

predators. Yet, Sonya experiences feelings of safety in the open space of a beach where she is 

susceptible to such dangers. Ulrich (1979) suggests that this is because nature landscapes 

stimulate an increase in positive affect such as friendliness, playfulness and elation while 

simultaneously reducing fear arousal; 

“You would think that such an open public place would be quite confronting for 

me but it isn’t; as opposed to being at the mall which is super confronting for me. At 

the mall there will be a rare few people who actively survey their surroundings for 

outcasts. Questioning the reason why certain people present the way they, and how they 

act. But, at the beach, I feel this is non-salient like I am here to swim, ya’ll are here to 

swim, so let’s all swim; or like let’s all sun bathe or tan. No one comes to the beach to 

do work. No one comes to the beach to stress out. You come to the beach because you 

want to have a good time and unwind. My body isn’t how it used to be [speaking to the 

physical changes due to puberty] and at the beach my body is on show. But I am like 

care! Zero fucks given! This is me at the beach.” 

Also, Sonya comments on her uncaring, free-like and non-consequential attitude about 

her body, when at the beach. In Pasifika culture, women displaying skin when wearing bikinis, 

shorts and togs have often been frowned upon. Mainly due to the conservative ideals held about 

women as treasures, ornaments and prizes for private use. For people of transgender experience, 
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breaking through the tough wall of cisgender essentialism is an obstacle to such expression. 

However, for Sonya, the freedom she felt, and continues to feel, at the beach empowered her 

to embrace her body for what it is, who it represents and how it is actualised. 

Sonya shared on the movements of her safety perception because of life-changing 

events, from safe-to-unsafe and unsafe-to-safe. In Figure 5, Sonya discussed her time at her 

local Tongan parish as the former. A place growing with unfamiliar people mixed with the 

familiar who regularly share knowledge of its’ current and previous members. A situation 

Sonya deems dangerous because it paves way to discussions of her gender identity as 

comparable to the cis-norm. Also, Biblical hetero/cissexist teachings dominate church service 

as a propaganda to its’ serving and non-serving members. Therefore, church – a place of 

supposed moral, social and spiritual support – reproduces the absence of support frameworks; 

“It is one of those places where I felt safe in during my earlier years growing 

as a young girl, but now I do not. It’s a walk from my house and I used to walk there to 

see what’s going on and say hi to father. But now I don’t do that. I don’t feel safe in 

church. I don’t recognise the people in there and it is also hard to find a place to belong 

in this church because the teachings don’t always welcome people of transgender 

experience let alone LGBIT. So, you go to these places and you feel not only is the priest 

of the church preaching something that doesn’t welcome you, the people around them, 

of course, divulge in it too to fuel their faith. You feel maybe that there’s other places 

you can go to where you can get the same feeling still retain your faith in God. I just 

wish that the priest or bishop or someone would just say outright you know what 

everyone is welcome. And we welcome everyone who is Rainbow to our church no 

matter what.” 

Figure 5 St Therese Parish. 
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Hopwood (2019) suggest that religious and spiritual communities play a vital role in 

supporting people of transgender experience. During their journey towards enlightenment, a 

time where one is most prone to developing signs, chronic and/or acute versions of distress, 

anxiety, depression and/or suicide; could be alleviated, or avoided, by the support of religious 

and spiritual communities. Especially when familial support has not been established. 

Providing people of, generally, the non-conforming, gender and sexually diverse community 

to discover a greater purpose in life, learn positive coping strategies and build resilience. 

Sonya touches on an unspoken, but implicitly salient, aspect of Pasifika religious 

culture as conditional. People of transgender experience in the Pasifika juggle their identity 

upon entry into the church. Asked to present as their born sex, rather than their felt gender, at 

church, even at their discomfort. Though she speaks to the community of people with 

transgender experience, this form of torturous existence is common ground for many who do 

not fit the Christian appeal. That being, but not limited to, people who: smoke, drink, have sex 

before marriage, are same-sex attracted, indulge in the city night life, and so on. Though, in a 

Pasifika context, people of the non-conforming, gender and sexual diverse community are 

‘accepted’; it is more important to recognise its’ disguise as mere tolerance (Fau'u, 2018). A 

cloak of denial used by people of the Pasifika community to shadow the guilt, anxiety and 

sadness from confronting the truth; which is, that they too perpetuate, reproduce and reinstate 

a colonial system of oppression they fought against. She said, 

“Church is very conditional. You see one of the conditions was I could attend 

on a dress code trade-off. I couldn’t go in a skirt. I had to wear an ie faikaga [traditional 

Samoan dress for boys/men] or pants. I couldn’t even wear the kiekie which is the 

female version of the tauvala [traditional Tongan dress mat]. You see when you’re 

Catholic you attend church as what you were born as.” 

Thankfully, Sonya found a way to reconnect with her faith via prayer, Biblical readings 

and get-togethers with her friends who practiced, and remained strong in the Catholic faith 

outside church grounds. Her desperate call to reconnect, and engage, with religious and spiritual 

teachings alike, highlights the important role church organisations play in the lives of non-

conforming, gender and sexual diverse communities. As articulated by Hopwood (2019, p. 139) 

“gender-diverse individuals may seek out religious and spiritual communities that are more 

affirming while rejecting those traditions that rejected them. These religious and spiritual 

traditions may embrace gender-diverse people along a range from “safe enough” to those that 

are openly welcoming and supportive of individuals living in their authentic gender regardless 
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of sex assigned at birth. The more openly affirmed the person is within their spiritual and 

religious community, the greater the support and opportunity to achieve wellbeing and optimal 

aging.” Sonya shared, 

“What’s good is that places have replaced this. You can’t replace the church 

but I still get my faith from prayer and from my Catholic friends when we discuss our 

faith, things like that. But honestly there’s nothing better than going to church and 

really connecting with the word. I just wish sometimes the church would just outright 

say to people, fuck this! Everyone is welcome. But they don’t say that.” 

Next, Sonya speaks to movements in her perception of safety across different spaces 

and places. In Figure 6, depicts the university campus she once attended, her experiences of 

safety were pertinent with her personal insecurities in ongoing changes to friendships, 

campuses and confrontations with staff. Sonya, a person who lived a sheltered life up to her 

first day of university, found herself exposed to a diverse, large and overpopulated educational 

climate; different from the microcosmic local school system. Adapting to study in a 

multigendered environment came with the challenge of making new friends, while also, 

confronting the cis/heteronormativity which women, because of men’s desire, place upon each 

other (David, Petalio, & Crouch, 2018; Hammond, Overall, & Cross, 2016). Focussing on the 

superficial value society poses on one’s body, presentation and relationships as inherent to 

happiness. Most challenging was the mere proximity to tall buildings and crowds of people 

which, at the time, stirred much of her fears and anxieties around entrapment. Experiences of 

this sort, which challenged the essence of existence and personal fears, accumulated to feelings 

of unsafety; 

“Unsafe. I think it’s because my high school was all boys and university were 

co-ed, so it was difficult to adapt to the change in gender dynamic. I was also faced 

Figure 6 University campus. 
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with my own insecurities such as the overwhelmingly tall buildings, the highly 

congested student population and the establishment of friendships with cisgender 

people who reveal things about your aesthetic, character, possible romantic 

relationships and stuff. So, you start to look at yourself like oh what’s happened to me? 

It’s these troughs in my personal growth.” 

Stabbing an already open wound Sonya bravely shared her encounter with a sexual 

predator which, at the time, added to her safety perception from safe to unsafe. “In one of my 

papers I was sexually harassed by a staff member. I never would have thought that I would 

experience that. I always knew it existed.” The ramifications of sexual harassment infiltrate 

wellness and wellbeing. Sexual harassment adds hostility to work and learning environments, 

provokes and exacerbates student conflict, while damaging student’s emotional and academic 

well-being (Gruber & Fineran, 2007). For people of the non-conforming, gender and sexual 

diverse community, a single incident creates a ripple in other dimensions of their university 

life, as they work towards mitigating the loss of one’s personal property, self-respect, anger, 

confidence, anxiety, feelings of safety and disappointment with the university experience. Due 

to the psychological war over one’s mind, body and morale, worrying about the future – 

graduation and career options – may be a prominent thought on their minds. So, to escape the 

daily reminder of a violation, and recreate a safe-haven where one can work effectively and 

competently, students will purposefully remove themselves from classroom settings that are 

critical to their learning. An experience regularly felt by minority groups. 

Loto and colleagues (2006) note that Pasifika people continue to experience the residues 

of colonial power that has categorised them as unwanted across different settings and 

environments. A community of brown skinned, simple minded, unhealthy and unmotivated 

people who, as a community, could not survive in a Western world made for, and by, the ‘elite’. 

On her first day of medical school, Sonya encountered an ignorant staff member who actively 

imposed on her racial slurs about Pasifika people. After asking for directions to a class, she was 

denied guidance to her desired destination but, was pushed to attend a programme seen as 

lesser, or more fitting of a person who did not make the cut. She shared, 

“Bias around how people perceive you and what you’re capable of not only as 

a person of transgender experience but also as Pasifika. On my first day of class I was 

lost… I ran into a staff member and he was like, oh you look lost. I replied, I’m tryna 

find this lecture and he goes, oh no that’s for Medicine. You want to go to this [pointing 
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to the nursing orientation]. I say, oh I’m not here for nursing… He goes, oh? Are you 

helping with the day? And I was like ugh [expressions of shock and disbelief].” 

Racial discrimination impedes the health of those victimised by it. In New Zealand, it 

has been found that among people of Pasifika communities, racism is associated with lowered 

mental health, psychological distress, chronic mental health condition, cardiovascular disease, 

lowered physical functioning and poorer self-rated health (Harris, et al., 2006; Harris, et al., 

2012). In the case of Sonya, little is known about the immediate psychological and 

physiological effects racial discrimination had on her body. Compounded by the experience of 

sexual assault and her identity as a person of transgender experience, the stress would have 

depreciated her overall wellbeing. However, considering the change in her academic pathway, 

the successful attainment of a Master’s degree and working in her desired career, Sonya has 

built resilience and has been able to relook at university spaces as safe; 

“Yeah. I don’t drive down Albert Street or Symonds Street anymore because of 

that building. I am completely scared. I used to be like that. But now, I feel like I have 

kind of recollected the parts of myself that were quite disparate. Now that I feel like I’m 

a whole person I can look at it for what it is now and look at it with different eyes.” 

Individual experience defines the meanings, feelings and cognitions experienced in 

places. Locating spaces as transformational by the subjectivities of people’s diverse realities. 

For Sonya, this meant her safety experiences changed with the absence and presence of people 

as familiar, ignorant or toxic. Creating a labyrinth, she weaved through to seek places where 

she belonged, felt freedom and replenished her spirit. Learning, after various successes and 

tribulations, that her wellness is intertwined with her identity, people and place-attachment. 

  

The Case of Teuila 

At our first meeting, in a local Auckland café, Teuila spent her break time sharing her 

story with me. At work, she was a call centre manager, teacher and parent to those within her 

team. Nearing a five-year tenure for a government organisation, she became popular for her 

hard work, commitment and integrity to her job; which presented her with many opportunities 

to challenge, and explore, different jobs, business areas, as well as herself. Prior to entering the 

work-force full-time, she completed a Master’s degree in the social sciences at a New Zealand 

university; while working a part-time job to make ends meet. Outside of work, Teuila 

frequented the gym and close friends’ houses, and spent quality time with family at home. 
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When she was not at these places, she often dabbled in the enjoyment of Auckland’s night life 

with close friends, and work colleagues, alike. 

Like many people of transgender experience, specifically those of Pasifika descent, 

Teuila’s teen years were spent navigating, and surviving, the battle field towards acceptance at 

high school, and at home. A student at a religious school for boys, she found herself on a 

journey towards self-discovery. Evaluating her gender, sexual orientation and ethnic 

affiliations by asking questions like, “Why am I made this way? Why couldn’t I just be 

‘normal’? Why can’t I just fit in?” It is important to note that her questions were not aimed at 

her identity, but rather at the dissonance in value she had for herself in comparison to that which 

her peers, staff and family members had of her. Teuila was sure of her identity as a woman 

(who happens to be a person of transgender experience) and fa’afafine. She had no qualms 

about her self-concept. 

In the context of school, where school identity rises above that of an individual, 

difference (mainly physical differences detectable by the naked eye) is often frowned upon, 

especially when it tarnishes the reputation, values and beliefs of the school; including that of 

its’ teaching staff, professional staff, students and their parents/families. This is exacerbated 

when students attend religious schools where traditionalist and/or essentialist views about 

gender expression and sexual orientation are strictly policed in the name of ‘God’. Whereby 

those who elicit signs, or embody, a gender and sexuality different to that assigned to them at 

birth are warned to comply, are punished and/or exiled (Hopwood, 2019; Levy & Lo, 2012). 

Teuila, and her friends, experienced verbal abuse by their peers on a level where “students told 

you [her and friends] you fucking don’t deserve to exist in this world.” Alongside staff members 

who “were out to get us”. Referring to the daily judgement and scrutiny placed on their bodies 

by teaching staff. Mainly those who identified strongly with, and perpetuated, the school’s 

hetero/cisnormative culture. This is also the case for state schools, state integrated schools and 

non-religious private schools (Eisenberg, et al., 2017; Terryan, et al., 2014). As 

aforementioned, for Teuila, it manifested as the self-doubt of her worth; resulting in the 

punishment of her psychological wellbeing at school, and at home. 

Teuila’s experiences at school point to the critical role teacher’s, proxy of the education 

system, play in creating positive and safe learning environments for students. Learning 

environments that foster the sense-of-belonging, promote agency in one’s learning and 

encourage success in academics (including sports and recreation), produces high-performing 

students in, and outside of, the classroom (Shernoff, Ruzek, & Sinha, 2017; Won, Wolters, & 
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Mueller, 2017). This is critical for Pasifika people of transgender experience who often find 

themselves at the peak of oppression as people of transgender experience, as Pasifika, as low 

socioeconomic, as ‘unintelligent’, and as women (for those who identify as is) (Williams & 

Groot, 2016). Yet, many schools regress to a learning system that does the complete opposite. 

Instead of fostering student wellbeing, they divulge in practices that dehumanise people of 

transgender experience such as: forceful use of uniforms, bathrooms and changing rooms that 

do not align with one’s gender identity; banning cosmetics for those who require it for 

embodiment purposes; pushing them to participate in masculine school practices. When 

thinking into the future, and how the next generations will view diversity, Teuila pointed at 

teachers (in, and outside, of the classroom) as the people who influence, and shape, young 

minds to better understand gender and sexual diversity. Realising the horror for those who are, 

and will be, educated by close minded teachers, she shared, 

“God they’re teaching our future generation. And to think that students will 

have the same kind of thinking and to feel like they need to punish you [referring to 

people of transgender experience] too. I could not believe it. I don’t understand why 

people who facilitate education for future minds have that perspective…” 

At home, Teuila faced similar obstacles, mainly from her parents. Growing up in a 

traditional Samoan household, she gradually distanced herself from her direct family (parents, 

siblings, nieces and nephews) as they voiced their displeasure, discomfort and disappointment 

towards her effeminate behaviours and appearance. She found difficulty understanding the 

conflict between her and her direct family, since she felt and understood, that her home should 

have been her first place of acceptance; a place that fostered her womanhood; a place that was 

judgement-free and abuse-free; a place where she could feel empowered to embrace her 

identity; a place where she could recharge her resilience before facing the stressors of school 

and public life. However, this was not the case. For people of transgender experience, and 

members of the wider non-conforming, gender and sexual diverse community, home is often 

misperceived as a safe-haven. Largely due to the idea that a parent’s unconditional love, and 

obligation to support their children will surpass the animosity directed at identities classed as 

‘sexually deviant’. Hoping that they will be met with expressions of support, care and love. But 

instead they are sometimes met with verbal and physical abuse, or banishment to the streets 

where they bounce in-between friends’ houses, live in homelessness and/or engage in sex-work 

to ensure survival (Mock, 2014; Williams & Groot, 2016). 
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To illustrate the extent of a parent’s influence on children who are of transgender 

experience, Teuila vividly recalled a heated conversation with her father during their drive to 

her school. One that left her feeling emotional which prompted a moment of reflection on her 

purpose to live; 

“I was with my father in the car. He was dropping me off to school. He used to 

listen to this Christian radio and there was this awkward conversation where the radio 

host started preaching about homosexuality and its misalignment with Biblical 

teachings. My father was like yeah that’s right. Making conniving comments. And I’m 

sitting there and I’m thinking your child is transgender. Your child’s listening to this. 

It’s bad enough I’m struggling with my identity and getting punished for it at school by 

my own peer group. Then at home where you think is the place of salvation or a break 

away from the world. So, I got into a debate with my dad that morning about how I 

don’t believe in that stuff on the radio. It turned into a very heated argument. I left that 

car and honestly thought what was going to happen to me if this is the way my father’s 

thinking of things? What am I doing? You know? I felt a sense of hopelessness when I 

left that car. On top of other emotions. Angry. I wanted to cry. And then walking into 

the gates of the school that you know you’re gonna get punished. You feel the pain. You 

feel the hurt. No acceptance.” 

Luckily, within the family network, Teuila’s sister, cousins and aunties supported her 

in ways her parents could not. For Pasifika people of transgender experience who are socially 

distanced or displaced from their homes, it is common to seek refuge in their sibling(s), cousins, 

aunties and uncles. In many cases, these family members are usually willing to listen, learn and 

support them towards self-enlightenment and physical embodiment. Sibling support is crucial 

in homes that message their reluctance to accepting non-conforming, gender and sexually 

diverse people because home is a place where personal self-worth, identity and bodies are 

nurtured (Caya & Liem, 1998; Jones, Killoren, Alfaro, & Gonzales-Backen, 2018). Further, 

children develop an attachment to their home, parents and siblings which have been shaped 

through years of learning, growth and development. The bonds created have merged into their 

identities therefore, distancing or separating them from family adversely affects mental 

wellbeing (McConnell, Birkett, & Mustanski, 2016). Siblings may not always be the first 

choice for disclosure, but, eventuating to successful disclosure (disclosure with a supportive 

response from the person disclosed to) means that unwelcoming home environments feel less 

hostile; 
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“If it wasn’t for them I wouldn’t be here. I don’t know what gutter I’ll be lying 

in if it wasn’t for my two best friends if it wasn’t for my cousins who fought for me. Even 

against family members who used to say things behind my back. My cousins always had 

my back [supported Teuila] and my sister had my back when I wasn’t with my two best 

friends. They were my support network.” 

For people of transgender experience living in Pasifika families, it is often the case that 

they engage in creating support networks with cousins, aunties and uncles. This is because the 

relative authority, according to ageist generational hierarchies, between extended family 

members and transgender identified children (including parents and siblings) are, in some 

cases, minimised; producing a relationship that is more approachable for children of 

transgender experience (Grafsky, Hickey, Nguyen, & Wall, 2018; Grossman, Richer, 

Chamaraman, Ceder, & Erkut, 2018). What is most critical is the extended family member’s 

neutral relationship with parents and siblings, which can be used as a doorway towards 

acceptance. This means that people of transgender experience who confide in extended family 

members’ access, and make use of, a proxy system for change. Extended family members are 

then able to advocate on behalf of one’s right to live as non-binary or as an affirmed man or 

woman within the family fabric. 

In a hostile school environment, Teuila was able to survive. After making friends with 

two students on a similar journey she felt belonged and supported which kept her grounded to 

a life worth living; preventing her from falling into the depths of isolation, depression and 

suicide (Johns, Beltram, Armstrong, Jayne, & Barrios, 2018; Trujillo, Perrin, Sutter, Tabaac, 

& Benotsch, 2017).  Leading to academic success which opened opportunities to mentor their 

peers, develop friendships with peers who were once resistant to gender and sexual diversity, 

alongside a profound recognition for their work ethic. 

Self-advocacy through recognition at school is empowering for the recipient, and their 

affiliates. Public recognition boosts the recipient’s self-esteem, they are given privileges and 

gain a high-standing reputation amongst their peers, school, family and community. For 

minoritised communities – who are usually tainted by negative stereotypes imposed onto them 

from inaccurate, and untrue, social discourse (Choi, Lee, Lee, & Kim, 2017, p.13) – recognition 

can dispel the various myths about them, while creating a space to dialogue, understand and 

learn of their truths. A method of self-advocacy (Singh A. A., 2013). This was the case for 

Teuila who described her best friend’s achievement as a demonstration, and testimony, to the 

power of success; 



52  

 

“The proudest moment for me was when my best friend became one of the head 

prefects and dux of our year. I broke down on the day of our graduation when the latter 

was announced. It truly was the most satisfying moment of my life. I thought all of the 

people throwing apples at you, ridiculing you and who had no respect for you, your 

body and sense of identity all paid off when she was called to receive it.” 

Identities, family, friendships and self-advocacy have shaped Teuila’s resilience for 

survival at home, and at school. Living as a person of transgender experience is difficult 

because of the social stigma and oppression that prevent, suppress and disable personal agency. 

Especially when living in systems that are adultist, gendered and heterosexual. These 

idealisations about existence have perpetuated the use of space, and place meanings, resulting 

in a society filled with subjective place-based experiences. An area that should be explored 

within the realm of work environments as safe, unsafe and resilience enhancing. 

 

A glimpse into Teuila’s work 

Concluding our meet, Teuila was asked to draw a map of her workplace, pointing out 

the spaces she felt safe and unsafe. Unlike Sonya, Teuila and I had minimal conversation about 

her workplace area. Regardless, her map intricately outlaid the environmental factors that 

contributed to her sense of safety at work. 

Figure 7 Teuila’s sketched workplace map. Pointed out are areas of safe and unsafe 
experience. Safety in areas: (1) Teuila’s desk, (2) meeting room a and (3) meeting room b; unsafety 
in area: (4) customer facing service centre. 
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Teuila’s position as a manager at her work is customer facing, phone and online based. 

In service natured roles, customers can often be uncooperative and aggressive to employees 

when their customer rights are violated (Boyd, 2002; Yagil, 2008). When exposed to treatment 

from people who are aggressive, one’s sense of safety and security is threatened. For Teuila, 

she mentions that this is the case in area 4 (Figure 7). Describing how, in some cases, customers 

have acted abusive, both verbally and physically, to staff members including herself. 

Regardless of the unwanted conflict, Sonya recognised that the situation was fixable through 

the clear establishment of customer boundaries. Acting in her role as manager to create a 

workplace where customers, employees and she, herself, felt safe. 

For Teuila, most of her work area is painted by support for diverse existences. This was 

mainly due to the active considerations of her boss and work colleague for her wellness as a 

person of transgender experience. Specifically understanding the significance and use of 

personal pronouns, as well as the address of discriminative behaviour as unacceptable. 

Consequently, creating an atmosphere that embraces diversity which deems discrimination (of 

any sort) as intolerable and unacceptable; 

“During my first day on the job my manager called me for a meeting. The first 

thing that went through my head was that oh shit has someone been complaining about 

me using the women’s toilets? But then she was like I just wanted to clarify with you 

your preferred gender markers. Do you prefer she/her? I go yes and then she goes, not 

a problem I thought I’d just double check with you. I know you that you’re a 

transwoman and we respect that but we you don’t want to assume things. I was almost 

in tears. Then a few years into my job someone misused my pronouns. We had a 

workshop and I attended as a participant in the workshop to facilitate some discussions. 

We then had lunch in the tea room and all I heard was my name being mentioned with 

that person referring to me as ‘he’. It was loud. At that point I was like okay whatever 

I don’t have the time I’ve got more important things to worry about. Funnily enough a 

grievance was put against her from a colleague of mine. They come up to me and go, 

you should never have to go through that and I thought, this person is not in my team 

or anything yet they’re standing up for me. She goes you should never have to tolerate 

that. When that person referred to you like that and treated you like that you should 

have never put up with it? That’s why I put a grievance against her. It was totally 

inappropriate, discriminatory and disrespectful. I was touched.” 
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Visibly diverse organisations appear safer to people of minoritised groups, particularly 

when they are part of one’s in-group (Purdie-Vaughns, Steele, Davies, Ditlmann, & Crosby, 

2008). New Zealand’s national workforce is growing by ethnicity, age, gender, sexuality and 

religions (Terruhn & Spoonley, 2018) which, in a positive sense, invites the continuity of 

workplaces as safe for the authentic expression and engagement. For Sonya, it gave her 

motivation, a strong resolve to achieve her goals and engage outside of her comfort zone; 

“My boss is amazing and supportive. All upper levels of management are fully 

supportive and guess it’s just because they too are part of an organisation that believes 

in diversity and in my hard work. What’s inspirational about this organisation is that 

there’s LGBT people in represented and visible in all levels of the company. My 

manager is lesbian and so is my Chief Executive Officer. On her wedding day she sent 

out photos to everybody of her and her wife. She doesn’t give a shit if you don’t agree 

with it.” 

Though Teuila feels a general sense of safety at work there remain three places she 

considers safest, these are: her personal work station (area 1, Figure 7), private meeting room 

A (area 2, Figure 7) and private meeting room B (area 3, Figure 7). As she described during 

our talanoa it was the “privacy, undisturbed attention and personalisation of space” that made 

her most comfortable. In a workspace that is demanding, it is important to have a place to 

comfortably seclude into the intricacies of work tasks. 

At work, privacy and the visible/invisible signs of diversity have made Teuila feel safe. 

At jobs where the workload is hectic, a personalised space to focus alleviates the stress of 

juggling work processes with relationships. Also, in a workforce that is growing in diversity, a 

workplace that is inclusive of diverse demographics attracts and retains employees through 

policy, supportive colleagues and a variable demographic of employees at all company levels.  

Next, Teuila provides insight into how her safety is felt at home, work, outdoors and at the 

gym. 

 

Teuila’s life in, and outside, of work 

Meeting for the second time in a local Auckland café, Teuila began our talanoa by 

sharing her experiences photographing. To her surprise, she found difficulty photographing 

places of safety and threat, including that to which enhances personal resilience. Pointing out 

that its’ normalisation in one’s life means that she often engaged with such things without 
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thinking. She found that this was mostly the case when thinking about places that were unsafe. 

Extending on ideas of subconscious avoidance to protect oneself from harm. Teuila shared that, 

because of engaging in photo elicitation, she has become more self-aware and reflective. A 

practice that has been overlooked during her journey to date, because of a tendency to just 

“move on”. Here, Teuila speaks to her life as manifested within places. 

Teuila began talking about the place she felt the safest, freest and most supported – her 

household living room (Figure 8). In her living room, safety is constituted by physical markers 

that stimulate memories of the ‘good times’. These are sketched, hung and organised on the 

walls as portraits of her family, both nuclear and extended. These are family members who she 

confided in. People who swore an oath to support, cherish and nourish her into womanhood. 

People who reflected her through their appearance, culture and religious faith. Resembling the 

values and beliefs she carried as a person of Pasifika, working class and transgender 

experiences. 

Another physical marker was the recognition of her success. After earning her degrees, 

Teuila’s parents framed and displayed these on their living room wall. A symbol of their pride 

in her ability, and capability, to achieve beyond the racial stereotypes that confide Pasifika 

people. Forging a legacy that future and current generations may aspire to and attain. In a 

Pasifika household, it also serves as a beacon of financial stability because of migration, 

detachment from home and an oppressive colonial history that, to this day, prevents many 

Pasifika people from accessing resources that improve health, wealth and wellbeing. Meaning 

that Pasifika people are often, but not always, pushed to live in poverty (Cheer, Kearns, & 

Murphy, 2014). Though deterring, there remain people who refuse to be limited and strive for 

greater; 

Figure 8 Teuila's household living room. 
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“This is a picture of my living room. It’s where I feel the safest. I’ve always felt 

safe in that space no matter what because it was a place of support. I’ve got family 

photos everywhere of my mum, grandma and other family members to remind me of it. 

Including my mum’s statue of Mary. I also have my degrees here which attest to the 

struggles I faced as a student and how I was able to survive it. There have been times 

where I’ve come here just to pray and reflect on points in my life, reading through the 

Bible and just coping. Especially during those years when your kind of struggling to 

find yourself. Also, this is where my friends all gather. They are always here during our 

hangouts when we laugh, joke and eat. It’s all done in this space. I guess that’s why I 

always felt a sense of peace here.” 

As much as the physical aspects create safe environments, so too does the metaphysical: 

past and current experiences in places. In her living room (Figure 8), Teuila felt safe because it 

was a place of acceptance. A non-judgemental place her and friends gathered to release stress, 

do their “kalas” [talk honestly and jokingly] and behave unmoderated. Teuila found that being 

in that environment was reminiscent of these times which, to this day, has sustained an aura of 

authentic self-expression within her own home. Reflective of her safety indoors as opposed to 

outdoors. Acceptance of identity, social support and a strong sense-of-belief constitute Teuila’s 

safety experiences which translate to workplace safety. 

During the mapping exercise, Teuila identified described and illustrated a work 

environment that cared for her wellness as a person of transgender experience. Speaking to a 

workplace visibly diverse, intolerant to gender discrimination, enables personal career growth 

and recognises her on-the-job successes. The workplace elevators (Figure 9) remind her of the 

Figure 9 Elevators in the open foyer at Teuila's 
workplace. 
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never-ending job opportunities that have allowed her to develop as a person within an 

organisation which, from previous experiences with gender-based rejection, could have been 

farfetched from imaginations of workplaces as safe for the non-conforming, gender and 

sexually diverse community. As discussed by Williams and Groot (2016), Samoan women of 

transgender experience working in New Zealand continue to experience transphobia at the 

selection and retention stages of employment. Therefore, in Teuila’s case, her job has shown 

progress within the realm of transgender rights in employment; 

“These elevators represent work and how safe I feel there. It’s a place where I 

feel like I’m respected for who I am I embraced for what I am and that it is not tokenised 

but genuine. I know that someone’s always got my back. Instead of looking at my gender 

they look at my skills not anything else and as a result, it is where my biggest 

achievements have been in terms of work. This is representative of my workplace as a 

safe place. All these lifts signify to me the sense of all these opportunities in my life. 

There’re many doorways of opportunity.” 

As people have increasingly adapted to the comfort of living in privatised indoor spaces, 

the outdoors has become less conducive to safety; especially for women (Krenichyn, 2006). 

Though urban outdoor spaces support bodily needs (rest rooms and an open dress code), 

stimulate the senses and restore mental capacity; there remains a fear of physical danger which 

– for women who live under constant threat of sexual violence – inhibits the leisurely use of 

parks and reserves throughout the day, and particularly at night (Boomsma & Steg, 2014; 

Krenichyn, 2006; Wesley & Gaarder, 2004). 

Entrapment which according to Nasar (2000, p. 129) is “the difficulty a person would 

have escaping when confronted with a potential offender” exacerbates feelings of unsafety 

outdoors. It is considered in two dimensions: the sense that contact with people for help is 

Figure 10 Mangere Bridge and a local supermarket. 
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impossible and the physical environment prevents escape (Haans & de Kort, 2012; Nasar & 

Fisher, 1993). According to Valentine (1989) entrapment, regardless of the time of day, acts as 

a deterrent to engage with environments of this nature. Particularly for women of colour who, 

within the span of their lifetime, are not only body shamed but are discouraged by class systems 

that limit the freedom to engage in outdoor leisure (Eyler, et al., 1998; Hungerford, 2015; 

Wilbur, Chandler, Dancy, Choi, & Plonczynski, 2002). Figure 10 is indicative of Teuila’s 

experiences of endangerment in a park and carpark that were dark and enclosed; 

“This is Mangere Bridge. This is the space I feel unsafe in. I had come here to 

meet up with one of my mates to chill for a bit. My mate was running late, and I started 

feeling a sense of being unsafe. I felt that because it’s an open space with only a single 

entrance and exit way surrounded by water. It reflects is this concept of loneliness, 

vulnerability, helplessness and the fear of being trapped. If someone was to try and do 

something, no one will know. I know the feeling was intense because it was night, but I 

would feel the same during the day. I feel the same way at supermarkets because they 

are usually overcrowded and testing during the night. I am very self-conscious so being 

in a crowd within brightly lit supermarket is exposing. I am afraid that people will stare 

at me and that I might run into people who mean me ill will.” 

Feelings of entrapment and passing can deter the use of spaces during the day, even 

when such spaces are convenient and necessary for everyday mobility (Valentine, 1989). 

Unlike the optional use of leisurely places pictured in Figure 10, those in Figure 11 are 

necessary during Teuila’s work week as she frequents them for work purposes. Comparing both 

Figures 10 and 11, there are distinct characteristics that separate each such as the density of 

vegetation, infrastructure, height of buildings, foot and vehicle traffic. The most distinct being 

the entrapment she feels in Federal Street (Figure 11, right image) when overcrowded by 

people. A part of entrapment which Valentine (1989) overlooked that can be critical to refining 

Figure 11 An alley way outside of Teuila's work and Federal Street. 
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place-based safety. In both cases, entrapment and passing remain distinct determinants of 

Teuila’s place-based fears and anxieties; 

“This alley way is unsafe for me cos being here makes me anxious during the 

day and night. It is singular entry and exit as well as the narrow way that makes me feel 

uneasy about being attacked without anyone to signal help. Because I am a transgender 

person I question whether people would care enough to help me. Not to mention the 

occasional confrontation with the homeless who tend to occupy this area. This alley 

way also leads to Federal Street which also makes me feel anxious, mainly due to my 

anxieties being in large crowds of people. An example of this was during rugby world 

cup my friends and I were roaming Queen Street with massive crowds of supporters. At 

the time I felt both safe and unsafe. Safe in the fact that you’re in a crowd of people who 

could protect you but unsafe because I felt like I stood out like a sore thumb.” 

Passing in line with the cisgender norms of society have directed and burdened 

transgender people to live, and exist in public spaces, aligned with the gender binary (Oakleaf 

& Richmond, 2017). In the above quote, Teuila speaks to her discomfort with accessing a local 

supermarket because she fears judgement. An experience that she familiarises with when 

engaging in street runs, even when she imagines herself in places riddled by an overt form of 

masculinity, femininity and heterosexuality – gyms (Figure 12) (Johansson, 1996). 

Recreational centres, sports and physical activity or ‘active spaces’ are difficult for 

people of transgender experience to exist, participate and engage (Elling-Machartzki, 2017; 

Jones, Arcelus, Bouman, & Haycraft, 2017; Oakleaf & Richmond, 2017). The public 

performance of gender narrows expression, appearance and embodiment to one’s preferred 

gender norms which, in many places that encourage physical activities, requires people of 

transgender experience to conform (Elling-Machartzki, 2017; Jones, Arcelus, Bouman, & 

Figure 12 Jetts - a local fitness gym. 



60  

 

Haycraft, 2017; Oakleaf & Richmond, 2017). Gender norms are problematic for them because 

achieving, or fitting-in with, the idealised constructs of man and woman deter the usage of 

‘active spaces’; mainly when they feel a misalignment with their felt and embodied gender 

(Elling-Machartzki, 2017). Therefore, alternatives are sought to assure one’s safety. For Teuila, 

it was the inability to wear makeup during her exercises that deterred her from continuing 

daytime runs. Instead, she ran at night where the darkness protected her from the anxieties of 

being judged. These considerations also translated to the use of a local single-gender and 

women’s only gym; places where women’s physiques are compared, evaluated and sculpted 

by masculine and feminine traits (Johansson, 1996); 

“I don’t like gyms because it’s the fear of being discovered. I considered joining 

this gym during my runs around the block. When in broad daylight I would go run but 

only if I had makeup on which was bad for my skin. My doctors advised me to 

discontinue my runs with makeup. So, to compromise I would go fresh-faced late at 

night, when the streets were empty, with someone. As I ran by the gym several times, 

considering a membership, I wondered as to why I was hesitant. For me it was that 

sense of being seen, the sense of being judged. Cos masculinity and femininity are 

overwhelmingly embellished in these places. I have that conscious fear that if I don’t 

look feminine I will get read up on it. All I want to do is work out, but these things worry 

me. Someone said to me, why don’t you come to True Women’s gym? And I go let’s not 

get that complicated because I feel like I could, but I know that I would get policed in 

that space as well.” 

The above extract does not mean Teuila, or people of transgender experience, refuse to 

participate in ‘active spaces’; as it has been found that the use of these spaces benefit a deeper 

awareness with their body, recognition of gender and a sense of pride over physical 

embodiment (Elling-Machartzki, 2017). Instead, it reflects the struggle they face navigating the 

complexities of living authentically in overtly sexist and transphobic spaces. 

Gender norms and ideals have complicated Teuila’s existence, and impacted her 

wellness, in public places and certain work spaces; leading to a reliance on her personal 

resilience for survival. In this case, she identifies that, like her safety experiences, a strong 

support network, others belief in oneself and personal achievement nurture her personal 

resilience. Teuila demonstrates the degree to which people of transgender experience, 

specifically people of colour, nurture resilience within their support networks, pride in 

identities and pride in success (Singh, 2013; Singh & McKleroy, 2011); 
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“The empowerment I feel at home and work from the people, the opportunities 

and the sense that I deserve what I work for. Relationships, my improved self-worth 

within these spaces and personal achievement. Specific to work are the people who love 

me and the work I do which has added to the passion I have for this place. It’s not just 

a job. It’s a life philosophy that I’m truly passionate about and I believe in the values 

that it has therefore I talk about these values constantly from personal experience.” 

Teuila’s case reflects a resilience network that enhances strength at home and at work. 

Compared to Sonya, whose workplace does not overtly express their support for people of 

transgender experience, Teuila’s demonstrates the igniting mechanism that supportive 

workplaces have on resilience. Safety and resilience are modified by an interdependence 

between the social and physical environment. People who are welcoming, accepting and 

recognise the good in people indicates a receptibility to the inclusion of diverse identities. 

Meanwhile changes in light illumination, from high to low illumination, moderate feelings of 

entrapment: shifting the perceptions of place from safety to threatening. 

 

Chapter summary 

The cases of Sonya and Teuila present unique similarities and contrasts with safety 

experience and personal resilience. In their early pre-employment years, much of the 

difficulties they faced achieving an alignment between mind and body were difficult at home, 

and at school. This meant that their place-based attachment within the public sphere were 

predetermined. However, this did not remove them from engaging in civil communities as 

learners and workers who, eventually, would become leaders at work. In both cases, safety was 

constituted by the people. People in place who were open to diversity, accepting and familiar 

determined the meaning making process that lead to place-attachment. In Sonya’s case, this 

sometimes meant that safety experiences could be transformed from safe to unsafe and vice 

versa. While Sonya enjoyed the outdoors, Teuila felt much discomfort in open greenspace 

because of fears about entrapment; pointing to the dynamic and unique experiences people have 

in place. In terms of resilience, they agree that, once again, people uplift their spirits so to 

continue with their daily lives. In addition, Sonya was able to refuel her resilience by 

connecting with her spiritual-self outdoors. Together, they illuminate the importance of people 

as contributors to place-based safety and resilience. 
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Chapter 4: Lena and Angie 

The following is a narrative analysis of Lena and Angie who, within their lines of work, shared 

about the empowerment they feel as advocates and activists for disadvantaged, disenfranchised 

and disempowered communities. In addition to work, education, dance and pageantry were 

places they served. Their experiences of resilience diverged in certain areas: Lena identified 

that resilience was enhanced in greenspace: a place she could seclude from the world; whereas 

Angie felt it in the atmosphere of sporting environments as the development of mental fortitude. 

They identify that people are determinants of the meaning-making process that is developed 

into place-attachment: regardless of the space; and that through these places, they foster their 

resilience. Each case is structured in the following order: (1) who they are and their journey 

into employment – biographical and experiential information from their childhood, teenage 

years and adult life that significantly impacted their future worldviews at work; (2) a glimpse 

into their work environment – an aerial sketch of their workplace so to outline the places they 

experienced safety and unsafety; (3) their life in, and outside, of work – a photographic 

examination of their Third-Places as places of safety, places of unsafety and what fuels their 

personal resilience. The chapter is concluded with a summary of findings. 

 

The Case of Lena 

At our first meet, Lena was preparing for an overseas trip for Cook Island dancing. A 

Cook Island woman of transgender experience, studying a Bachelor of Arts degree at a New 

Zealand university whilst employed and volunteering part-time; she wasted no time on things 

that diverted her from her pathway towards success. Her work surrounded advocacy for the 

rights of non-conforming, gender and sexually diverse people. Giving back to a community 

held dear to her heart through years of personally experiencing the hardships, joys and blessings 

living as a Pasifika woman of transgender experience. 

Since Lena’s arrival in Auckland to pursue higher education, she sought a sense of 

belonging by creating her own, and building connections with, a community of Cook Island 

hula dancers. Moving to a new country where the language, culture and environment were 

dissimilar to one’s home country; feeling connected and included was difficult (Brubaker, 

2010). This is most obvious for people who move to countries where their affiliated 

communities are minoritised, or inexistent, among the dominant culture (Brubaker, 2010). For 

Lena, this was further complicated by a journey towards self-enlightenment as she juggled the 
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ambiguities of living, navigating and adapting to her new ‘home’. Placing a greater emphasis 

on the formulation of a place she could call her own. 

Whilst assimilating to Auckland life, Lena experienced the internal challenge of 

embracing her felt identity as transgender and woman; which, according to her religious faith 

and cultural beliefs, was wrong and frowned upon. Her moral self was largely shaped by the 

cis/heteronormativities of religious-cultural beliefs which significantly impacted her journey 

towards selfhood. For example, as she affirmed her gender through dress, makeup and medical 

procedures which should have been “the easiest decision I ever made”, the unspoken, but 

overwhelmingly perpetuating, laws of the cis/heterosexual man and woman seeded doubts 

about her journey. Leading her to question the plausibility of a life lived in her felt and 

embodied gender. Paired with a sense-of-duty to maintain a positive image with her family, 

culture and ethnic group, she faced many personal hurdles. Feared by the possibility of 

rejection. 

Pasifika people who leave island nations to developed countries usually do so for 

familial aid – giving back. Among the Pasifika, giving back is mostly associated with 

remittances (Brown, 1994; Connell, 2005). However, it is also enacted through goal seeking, 

educational achievements and remaining faithful to religious-cultural teachings. For people of 

transgender experience, embodiment is both an empowering and disabling journey. Coming 

into your own via the embodiment of your felt gender is liberating. Escaping the daily 

psychological torment, pain and suffering endured from hiding their true self. Yet, this type of 

freedom is often coupled by the criminalising treatment of transgender bodies as ill, unnatural 

and alien. Treating their character and bodies as ornaments, or exhibits, to be gawked at. This 

can lead psychological displacement with oneself which sometimes, but not always, leads to a 

reconsideration of one’s affirmation journey and a diminishing in wellbeing. 

To deal with the day-to-day search for acceptance and belonging, Lena turned to her 

dance group. For Pasifika people of transgender experience, minority stress is a daily reality 

that can seem inescapable when an absence of support, acceptance and inclusion is perceived 

as normal across all contexts (Singh, 2013). Minority stress, a model that highlights stress 

experienced by minoritised groups whose identity and expression is stigmatised, explains that 

people of transgender experience, who view their experiences as integral to their identity, are 

more susceptible to proximal stressors such as internalized transphobia, anticipated stigma and 

expectation of victimization. A deterring view for those wanting to undergo the journey, is a 

consequence of being part of a community that is shunned by dominant Eurocentric 
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cis/heteronormative societal systems. To be supported, people of transgender experience often 

create, or attain membership with groups formed by people of similar life experiences (The 

Coconet TV, 2017; Tagata Pasifika, 2011). For Lena, this was with Cook Island people of 

transgender experience who enjoyed the art of Cook Island dance. To demonstrate her internal 

struggle, she shared a difficult encounter with male privilege and insecurity; 

“I was in this circle with this guy and he came across and made me feel like I 

wasn’t a normal woman saying, your voice is deep for a woman. Afterwards I felt 

insecure, anxious and conscious of myself, so I began Googling how to change my 

voice, gender affirmation surgeries such as face feminisation, voice feminisation and 

gender reconstruction. But then we went going through his computer and came across 

his private photos which, to my surprise, contained photos of other transgender girls 

he has dated. Then I said, can we talk about these photos? These are literally borderline 

cross dressers. He said, yeah. I used to date and sleep with them. I said, are you serious? 

He said, yes. I thought, you slept with these people who are of transgender experience 

but have the fucking audacity to tell me that I’m manly, making me feel insecure about 

myself. I almost cried. Men’s standards that are placed on us, especially our Pacific 

women.” 

Identities are solidified in spaces that aid its’ expression and performance (Oldenburg 

& Brissett, 1982) which, on stage, Lena used to “create visibility of transgender peoples in the 

community and give voice to our plight”. In the realm of dance, stage performance acts as a 

tool to engage with communities in ways that inform and educate them about in-group culture, 

beliefs and experiences. Enhancing a global mind-set, increases cultural engagement, and aids 

the process of self-realisation (Schrock, 2018). Though the purpose of Lena’s dance group was 

not educational, its foundation as family, Cook Island and transgender paved avenues for 

agency, empowerment and advocacy. For example, during our talanoa, Lena shared that she 

had “refused performance requests from people who were seen as transphobic” amongst her 

connections. Lena’s ability to control performance environments safe guarded the group from 

mockery, unwanted and dehumanising attention. A part of her character that demonstrated her 

resilience (Diehl & Hay, 2010). 

When asked, “What has it been like living as a transgender person in New Zealand?” 

Lena shared about the intricacies of existing in a society that has improved, but has not fully 

developed, support for people of transgender experience. She mentioned that the support for 

gender affirming methods like hormonal therapy, gender affirming surgeries and gender 
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specific health services indicates the liberalisation towards self-actualisation. Yet, employment 

opportunities for people of transgender experience are limited. Although progress in the 

following three areas: the “decriminalisation of the anti-homosexuality law (1986)”, the “[legal 

gender change] (1993)” and the movement to “legalise same-sex marriage (2013)” is 

increasing momentum, much is left to do. A critical look at the social reality of New Zealand 

beyond superficial claims of being easy-going and friendly towards people from all walks of 

life is necessary. 

In employment, Lena shared that people living with transgender experiences are equally 

likely to work in “respectable” jobs, as well as adult entertainment or sex work. Respectable 

employment constituting work that fits within the ‘moral fabric’ of society, separate from the 

exchange of sexual services for payment. Although sex work is a legitimate form of work, 

employment opportunities for people of transgender experience should not be limited to the 

sex industry due to discrimination in other organisations and industries (Williams & Groot, 

2016). Further, a document about migrating fa’afafine by The Coconet TV (2017) speaks to 

the acculturative experiences that lead to sex work. One of the interviewees commented on how 

the outrageous, unfiltered and floundering characterisation fa’afafine in Samoa leads to sex-

work in a country where such behaviours are suggestive of sexual promiscuity. A contributing 

factor to sex-work involvement. The equal proportion of people with transgender experience 

working in both sectors signifies a need. That is, a need to address the current and future 

systemic, systematic and institutional transphobia that limits and prevents people of 

transgender experience from accessing more employment opportunities. 

Lena engaged in work as an advocate for the wider non-conforming, gender and 

sexually diverse community. New to the Western classificatory system of bodies into various 

gender and sex categories, she made every effort to educate herself so to provide meaningful 

support to service users. Lena’s learnings of the gendered and sexualised issues in New Zealand 

dispels the myth that some, but not all, members of the non-conforming, gender and sexually 

diverse community are knowledgeable of each other’s experiences. That is, in a New Zealand 

context, the experiences of those who identify as, but are not limited to, transgender, gay, 

lesbian, bisexual, queer, gender fluid and questioning are nuanced, ambient and not 

interchangeable with one another. Regardless of the lived commonalities between each. In the 

account of ethnic specific conceptualisations from the Pasifika such as akava’ine, including 

that of other ethnic groups, it has been researched that their experiences are unique to Pasifika 

communities; made complex when overlaid by Western gender constructs (The Coconet TV, 
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2017; Williams & Groot, 2016). Lena teaches us that group membership does not provide 

automatic rights of access. Especially when the subcultures of existence vary. 

Lena’s journey into employment touches on another important aspect of her life, that 

is, her culture. Cook Island culture is deeply intertwined with how, and who, she perceives 

herself to be and her sense-of-belonging. Culture – the values, norms, belief systems and 

practices of a group – moulds, sculpts and produces citizens of a specific nature who, for most 

part, carry with them parts or the entirety of culture across contexts (Spencer-Oatey, 2012). 

People who grow up in a specific cultural setting will yearn for its recreation in places they 

inhabit; whether it be at home, school, work or even at different countries. Even the most 

mundane spaces, places and practices reproduces such a connection. Lena personified this 

aspect of culture as she saw it critical to her sense-of-self, sense-of-belonging and life structure; 

“My culture holds a special place in my life. It is the thread that ties me back to 

my roots in the Cook Islands. It is our identity and the way we live our lives. Without it 

in my life, I will have no sense of belonging or structural lifestyle.” 

In the above extract, Teuila’s mention of a connection to her “roots” indicated that her 

identity anchored her wellbeing. Symbolising the criticality cultural identity played in buffering 

the negative psychological effects from experiences of discrimination and prejudice 

(Mossakowski, 2003). Pride in identities protects minority members from the detrimental 

effects’ discrimination, prejudice and phobias have on mental wellbeing (Shelton, et al., 2005). 

For Lena, workplace safety was linked to people. Since she dabbled in various types of 

work and, therefore, was constantly experiencing changes to her work environment, people 

began to determine safety. In spaces that were new and had no meaning, establishing an 

attachment were vivid as she interacted more with her work colleagues. Through positive 

interaction and engagement with her colleagues, she was able to establish rules, regulations and 

expectations that safe guarded her wellness. These were mainly around the use of pronouns, 

bathrooms and a general positivity with each other; 

“I feel most safe when I am surrounded by positive work colleagues. It is not my 

aspiration to remain in a safe one at my workplace because I do like to try new things 

but creating a positive circle of friends mostly helps me feel safe. In our work 

environment I have sometimes been discriminated against by my fellow female work 

colleagues. Especially when using the correct pronoun or using the correct bathroom.” 
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The sense-of-belonging, pride in identities, self-advocacy and group activism have 

constructed Teuila’s safety experiences at home, and at work. A person who ventured to New 

Zealand to live the immigrant dream, she was quickly reminded of the importance group 

connectivity had in her ability to flourish. In a society where a history colonialism embedded 

harmful cis/heterosexist and racial systems of oppression, navigating the intricacies of living 

under the microscope was difficult. Revealing the oppression, phobic attitudes and social 

disparities people of transgender experience face in society; especially at work. 

  

A glimpse into Lena’s work 

To end our first meet, Lena drew a map of her workplace which outlined her place of 

safety. Generally, Lena felt safe and comfortable in her workplace because of an environment 

that was open, supportive and culturally stimulating. Joint with a job that held true to her 

purpose for community support, group advocacy and activism, she no qualms warming up to 

her surroundings. Here, Lena briefly described and illustrated her safety experience at work. 

At work, safety is conducive with feeling belonged (Geller, 1994). Feeling included and 

important, accentuates a caring regard for people, their organisation and job (Liu, Chen, & 

Holley, 2017). Especially when people see themselves – personal identities, culture, values and 

beliefs – represented at work (Purdie-Vaughns, Steele, Davies, Ditlmann, & Crosby, 2008). In 

Lena’s map (Figure 13), she indicated her office, room one and room two as spaces that include 

the people who reflect her most. They are the Pasifika mamas, boss, programme officer and 

project managers whose work is central to the betterment of local Pasifika communities. For 

Lena, working in an environment dedicated to Pasifika Arts, Pasifika communities and making 

positive change for future Pasifika generations lead to a comfortability working with, and 

alongside, her colleagues; 

Figure 13 Lena's sketched workplace map. Pointed out are areas of safe 
experience in the office (top left), Room 1 (bottom middle) and Room 2 (top right). 
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“Most times I feel like I belong at my current place of employment because my 

type of work, working with people allows me to engage with others from different 

backgrounds who come together for a common interest in Pacific Arts and improving 

the current state of Pacific communities.” 

A general sense of safety does not remove the possibility of having a safe hotspot or 

“the one place I feel the safest”. For Lena, room 2 (Figure 13) was the place she felt “most 

belonged” because of its use as a practice and rehearsal studio for Cook Island dance. 

According to Oldenburg and Brissett (1982) environments that provoke the performance of 

identities and self-expression are inherently safe, enhance a sense-of-belonging and strengthens 

self-concept. In this case, Lena’s use of room 2 to practice Cook Island dance reflects a stage 

where she could safely negotiate her ethnocultural identity through dance. With every 

movement, song and instrument she further explored her cultural self as each was imagined, 

constructed and executed. 

The need to belong and a visible reflection of oneself at work enhances safety. In 

societies where people feel socially and visibly distant from the dominant culture, searching 

for workplaces that are congruent with personal identities, cultural values and beliefs motivates 

working behaviour. However, there remains questions regarding the methods in which this can 

be developed and actioned in practice which, for the case of Lena, is enlightened via her daily 

personal encounters in safe environments. 

 

Lena’s life in, and outside, of work 

When one is invested in a cause, their daily experiences become part of a wider purpose. 

Lena described the photographing task as difficult. Mainly because she weighed the 

proceedings of her participation as critical to the current and future political, social and cultural 

atmosphere around support for the non-conforming, gender and sexually diverse community. 

As an activist for people of transgender experience, she also understood the intersections of 

experience as varied within her own community – “We’ve been judged and looked at by 

outsiders but also harshly by people within circles like my own as transgender. This is why I 

found it hard yet rewarding of the topic’s scope”. This made the task one of reflection and 

personal reward. Here, Lena used photos to illustrate her experiences in places that are safe, 

unsafe and enhancing of her personal resilience. 
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Colour and envisioning oneself represented in a group fosters belonging, identity 

development and feelings of empowerment (Molix & Bettencourt, 2010; Oldenburg & Brissett, 

1982). Figure 14 shows the spaces in which Lena felt she was an intricate, valuable and 

important part of a group. Beginning from her Cook Island dance group (top image) to the 

university’s Cook Island Association (bottom images, left to right). She described the former 

as “most empowering” for it represented the complex, diverse and unique experiences people 

of transgender experience go through. Knitted together by a strong sisterhood of survivors who, 

at the time, became her pillar of support during her years of self-discovery. She described 

colour as a defining feature of this photo which, according to Oldenburg and Brissett (1982), 

is characteristic of the visible colours and discursive talk within Third Place experience. The 

photo is symbolic of the significant interconnection between people and space characteristics, 

such as colour, creating safe places; 

“This is one of my most empowering shots. Everyone in this photo [Figure 14, 

top image] is transgender Pacific and we are all wearing something Pacific. Very 

colourful. So it is very attached to my culture and how I was at the time, a person 

wanting to learn Cook Island dance. To some girls it was just dancing but to me it was 

a lot more. It was the first place where I felt like I belonged since moving to New 

Zealand. It was really hard especially when you trying to meet new people and meeting 

new people who accept transgender people. But then when I found these bunch of girls 

and formed a dance group they were my wall, my support. I didn’t really interact 

outside of them. I was leader at the time and what they didn’t realise at the time was 

that I couldn’t survive without them but I made it look like I could. When someone starts 

speaking about their journeys we kind of finish off each other’s sentences. And I think 

Figure 14 Lena's dance group (top) and the Cook Islands Association at the 
university she attended (bottom left to right). 
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that’s how building personal resilience because we all shared the same stories. We 

quickly went from friends to sisters.’ A lot of these girls have been in my life for a very 

long time and I have mad respect for them.” 

Allies of the non-conforming, gender and sexual diverse community are important for 

positive societal adjustment (Berwick, 2017). The bottom images in Figure 14 showed the allies 

Lena networked, at the initiation and continuity of university life. They served as her support 

structure in a place she struggled to fit-in as it felt and appeared white, middle-class, cisgender 

and heterosexual. Lena’s newfound enlightenment meant full immersion into an environment 

outside of her dance group would have been a risky, uncomfortable and stressful task. However, 

immersion emerged as she developed friendships with other Cook Island students who, like 

herself, sought tertiary education as the key to a better future. A stage she utilised to dispel, 

correct and rewrite the stereotypical myths about Pasifika people of transgender experience 

(Tadlock, et al., 2017; Williams & Groot, 2016). Once again, demonstrating how friendships 

with people like oneself nurture belongingness, expression of identity (Molix & Bettencourt, 

2010) and a positive adjustment to new environments (Berwick, 2017); 

“There are no trans girls in this photo [Figure 14, bottom images]. So, it’s me 

immersing into society and being comfortable. I am very comfortable here. This was 

especially important for me because it was that part where I stepped outside of my usual 

group [referring to the community of transgender dancers in Figure 14] and into this 

group and was comfortable in my skin. A lot of people when I left Raro had not seen me 

or met me as Lena and some of them came to the university, I met them and gotten to 

know them. And this is where I came to realise that there are good and bad people, but 

this is a good bunch of people. I was comfortable and safe around them. And partly 

because we come from a cultural and academic background I was able to relate to 

because everyone in this circle was going for the same goal that I was. That paper at 

the end of the day. You know what they say about the importance of having straight 

allies is because you foster these positive relationships with these people and then they 

go to rugby games or to their training and tell their mates that hay she’s just a normal 

girl. So, I rode with it. Used it as a mechanism to get the word out there that trans 

women, LGBT, anybody wearing that rainbow flag is just the same person as the next. 

I found that in university settings anyway people are very open minded. When they come 

in the message really is leave all your baggage discrepancies at the door. Everyone is 

equal. Well that’s the message of the day but whether it’s received is a different story.” 
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Positioning oneself in a place that is uncomfortable takes courage, determination and 

motivation (Oppong, 2017). After becoming one of the finest Cook Island dancers to set foot 

on stage, Lena was reminded that a “strong resolve for personal betterment” freed her from a 

self-victimising mindset. When exposed to the harsh realities that minoritised identities 

experience daily – falling into a sense-of-helplessness, self-victimisation and internalised 

transphobia is, not always, consequence (Austin & Goodman, 2017). This is the case for people 

of transgender experience who, in line with Lena’s personal resolve, experience significant 

improvements in wellbeing if changed (Austin & Goodman, 2017). The images in Figure 14 

did not only speak to the people as essential to belonging, personal identity, empowerment and 

positive adjustment; it also spoke to the cognitive and emotional development for goal seeking; 

“The first thing I do before changing the mindsets of others is changing that of 

our own. Coming of this idea that everything is related to our gender identity or 

transness. Our sisters need to understand that yes this is the current issue of today but 

there are issues that are way beyond and are still going today. I did not know how to 

dance. I used to have two left feet and get laughed at. The girls used to call me vibrate 

because I moved like a vibrator. I had no flow, but I guess the thing that was me is 

working hard. I will never blame the trans card on anything. If I didn’t get something 

it was because I didn’t work hard for it. I’ve noticed that for me my personal growth 

working hard for something you get it. Even if it’s a gap or a competition it’s not 

guaranteed but you have a very high chance if you work hard.  Try having very black 

skin and see how people react to you.” 

Figure 15 Lena winning the Miss Jewel beauty pageant. 
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Accessing and activating spaces of change demystify common myths about minoritised 

groups. Like the nations of Samoa, Tonga and New Zealand, akava’ine in the Cook Islands 

struggled to escape the confounds of being limited by a meaningless humour-based existence 

(Bolich, 2007). However, after entering and winning a Miss Jewel beauty pageant (Figure 15), 

Lena used this as a platform to demonstrate her wits: winning stage interview where she 

eloquently answered a question that required knowledge about the Cook Islands social, political 

and economic affairs; outfits that fit a theme about her personal journey into selfhood; and a 

talent that was culturally significant – Cook Island dance, as opposed to comedic Pageantry 

and dance are stages for people of transgender experience to increase social awareness of 

current issues, promote change and improve community wellbeing (Breslow, et al., 2015; 

Schrock, 2018); 

“I did not want to portray the entertainer the joker or the oversexualised person. 

I was like I’m going to get up there and be myself. So, my talent and everything that I 

did reflected me a lot. That’s what I was especially proud of cos I really believe that if 

you have a chance or an opportunity where you can portray yourself in a different light 

you should just grab it. A lot of transgender girls have confidence issues. So, I stepped 

into the arena and then I won. I was so surprised because I didn’t win anything except 

for stage interview. Thank god for these brains. I’m glad that I won the stage interview 

and to show my own people that there are some of us who are smart. Some of us who 

don’t know how to weave but we can write a proposal. Especially coming from a 

cultural background like ours. I didn’t know how to make costumes, dance or weave. 

People bring me stuff and say can you make something for Mardi Gras? I respond with, 

I don’t know how to sew. Then they’re like, what? You don’t know how to sew? I’m like, 

no do you?” 

Figure 16 Lena working with communities in New Zealand and 
in the Cook Islands. 
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People in space define place (Saar & Palang, 2009). Lena’s work environment changed 

and moved to spaces that existed a community need (Figure 16). Worked in a job that was 

largely voluntary, she described connections with people, community support and personal 

development as influential to her desire for growth. Lena took pride in her work ethic which, 

to this day, presented her with opportunities to shed light on the existing trade-offs the Cook 

Island community expect for people of transgender experience. That being, tolerance for 

akava’ine when they act in service to the wider community. A type of control which minimised, 

and even eliminated, acceptance; created by a system that privileged cisgender and 

heterosexual people, so they could live in ‘glamour’; 

“I’ve done so many volunteering. I just love it. After I won the Miss Jewel 

pageant at the Cook Islands my mum asked me to help her community initiative at my 

old school. I initially refused but when I went people suddenly saw me differently. 

Everyone wanted to buy from Miss Jewel. I added oxygen to that flame for a bit. These 

are my two sisters and with my mum shows that sisterhood is part of my family. They 

didn’t accept me it at first. They had to learn to. I basically black mailed them into it. I 

was like if you guys don’t accept me for who I am I’m moving away don’t call me for 

anything. They were like okay sorry we will now slowly accept you. My parents support 

was not there at first but came after winning Miss Jewel and seeing my journey to that 

point. Through me they understood that transgender people are an intricate part of 

society. We are at your fundraisers looking after the kids; we are at the microphone 

entertaining guests. Where are all the cisgender people at? Where are the parents of 

these kids? You see in our community when it comes to these things they know the 

akava’ines will respond. They say pass it to them they can do it which is slightly unfair. 

We do a lot of the background work and don’t get credit for it.” 

Figure 17 Lena engaging in group advocacy with global leaders of non-
conforming, gender and sexually diverse communities. 
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Personal and group agency promote empowerment, activism and advocacy within 

communities (Campbell, 2005). To be surrounded by people of similar identity stages the 

allowance for discursive exchange, discourse and the negotiation of personal to group 

identification (Oldenburg & Brissett, 1982). Places that provoke an active conversational 

culture modulates internal discussions about personhood to grow, develop and manifest in 

certain contexts. For Lena, her attendance at a global leader’s conference (Figure 17) enhanced 

pride in her gender identity which, for people of transgender experience, is challenged as 

clinically detrimental to wellness (Lopez, 2018). Evident in her account, exposure to a 

community that delineated the non-conforming, gender and sexually diverse community as 

civil was proof of her undying resolve for better; 

“Everyone here is of a Rainbow identity. A room filled with over qualified 

people. I was impressed, astounded, shocked, surprised but at the same time I was 

proud. I come from a group of people who have degrees in stuff and I’m not just 

associated to a ‘prostitute next door’. It began my advocacy journey. I was able to bring 

away from this a small pool of funding for a project that I did in Rarotonga last year. 

It was a capacity building workshop LGBT Community connection fostering and 

building good relationships with civil society. We got members of the civil society, 

education, legislation and health empowerment and we basically got speakers to speak 

to our own community in the Cook Islands, on our behalf.” 

Group membership, pride in identity and activism are constructs of resilience (Singh, 

2013; Singh & McKleroy, 2011). While interacting with Pasifika communities, advocating for 

people of transgender experience and living with and among supportive family, friends and 

work colleagues Lena was building her resilience. Singh and McKleroy (2011) discovered that 

transgender people of colour’s resilience was largely linked to navigating the gendered and 

ethnic/racial oppressors that dominate institutional, family and organisational environment. 

Alongside a strong conviction for the reformation of a system that is equal and equitable for 

oppressed identities, and a reclamation of rights that would sustain the growth of transgender 

communities, specifically transgender people of colour. Here, Lena’s resilience was reflective 

of such; 
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“My resilience comes from helping communities and people, living in spaces 

with people of the Rainbow community, learning and growing in my Cook Island 

culture, and existing as an agent of change rather than following the negative narrative 

that negatively dictates our lives.” 

Living a demanding and stressful lifestyle requires time and space for people to escape 

their daily concerns, stressors and activities (Oldenburg & Brissett, 1982). Though Lena’s 

resilience stems from her personal involvement with people, identity development, political 

and social movements; there remained time she needed alone for relaxation, reflection and 

meditation. She spoke of her backyard (Figure 18) as a place that elicited calming and freeing 

emotions which, during her life outside of home, was absent for most of her previous busy 

lifestyle. Shanahan and colleagues (2016) exploration of people’s exposure to greenspace 

found significant improvements to mental and physical health for greenspace users. For Lena, 

secluding herself within the greenery of her backyard has provided her the space to regain lost 

and spent energy, cognitive capacity and emotional stability; 

“This is where I live. This is our terrace which is where I do a lot of my personal 

thinking. The reason why I only chose these two is because I don’t go out a lot, unless 

I must, and I like space to think about things such as the what ifs? A lot of personal 

meditation happens. Hangout spots. I’m happy at home and this space I took is because 

I get a lot of work done outside when doing assignments and stuff on this little balcony 

here. Starting from each photo is starting from somewhere glamorous trying to survive 

and navigating my way through New Zealand to now having somewhere stable. Right 

now, I’ve peeled back a lot of the extracurricular things and focused on university, 

family and a bit of advocacy here and there. Though my family and friends are 

Figure 18 Lena's backyard. 
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supportive, I occasionally correct them on the use of derogatory language which slips 

from time to time.” 

Finding self is difficult when in an environment that diminishes the possibility for self-

discovery, belongingness and personal agency. Places that enable the exploration of identity, 

social immersion and the regeneration of mind and body reflect Third Place experiences. 

Though, for Lena, Third Place experience was unseen in her chosen images, the selected images 

were evidence of safety amongst people who resembled her gender and ethnic biographies; 

whereby people also enhanced resilience, as well as an absence from social traffic so to engage 

in the practice, and reap the psychophysical benefits, of meditation. 

 

The Case of Angie 

At our first meet, Angie was preparing for travels to her primary work locale in the 

Waikato region. A 28-year-old woman born raised in Auckland to Cook Island parents, she 

grew up as one of four children living, and navigating, their hopes and dreams while seeking 

to fulfil her own. Working her way into a four-year tenure as a consultant, an official netball 

umpire and a board member of many local trusts, she often found herself commuting between 

cities and towns for her cliental. A part of her job that she enjoyed as it allowed her to see 

different parts of New Zealand which, at times, also was draining and time consuming. A strong 

believer in her religious faith, she would often begin her day with readings from the Bible and 

exercise at a nearby gym. A ritual that helped, and continued to, heal her body, mind and spirit. 

Angie’s life in Auckland was neither a smooth or rough sail, specifically at the point of 

physical transition and embodiment which many people of transgender experience find 

complicated. Angie spoke of her family as supportive, loving and caring of her choices. 

Although her decision to embody her femininity through dress and hormone therapy stirred 

tension amongst herself, her parents and siblings; her family’s love for her superseded the 

unjust punishment enforced upon children, youth and adults who embark on the journey of 

reclaiming themselves from heterosexual cisgender norms of existence. In a community too 

often denigrated and degraded by negativity, scrutiny and abuse, Angie’s life goes against 

popular depictions of people with transgender experiences as rejected and unwanted. 

Angie’s journey towards embodiment and self-fulfilment was tangled with cultural and 

generational understandings of gender and sex. As she disclosed herself as a person of 

transgender experience to her mother, it became evident that knowledge of people living with 
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transgender experience was non-existent or lost in past events of overt colonisation. Her mother 

commented that to live at home she would “not turn into and dress like a girl”. Knowledge 

regarding sexual orientation as normal (heterosexual) and ‘abnormal’ (homosexual) dominated, 

and limited, discussions about gender identity. The disparities in knowledge indicated that for 

the older generation, there was a wide understanding about gay men, which lumped people 

living with transgender experiences as a sexual orientation rather than a gender identity. Within 

a Pasifika context, sexuality or sexual orientation is taboo; a topic that is silenced and hidden 

by people nested in a bed of perpetual cis/heterosexual colonial control. Yet, within discussions 

about gender identity, sexuality was freely mentioned as a marker of gender expression and 

embodiment. This points to the conflation between gender, sex and sexual orientation as one 

in the same even though they are not. Janet Mock (2014) pointed to it as problematic for many 

men, women and non-binary people living with transgender experiences because it categorises 

and treats them in accordance with their born sex. Ignoring the psychological, physiological 

and physical changes that occur to achieve an alliance with their gender identity. For Angie, 

gender, sex and sexual orientation as interwoven complicated the beginning of her journey. 

Which meant that expressing herself began outside of her home, then progressively into that of 

her own home with the assistance of friends and extended family; 

“I did tell my mother. I think I was about 20. And their thing was if you don’t 

‘turn into or dress like a girl’, it was fine. You know they could understand that whole 

concept of being gay but nothing of someone going and being different to the sex that 

they were born in. This was because we had gays in the family but none who had become 

a woman. And that was harder for me because I was like well I don’t want to be a man. 

You can go become gay and they don’t care because they won’t see a physical change 

which is the thing that most Pacific Islanders are challenged by. Through my 

understanding it’s a lack of information. Cos they’re there’s no education around why 

people want to transition and become the person that they want to become. It’s both a 

religious and cultural that if you’re born a man you stay a man. The whole conception 

around white supremacy and how they came over to the islands and introduced the 

Bible and all the colonial aspects and all of that. It’s already engrained in them. But if 

there were tools that educated people about why transgender people embody their felt 

gender, then people and parents will be more understanding. And so that began the 

journey where you dress outside of your home differently to what was inside your home 

and at your workplace and stuff like that.” 
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Embodiment is difficult in spaces that add and subtract from personal wellbeing. Ethnic 

or racial groups are diverse and rich in cultures that dictate the moral, value and belief system 

that surround gender, sex and sexuality (Desmet, Ortuno-Ortin, & Wacziarg, 2017). The Cook 

Island community provided Angie with a sense-of-belonging and grew her ethnocultural 

identity; yet, it hindered her capability and capacity to move beyond cisnormativities. In a Cook 

Island context, people of transgender experience are conflated with drag queen and gay 

identities (Bolich, 2007; Worth, Rawstorne, Gorman, O'Connor, & McGill). These identities 

were tolerated for neither threatened the group identity but, rather contributed to its overall 

happiness and underground sex life. The confusion is evidence of a religious colonialism that 

condoned the policing of Cook Island people, so to be indoctrinated by ‘Biblical teachings’ that 

were, and continued to be, homo/bi-phobic and transphobic (Web, 2018). A system that held 

the education of humanity to cis/heterosexual identities as normal, and prevented the teaching, 

generation and dialogue of diverse knowledges; 

“I didn’t really have an issue around that because first and foremost I was 

raised within my family and that’s where my support network was. To them it was a 

time in which they thought, ‘don’t hate the sinner hate the sin’. They didn’t hate me, 

they just disliked that notion that I was changing into something that was foreign to 

them. But, to me, they were going to be supportive because they were my family. And 

my family not meaning just the normal nucleus of a family but my extended family. Yes, 

they had known there were akava’ine before, but they didn’t know that there was a 

history before the arrival of colonialism within the Pacific in general. Before religion 

took its’ place and became a major stakeholder in our lives. That’s the thing about 

education is that the education aspect was removed purposely so that way we could all 

buy in to the mentality that you’re born a man and you stay a man. Whereas before the 

arrival of colonialism we were a valued part of the Pacific and the family fabric.” 

Acceptance is dichotomous to those who seek and offer it. People living with 

transgender experience on the road towards self-realisation and embodiment sometimes 

interpret unaccepting parents and siblings as vilifying, disregarding the grief that they 

experience from ‘losing’ a child and sibling. A position that is easy to fall into because of a 

constant exposure to dehumanising treatment. This does not excuse family members from not 

supporting, caring and loving people with transgender experience. But rather an 

acknowledgement of their grievance as valid which, hopefully, validates such experiences 

while providing alternative thought to a gender system that is selfish, unfair and unjust. As seen 

in Angie’s approach to understanding the generational gaps in education, she reiterated; 
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“You see, we need to be patient and understanding with our families because 

they come from a place in which the knowledge was vastly different to what we know 

now. We need to remember that they are also processing and grieving over the changes. 

To them, they are losing a son but to us they gain a daughter. Yes, it may feel trying but 

we need to respect their thoughts and emotions as well. It doesn’t mean that they too 

should not continue to reflect on their resistance to accept as colonial.” 

Merging oneself into the household family network is difficult for people of transgender 

experience, but, is possible with the support of extended family members who are “champions” 

of change. Since there lingered an exaggerated damaging reputation about people of 

transgender experience, living at home became a struggle. However, Angie reached out to 

extended family members (aunties, uncles and cousins) to support, educate and negotiate a 

living situation on behalf of herself. This unloaded the burden of confronting the issue alone 

which, in cases where there is a sense of loneliness, is trying; and are directed to influence 

others to adhere to the change, integrating it within everyday work practices. In a family 

context, champions act as role models to parents, siblings, cousins, aunties and uncles who 

disapprove people of transgender experience. Like work, they are people who educate others 

about the best way to positively support, interact and care (Yakimova, Mavondo, Freeman, & 

Stuart, 2017); 

“You must look for a champion in your family. They were my extended family 

who got me through the difficult times of transition. These are people that look after 

your welfare and your being and that are okay with you doing and dressing in the way 

you want to. Family members are more understanding if this is happening to somebody 

else in their extended family, but not understanding if it’s their own.” 

The above extract put into question the distinction between acceptance and tolerance of 

transgender identities. Acceptance – the act of receiving and embracing something as true – for 

people within the non-conforming, gender and sexually diverse community entail the 

allowance to live authentically across contexts (Mizock, Harrison, & Russinova, 2014). 

However, there is evidence that some people do not and misuse a term that was meant to 

empower, not create more anxieties amongst, communities. Angie found that, just like her 

extended family, her parents were more willing to ‘accept’ people of transgender experience 

who were from other families, rather than their own. A reason to why people of transgender 

experience seek refuge in extended family members regardless of a blurred sense-of-
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acceptance. Families need to be more self-critiquing of their views on acceptance so that people 

living with transgender experiences are not seeking it elsewhere. 

The acceptance of people outside of the direct family hurts the psychological health of 

those who seek it such as: a reduction in self-esteem and a susceptibility to stress, anxiety, 

depression and suicide (suicide ideation, suicide attempt and completed suicide) (Mock, 2014). 

People of transgender experience who are not accepted may search for it in places that lead to 

relationships that are harmful, abusive and oppressive. For example, Mock (2014) shared a 

toxic relationship with a pornographic video-photographer who exploited her through 

pornography. In her reflection, she realised that the relationship was found on the needs of a 

rejected, ostracised and disowned child who, at the time, searched for a place of acceptance and 

belonging. Often for people living with transgender experiences engaging in such work is a 

means to survive. When rejection is common treatment for transgender people at home, school, 

work and in the public, they need to turn to their bodies as a resource to survive, live and gain 

independence. Although Angie avoided work in the sex industry, she was conscious that this 

was a reality for some; 

“I’ve never really had any issues. Because I’ve always been supported by my 

family and that’s not to say that they weren’t hesitant when I first started out because I 

come from a generation where people didn’t know who transgender women were. We 

didn’t have the role models back in my day or any sources of information that could 

guide us. All we saw was okay we had effeminate boys and men. There weren’t any 

positive role models around because you mostly saw them on the street. You know I 

come from the era, if we go back 20 plus years, where a lot of the people that are 

transgender would be referred to as gay. There was nothing about who transgender 

people are, what transgender people look like, how transgender people act. So most 

transgender people faced obvious barriers and hardships within their own family and 

employment. So most resulted to prostitution.” 

Society’s double standard around gender and sexuality creates toxic living conditions 

for people of transgender experience. That are people who conceal their ‘sexual deviancy’ 

(same-sex attraction) are accepted including those of transgender experience who pass as a 

cisgender man or woman; while those who do not are publicly shamed or ridiculed. Such 

treatment creates a standard that reinforces the gender binary and limits capacity for diverse 

gender and sexual expression. To avoid or escape stress and animosity, people living with 

transgender experiences result to using gender affirming medications, surgeries and dress; 
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sometimes limiting their sexuality with people of the opposite gender so to pass as heterosexual 

or hide their relationships with same-gender persons. Instead, medications, surgeries and dress 

should be tools primarily used to align body and mind. Which strengthens their resolve so that 

sexual desires and explorations will leave gender identity unharmed, and unshaken by societal 

views that gender and sexuality are one in the same. 

Education and awareness are a foundation for acceptance, embodiment and immersion. 

Family, school and working environments that harbour feelings of safe identity expression 

amongst its’ inhabitants are conditions of safety. Safety then promotes the development of a 

positive psychological disposition which, for people of transgender experience, is against 

thoughts and practices that are often harmful but necessary for survival. Specifically, at work, 

much is to be learnt about safety practices regarding its implementation in the physical and 

social environment. Next, Angie provides an account of her workplace safety. 

 

A glimpse into Angie’s work 

To conclude our meet, Angie was asked to sketch a map of her workplace outlining the 

places she felt were safe, unsafe and resilience enhancing. However, due to the constant 

mobility of her job, she found difficulty defining a place that she considered her primary 

workspace. Instead, she provided insight into a factor that, during her commutes inter- intra-

city, determined her safety experience: light and darkness; 

“I don’t have a defined work space. I work in and out of my home, my car and 

the many work sites I visit. But I generally feel safe in all places I am in, except when I 

am commuting from one place to another and it’s dark and late at night. I just feel 

unsafe because it is difficult to see in the dark, not many people are around and there 

is a sense of loneliness.” 

The distribution of light in urban environments affect the judgement and experience of 

safety (van Rijswijk & Haans, 2018). Lighting has continued to determine the safety 

experiences of people as it infers suspicions about danger, hazards and a possible threat to life. 

This is most so in urban environments, such as dark alleys and parks, that are regularly 

perceived as entrapping and concealed (van Rijswijk & Haans, 2018). Also, on roads, the level 

of illumination road lights emit is conducive with road safety perceptions: whereby an increase 

in illumination reduces car crash potential, and vice versa (Jackett & Frith, 2013). In the above 

extract, Angie mentioned that, although she had no fixed workplace, there remained a safety 
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issue with late commutes because of the increased potential for car crashes and roadside 

robberies. 

Workplaces are often fixed, and irregularly thought of as mobile. However, for Angie, 

her workplace is actively changing because of the demand and needs of her clients in different 

New Zealand cities. Commuting on road for most of her travels, she had discovered that 

lighting define her safety experiences. Though her workplace was everchanging, Angie 

continued to provide an account of safety and resilience experiences in places she considered 

reflective of such. 

 

Angie’s life in, and outside, of work 

At our second meet, Angie was preparing for a trip to another New Zealand city, while 

managing the needs of her cliental. When asked about her experience photographing, she 

mentioned that it was difficult since she rarely photographed moments in her daily life. This is 

clear in the photos she presented which were all photographed by either a family member, 

friend, work colleague or a friendly wanderer. Angie thought of photographs as unnecessary to 

her work as they illustrated her differently to how she saw herself. To her they were 

unimportant for they demonstrated no progression of her work: “It’s more about showing 

people your support where you’re going and what you’re doing…”. Here, Angie discussed 

three photos that spoke to her safety and resilience in place and space. 

Collective support creates spaces that are safe (Siegel, 2009). Contrary to the empirical 

research that is helping behaviour and bystander effects; Angie identified that crowds of people 

enhanced her sense-of-safety and sense-of-belonging. Particularly those of an action-based or 

Figure 19 Angie at the Nurse's strike. 
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protest nature (Figure 19) whereby group identity, cohesion and protection were potent (Siegel, 

2009). The collective morale to seek better temporarily placed the consequence of action on 

the group which, for people who engage in protest, meant the consequences of their actions 

were carried by the group as opposed to themselves. For Angie, a person who was constantly 

changing her workplace in accordance with the demands and needs of her cliental, people 

largely determined safety experience in unknown spaces; 

“I feel safe around here because of the numbers. Especially with the people that 

share the same views about what people are striking for. One of them is around fairness 

and respect and I think that’s where I feel comfortable is in that situation. Not 

necessarily collectively altogether but in striking and in protesting I see it as a safe 

avenue for anybody to express how they feel.” 

Feeling safe among action-groups is learnt emotion. Minority groups face many 

systematic and psychological barriers that reduce motivations for collective action: system 

justification; the disregard of past atrocities against minorities; the denial of indigenous cultural 

symbols as important; and a neo-colonial system that perpetuates inequity and inequality via 

disparate access to education, employment and welfare (Becker & Tausch, 2017; Osborne, 

Yogeeswaran, & Sibley, 2017; Williams & Groot, 2016). According to Angie, education about 

collective action was and remains a perpetuate of inequity and inequality. Mainly due to the 

lack of value in indigenous knowledges about community as transferrable and relevant within 

the current socio-political system. To step into the realms of protest is difficult because of the 

potential threats directed at individuals and groups, who are already disadvantaged by the 

system, seen as disturbing. However, Angie believed that the provision of community-based 

education could create a safe space for such action; 

“Collective action is power in numbers but there is an issue with this because 

most people do not know of the power the collective have, especially when feeling 

disenfranchised and disempowered by the system. So, education is the issue which is 

connected to a wider issue that is access to education for many of our people that are 

Pasifika. Schools have access to it, but we need resources and people to do it in our 

local communities because it starts at home. You see our parents understand the 

concept of collective action. They come from strong families who understand what 

working together achieves. The problem is they’re not teaching their children how to 

do it. I was to ask a young worker, were your parents in the union? They’d say, yeah. 

Did they ever tell you about the union? No. And it’s like that kind of collective 
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information, or the idea that working together achieves what we need, is not being 

passed on to other generations. They understand collective action with their friends. 

But if they understood that they could do a lot more if they stepped outside that 

framework and use it in education or employment you are more likely to get a better 

result.” 

Sport generates atmospheres to establish meaningful relationships with sportspersons 

and achieve gender congruence (Jones, Arcelus, Bouman, & Haycraft, 2017; Maxwell, 

Stronach, Adair, & Pearce, 2017). Team sport is a place in which people have been able to 

build connections and partnerships with team members, their families and others within the 

active social circle. In teams that regularly exercise and train together, team members become 

a support web when experiencing stress (Kerdijk, van der Kamp, & Polman, 2016). The 

realisation that a quantity of help exists comforts each person on and off the court or field. 

Considering people of transgender experience, sports have been an arena of psychological and 

physical threat because of the dominant hegemonic masculinity and cis/heteronormativity; 

however, simultaneously, sports improve body satisfaction and gender congruence by the 

acceptance of identities, and participation, as normal (Jones, Arcelus, Bouman, & Haycraft, 

2017). Angie found her netball team (Figure 20), on and off the court, to be a network that 

boosted her sense-of-safety. To her, safety was embedded in the various meaningful bonds 

forged by a team that worked towards achieving goal after goal; and consisted of members that 

were of transgender and cisgender identity. A comfort that eventually migrated to sport zones 

in general; 

“This is our netball team which includes transgender and cisgender girls. I feel 

safe in numbers, I feel safe in a group that has played netball for years, I feel safe in a 

Figure 20 Angie and her competitive netball team. 
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group that is working together to achieve something, I generally feel safe on a netball 

court or in sporting arenas.” 

Affordance of the space to learn, speak out and engage with communities drives 

advocacy (Jacobs, 2017; Spoonley, 2017). Advocacy for groups is a space that requires 

consultation and immersion to be afforded the space to advocate. A tool for social change that 

is regulated by knowledge, personal experience and group support. In minoritised communities 

this is most important to assure the reformation and reclamation of rights that were, and remain, 

unsteady by a history of colonisation and intergenerational trauma (Paradies, 2016). Angie’s 

advocacy work clearly reflects affordance as external. In Figure 21, Angie is shown speaking 

on behalf of the Cook Island non-conforming, gender and sexually diverse community at the 

Pacific Sexual Diversity Network Board. A position she established and comfortably merged 

into, after years of living as a person of transgender experience. Her sense-of-safety was felt in 

the collective identity that is the non-conforming, gender and sexual diversity; alongside the 

collective purpose for change and social justice; 

“In this photo I was giving a presentation for the Cook Island’s at the Pacific 

Sexual Diversity Network Board meeting or conferences out in Fiji. I was a founding 

member for the Cook Islands sector back in 2006 and I’m International Advisor for the 

Cook Island Association too. I’m in a safe place here because I’m in a conference centre 

with people whom I know share a vision; how we can be stronger as LGBTI within the 

Figure 21 Angie presenting and 
conducting her advocacy work. 
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Pacific Islands itself? How can we raise the voice of LGBTI? How can we raise the 

profile? You know we’re not street workers, we’re not the down trod, you know a lot of 

us are professionals, worked in corporates and have degrees.” 

The above extract ends with Angie’s advocacy’s future direction: a deconstruction of 

the colonial system that has brewed negative stereotypes, stirred an atmosphere of silence and, 

therefore, lowered the reputation for the non-conforming, gender and sexually diverse 

community. This is a call for justice that many people of this community have fought for which, 

to this day, has been an ongoing struggle. Often, advocates find themselves at a halt because of 

a social, political and economic infrastructure drenched in harmful colonising ideologies that 

emphasise difference. To carry on, they turn to internal and external deposits of resilience as to 

be demonstrated by Angie. 

Contact with the non-conforming, gender and sexually diverse community (Bariola, et 

al., 2015) and shared experience (Amodeo, Picariello, Valerio, & Scandurra, 2018) bolsters 

resilience: an external insulin against stress. Belonging and support are felt when in the 

presence of people like oneself. Seeking commonalities in identity, attraction and experience 

are stepping stones towards a sense-of-belonging; a cushion that people can fall back on so to 

prevent them from falling into a negative psychological state like anxiety, depression and 

suicide. Angie experienced this within all her photos (Figures 19, 20 & 21) which commentated 

her empowerment, agency and resilience when among people. Especially those that contribute 

to the needs of non-conforming, gender and sexually diverse people; 

“This also fuels my resilience. There’s an essence of being together working 

together for the common good and that’s what I think it is for me. And, in my life that’s 

what I’ve always done. I’ve always stepped up spoken up. It can be draining, and it has 

become draining recently but in saying that it’s just been what I’ve done. I sit on a 

couple of boards for our community I assist in sport I manage a couple of groups and 

stuff like that. So more about getting in the community. Showing face but also saying 

that especially for LGBT showing face and people recognising that oh they are actually 

good people doing the work that we want people to do and there are no issues.” 

Participation in sport feeds resilience by training a mind-set and body that endures under 

pressure (Kerdijk, van der Kamp, & Polman, 2016), and trust in team members: an internal 

insulin against stress. Coping strategies or the ways in which people respond to stress is a 

mechanism that strengthens resilience (Carver, Scheier, & Weintraub, 1989; Kerdijk, van der 

Kamp, & Polman, 2016). Team and individual sports incubate resilience by placing people in 
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physically taxing situations that, when their bodies are at the peak of physical labour, they 

forcefully rely on mental reserves to pull through (Coutinho, 2018; Cowden, Meyer-Weitz, & 

Asante, 2016). Specific to team sports, is the capability to fully trust and rely on team members 

for support. In Angie’s experiences playing netball, she was able to surpass the body shaming 

that minimised women to sizes and shapes that were deemed fit; not fitting the mould, they 

were able to secure a seven-year win through the pure desire for victory; 

“Resilience here is our strong will to win and team support from people who 

have played together for years. You see that we are all big girls at an average age of 

28 plus years, but we we’ve won six out of the seven competitions held annually because 

of what’s in our head not necessarily what’s in our body. A lot of people thought that 

we couldn’t do it, but we did because our mindset and strong bond after playing 

together for years. Yes, it’ll be even better if you’re fit but the problem is if you haven’t 

got the body to go with it you can still use your head. You see, to get there was an 

ongoing process for me, and it still is. I do reflect about doing better whether that be 

physical psychological or emotional. It’s always about making better choices and better 

decision-making processes.” 

Places that permit activism and advocacy are perceived as safe, felt as empowering. 

Angie’s continuous work as a person who actively engages in community projects positions 

herself in environments that are receptive; so, to create societal change through resistance and 

community awareness. Simultaneously, she recognises these experiences as contributory to her 

personal resilience or sense-of-empowerment. In the sporting arena, her ability to ‘push beyond 

her limits’ and be amongst people of a similar biographical background furthers her resiliency. 

 

Chapter summary 

Lena and Angie provide unique accounts of the impact advocacy, community-based 

support and greenspace have on safety experiences and resilience. Evident in their pre-

employment years, their experiences at home, in school and within the public eye as people of 

transgender experience has not only directed their affirmation journeys; but influenced their 

motivations to ‘give back’ and create change within communities disadvantaged, 

disempowered and disenfranchised by Eurocentrism. In both cases, engagement in such work 

has illuminated that crowds who gather for collective welfare improve safety experiences; 

including those that signal an openness and inclusiveness to diverse identities. Pointing to the 
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critical role people play in creating safety experiences and empowering resilience. Lena, spoke 

specifically to her indigenous Cook Island roots as central to her wellness and, after years of 

chasing her endless goals, greenspace as restorative to energy reserves. While, Angie 

demonstrated that sports, a place where people of transgender experience experience exclusion, 

enhances mental fortitude so to bolster resilience. Together, they highlight that the 

interdependence between people and place enhance safety experiences and resilience. 
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Chapter 5: Li 

The following is a narrative analysis of a single case: Li; who spoke to the significance of 

family, greenspace and virtual reality as critical to safety experiences and resilience. In his 

narrative, privacy, passing and connectedness are critical to his wellness. He identifies that 

people, and the physical characteristics of environments, are equal determinants of the 

meaning-making process that is developed into place-attachment: regardless of the space. His 

case is structured in the following order: (1) who he is and his journey into employment – 

biographical and experiential information from his childhood, teenage years and adult life that 

significantly impacted his future worldviews at work; (2) a glimpse into his work environment 

– an aerial sketch of his workplace so to outline the places they experienced safety and unsafety; 

(3) their life in, and outside, of work – a photographic examination of his Third-Places as places 

of safety, places of unsafety and what fuels their personal resilience. The chapter is concluded 

with a summary of findings. 

  

The Case of Li 

Up to our first meeting, Li worked several customer-service and call centre roles. A 

movie and book fanatic, he frequented many cinemas and book stores to be immersed within 

the imaginative world of novelty. Outgoing at heart, he enjoyed the outdoors, and took every 

chance he could to experience the unique natural phenomena and attractions around New 

Zealand. A person in a stable and loving relationship with a young woman, both ventured on 

every trip together. For work, Li was a finance manager, leading a team dedicated to providing 

support for people in financial hardship. Here, Li provides a historical view of his life at home, 

high school and at work. He provides an understanding to how his childhood had shaped his 

perspective on space and how it has influenced his place attachment. 

During Li’s high school years, his parents, family and peers were unsupportive of 

people from the non-conforming, gender and sexual diverse communities. Even though they 

were accepting of girls who presented as ‘tomboys’, medical changes – hormonal replacement 

therapy and gender affirming surgeries – to present as his felt gender were frowned upon. In 

Tonga, the tapu (sacredness), or more critically – gender essentialism, both empower and 

displace women within families, villages and nations. The centrality of tapu within the 

relationship’s women establish has created a social order that depending on the relationship, 

both privilege and undermine their social status (Taumoefolau, 2017). The tapu is mostly 
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related to their bodies as ‘female’ which, if disturbed or tempered with, violate the sacredness 

of their bodies, relationships and allocated roles as supporters (Taumoefolau, 2017); 

“It’s the whole mentality that women should be women. They’re here to look 

after their husband, birth the children, do all the man’s stuff, and go to church to look 

after the kids and so on. So as soon as they see a girl trying to be a boy they kind of see 

it as an insult to the Tongan man.” 

Tongan women are generally taught to fakaongoongo (support through obeying and 

following instruction) their brothers, fathers, husbands and uncles (Taumoefolau, 2017). Living 

in service is common for Pasifika people however for men of transgender experience, 

digressing from a woman’s support role is difficult as it pertains to a sexist existence that, if or 

when violated, justifies forms of abuse directed towards them (Taumoefolau, 2017). Li’s 

mother described how in Tonga, men of transgender experience who embody their felt gender 

may experience neglect, exclusion and homelessness; 

“My mum even said to me that in Tonga, it’s okay to neglect a tomboy or 

transgender child. They don’t frown upon it. Parents can literally leave them on the 

street and that’s alright. No one will do anything because they just see it as wrong. 

Girls should be girls and be ready to marry their Tongan husband, birth children and 

everything like that. They just see it as wrong. Even when I asked my mum and dad, 

“Why? What’s the difference? How come you guys accept transgender women but you 

won’t accept transgender men?” They could never give a straight answer.” 

Public, village or community opinion complicated Li’s life. Pasifika communities value 

the wellbeing of the collective which, at times where personal wellness is discounted, permits 

burnout (Benseman, Coxon, Anderson, & Anae, 2006). A community identity that is complex 

for people of transgender experience living in New Zealand because the individual Western 

framework for individual happiness versus the collective wellness of Pasifika communities, 

burdens a person’s choice to embody their felt gender as their decisions are reflective of the 

collective. For Li, this meant the opinions, values and beliefs of his family and church 

dominated, and silenced, his attempts to self-actualise; 

“Like when my parents first found out about me [his identity as a person of 

transgender experience] when I was 16 the first thing that came to their mind was, 

“What’s the family going to think? What’s the extended family going to think? What’s 
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church going to think?” You know. I don’t know what it is I think they like to compete 

over who’s got the best kids.” 

The cultural trade-off attached to living authentically reduces the chances of acceptance 

for transgender people. To understand more about the disparate acceptance of men and woman 

of transgender experience, Li asked Tongan people about their thoughts on the matter. He 

discovered that compared to men of transgender experience, women of transgender experience 

are tolerated for their function as ‘jesters’. However, tolerance is limited to behavioural 

characteristics and discriminates embodiment. Whereas men of transgender experience are not 

afforded this; 

“What I hate the most in our Tongan culture is that they are okay with fakaleiti 

but they aren’t okay with girls transitioning into boys. And that’s what grinds my teeth. 

I asked Tongan people why that is and they, my work mates and cliental who are 

majority Tongan, said the same thing; that they believe that it’s okay for a fakaleiti 

because they’re a joke. That’s the words they used. Fakaleiti are a joke. They’re the 

funny crowd they’re the clowns. They just make people laugh. But as soon as they begin 

to embody their felt gender like, go to church in dresses, get a partner and stuff like 

that, they start to hate them. They see it as a no-no. It’s tolerated for fakaleiti but it’s 

not right for tomboys. It is seen as embarrassing, it seen as wrong, mostly when you’re 

Catholic.” 

The constant struggle for self-enlightenment, embodiment and survival instils anxieties 

about existence. Much of this mentality followed Li as he merged himself into the workforce. 

At work, Li found it difficult because of the transphobia that surrounded him. Transphobia at 

work has created environments where, to feel safe from unwanted prejudice and discrimination, 

force people of transgender experience to ‘come out’ (Williams & Groot, 2016). Though, for 

some people of transgender experience, disclosure is conducive to safety; its’ practice as 

‘needed’ reflects the indecent demands a cis/heterosexist culture formulates around transgender 

bodies. Li and his sister discussed the personal-social intricacies and implications of ‘coming 

out’. He felt that, because he identified as a man, there was no need for self-disclosure. 

However, as he interacted more with his Tongan cliental who unwaveringly publicly spoke of 

his gender identity, he felt it necessary for his wellness at work; 

“I’ve been at my job for three years. No one knew I was trans. I spoke to my 

sister about it ages ago. I asked her, do I tell them that I’m trans? She was like, no you 

don’t have to go and tell them! Do they come tell you that they’re straight? And I was 
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like, oh nah. In the end I told them professionally. I emailed everyone. I said, hay 

everyone when you guys are free can you come around my desk. So, everyone came, 

even my manager, my director, and I just told them straight off the bat. I said, hey guys 

I just wanted to share something with you all. It’s deep and meaningful to me. I know 

there’s been a lot of talk, especially with our clients coming in and asking who I am, 

saying that I’m a girl blah blah blah. So, I wanted to let you guys know from me, from 

my mouth that, yes, I am a trans man. But I familiarise myself with being a cisgender 

man and because of that, I was not hiding anything. I hope the pronouns, our 

relationship, the way you see and treat me don’t change. I said all of that stuff and they 

were all accepting of it.” 

Living as Tongan in a Eurocentric society has complicated Li’s journey towards 

enlightenment. Throughout his years spent at home, school and work, all he ever sought was 

the genuine acceptance of his family and peers. A place he could safely express his identity as 

a man/boy. However, difficulties with cultural and societal norms about gender and sexual 

identities problematised a need to be his own person. Next, Li outlines his safety experiences 

at work. 

  

A glimpse into Li’s work 

At the end of our first meet Li was asked to draw a map of his workplace that outlined 

the places he felt safe and unsafe. His safety experiences were tied to the social surroundings 

of his workplace, especially in spaces that invited clients who were familiar with him and his 

family. 
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 The incessant talk about personal information lead Li to seek safety in a space isolated, 

secluded and private – his personal work office (Figure 22, Li’s desk). In the entry area of Li’s 

workplace (Figure 22), he identified this space as very unsafe. Here, clients enter the premises 

and await appointments in the surrounding seating area. At times, clients who were familiar 

with Li and his family, would occasionally make conversation with co-workers, and other 

clients, regarding his gender identity. Since Li saw, and still sees, himself as a man, the public 

discussion of his personal information stirred anxiety and concern around workplace 

acceptance for transgender people. Therefore, his work office became his safe-haven for he did 

not need to interact with people who threatened his work life. 

Visibility of support for the non-conforming, gender and sexually diverse community 

enhances people of transgender experience’s safety. In the same building floor as Li sits his 

manager who has welcomed, accepted and helped him in and outside of work. His manager 

was a safety pillar cos they demonstrated, through their children and relative who was 

fa’afafine, a genuine care for people of varying genders and sexualities. Though there were no 

physical signs that his manager felt as such, yet the moment they spent sharing about their lives 

spoke more. Being able to sit near his manager (Figure 22, manager) gave Li closure that he 

would be supported and protected; 

“My manager said something that made me realise that he’s a long-time friend. 

He said something along the lines of, you know man with everything happening with 

transgender people and stuff I could never disown my son if they were to be of that 

experience. If, one day, my sons come home from school and they tell me that they’re 

gay or transgender, I’m going to love them even harder. And I held that. I knew that he 

would be okay when I told everyone because I knew that he would be alright. Cos, he 

said, my uncle raised me when I came to New Zealand by myself. My uncle, who is a 

Figure 22 Sketched map of Li's workplace. 
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fa’afafine, took me in and I have so much respect for him because he’s been through so 

much and he still is experiencing the trauma. His uncle’s in his 60s but is still too scared 

to be himself, too shy to get a partner, so he lives alone. So, I knew sitting next to him 

kind of makes things a lot better at work when I’m next to someone that’s kind of on the 

same page. So that helps with making me feel safe at work.” 

Confidentiality and visible support for people of transgender experience were identified 

as critical to Li’s safety. People of transgender experience who live amongst allied people are 

well-positioned for social immersion for, they too, access the dominant privileges that create 

change (Case, Kanenberg, Erich, & Tittsworth, 2012). Genuine allies also assist in the 

affirmation of personal expressions of gender by making places that enable self-expression; 

and the autonomy to embody gender as felt, rather than physical (Berwick, 2017). 

 

Li’s life in, and outside, of work 

At our second meeting, Li mentioned that he enjoyed the experience of taking the 

photos. His photos were dynamic as they related to his spiritual, physical, mental and 

emotional, familial and social platforms wellness; which, in their own way, made unique 

contributions to his “happiness, comfortability and sense of belonging”. Optimistic about the 

depth and range of his photos, Li had no hesitation in sharing his thoughts and feelings behind 

each one. Here, he shared his safety experience and resilience in a variety of spaces: outdoor 

space, indoor space, mobile and virtual spaces. 

Figure 23 Outdoor enviornments from left to right: Beach, 
family farm, Queens Town lake, Mangere Bridge and Centre Park. 
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 Greenspace improves the psychological and physical health of people who, for long 

time periods, are regularly exposed to it (Shanahan, et al., 2016). For Li, greenspaces (Figure 

23) resembled, and elicited feelings of, freedom. In these places he could insulate his wellness 

as he escaped the daily stressors of an urban life, empty his mind and unload his burdens into 

a space of nothingness. Time was no time-factor, so he was able to remain immersed without 

worrying about maintaining a schedule. According to Oldenburg and Brissett (1982) escape, 

unloading and the rapid passing of time are characteristics of a Third Place which, in the case 

of Li, is manifested in green outdoor space; 

“There’s something about being outdoors. It’s like you’re almost free. There’s 

no one or nothing there to judge you… When I’m in these types of settings I get lost in 

it. I try and leave everything where it is or wherever I’m going. That’s kind of all that 

matters to me.” 

Performance of identity in space increases the congruence between mind and body 

(Oldenburg & Brissett, 1982). Figure 23 displays an image of Centre Park which was Li’s 

primary spot for performing and enhancing his masculinity. Since, in high school, he was 

unable to full embody the masculinities of identifying as man/boy; he used Centre Park to 

engage in, what he saw as, masculine activities such as fitness and sports training. The sports 

arena has been dominated by the construction and reconstruction of a masculine hegemony 

which, for men/boys of transgender experience, legitimises their bodies as man or boy as they 

are participated and involved (Bryson, 1987). To this date, he frequents the space to reminisce 

and enjoy it with his girlfriend. Companionship and romanticism for people of transgender are 

a micro-affirmation of their gender identity (Galupo, Pulice-Farrow, Clements, & Morris, 

2018). A sense of validation and worthiness to be loved from their romantic/sexual partners 

which buffers the negative effects of stigmatisation, prejudice and discrimination (Galupo, 

Pulice-Farrow, Clements, & Morris, 2018). The migration of its’ use from physical to relational 

remain as methods to enact, live and legitimise his masculinity; 
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“I’ve always come here since I was little cos I used to do athletics when I was 

little and I used to walk up here on my own and do my own little training and I remember 

just being really happy when I was younger walking up because I was by myself and 

back then the park wasn’t as popular as what it is now so every time I went there was 

no one there. I always did my own training there and I try to go there nearly every day. 

Me and my partner we have this thing where we kind of like to go to different parks and 

look out and just sit in the car and talk. So that’s one of the places where I feel 

comfortable and happy there.” 

Perhaps, at work, it could be said that recreating, and incorporating components of, the 

natural environment will provide similar benefits to employees; which could result in the 

perception that one’s workplace is safe. Places that are colourful, welcomes diverse identities 

and permits emotional expressiveness complements a sense-of-belonging (Oldenburg & 

Brissett, 1982). Figure 24 shows places Li identified as embodying aspects of home. The use 

of colour stimulated an amazement for space, and a degrading of social hierarchies so that 

discourse was actively engaged; which was evident in the use of the spaces as “chill spots”, or 

spaces to relax, talk and have fun. However, Li, at one point, felt distant because of concerns 

about his safety due to ambiguities surrounding his gender identity. This was particularly 

worrisome for an in-law who he grew close to, since their relationship signified a brotherhood 

that he longed for. In resolution, Li ‘came out’ to his in-laws who, to his surprise, were receptive 

to his story. Being able to disclose himself as a person of transgender experience grew his 

attachment to the place and its’ people; 

“Ever since I found out that they already knew, being here with them makes me 

feel really comfortable and welcomed. I’m so glad I have in-laws that accept me for 

who I am. They’re the closest in-laws I have especially him [referring to his uncle-in-

law]. I’ve grown really close to him. That was probably the main thing that I was afraid 

Figure 24 Fortress and family living area at Li's in-laws' house. 
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because he’s such a bloke. He cracks those rude jokes and stuff like that I just thought 

that if he found out about me it’ll either change or stop our friendship. But no. Because 

I told him, and he told me, I already knew but thank you for telling. He’s known for over 

a year now and he never mentioned it to me and I asked him, you didn’t tell me man 

how come you didn’t tell me? He replied, nah I was just waiting for you when you were 

ready to tell me you can tell me. You don’t have to tell me or us. He’s another big reason 

why I love going to these places…” 

Personal agency encourages feelings of control and autonomy over one’s life (Smith, et 

al., 2000). Over the course of testing the fields of companionship, romanticism and sexual 

intimacy; Li was struck with devastation after a difficult separation with an ex-girlfriend that 

left him empty. Stuck in an inescapable predicament, his brother came to his aid by purchasing 

a car (Figure 25) to move himself beyond the separation. To Li, the car was a mobile space that 

he used to reclaim himself as it mobilised a sense-of-control and autonomy over his life. The 

space as mobile meant that this experience was felt in spaces that he travelled to and from; a 

perpetuate to his personal agency; 

“The car symbolises a lot of me it brought me out of a dark time cos in my 

previous relationship my ex-girlfriend took everything. So, my brother helped me get 

this car. When he found out we’d broken up, and she’d taken everything, he told me that 

he wanted to help me get this car because he wanted me to have a sense of something 

that I own on my own. He believed that that would help me get through the loss. So 

that’s why the car has a lot more sentimental value for me because I know that my 

brother helped me out of that dark place. And without this car I wouldn’t have been 

Figure 25 Li's car. 
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able to do anything. I wouldn’t have been able to travel around go on these little road 

trips with my partner and probably wouldn’t make it to work. And obviously that’s my 

partner in there. I can still remember the day my brother came to me. He’s the type he 

doesn’t like to just jump on finance have his name on a car that’s not his but to have 

him do that for me and to offer it to me willingly it was really like, oh wow! It gave me 

a sense that life moves on and your heart can learn to love again. I think that’s probably 

why she’s [current girlfriend] in the picture there because my heart learnt to love her.” 

Safety is generated in spaces that are private and personalised (Goffman, 1971: 1974; 

Marcus, 2006). The personalisation of a home is a vehicle for the communication of self to 

others, the development of a sense of self and minimisation of personal anxieties (Marcus, 

2006; Goffman, 1974). Li’s home (Figure 26) – a place internally and externally reflective of 

his private character – was where he could act and dress without a need to impress the societal 

pressure to fit-in as acceptable or normal. This was most critical when he removed his chest 

binder (a chest compression device to reduce the appearance of breast tissue) since they 

appeared at odds with a traditionally masculine appearance and demeanour. However, chest 

binding can be uncomfortable and may impair a user’s physical health (Peitzmeier, Gardner, 

Weinand, Corbet, & Acevedo, 2017; Poteat, Malik, & Cooney, 2018). Hence, when Li removed 

his chest binder, he felt freed from the binds of gender essentialism by living in a place he 

controlled; 

“So, this is our home the number one place I ultimately feel comfortable with 

myself in my own skin. I can dress how I want and never have to worry about 

embarrassing myself or feeling uncomfortable or feeling ugly or whatever. Part of this 

is because I feel like I still need to wear my binder in other places, but this is the only 

Figure 26 Li's home. 
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place I don’t wear it. Every time I leave the house I always put my binder on and it’s 

not comfortable! Because you’re wearing compression gear all day. And when it gets 

to summer it’s just worse. Anyways, this is my home now. I never called any other place 

home until I moved into this place with my girlfriend. It’s is our own private space. I 

think privacy is so important because you need to be able to be in an environment where 

you can be 100 percent yourself and just not have to worry about anything such as 

people looking at you, people whispering and talking about you. You don’t have to 

worry about that. I take my privacy seriously, well as you can see, the curtains are 

closed.” 

Objects in homes construct an endless presence of its owners in space (Goffman, 1971). 

Figure 27 showed a figurine used to decorate Li’s home, significant of his passion for television 

and movies. This object resembled the imaginative, emotional and out-of-body experience of 

watching movies (Kerrigan, 2018). Movies were a way to educate and be educated by the 

narratives of characters who, for audiences, were able to effectively tell their stories by the 

combination of visual and sound (Kerrigan, 2018; Said, 1994). In his home, the figurine was 

an obvious yet passive method for maintaining a space that pertained to his identity in virtual 

worlds: “personal effects, constituting a presence in their own right, are frequently employed 

as markers; moving them or even touching them is something like touching their owners’ body” 

(Goffman, 1971, p. 42); 

“I have a lot of passion for film for movies. When you walk in my home this 

corner, is my corner [referring to Figure 3 Planet of the Apes figurine]. I made sure 

that my corner where I watch my movies on my couch is filled with TV and film 

merchandise. The reason why movies are important to me is I think I got a pretty good 

imagination. So when I watch movies I try to think what’s the message behind this 

movie? Why did the director do it like this? Why is it from this person’s perspective? 

Figure 27 The Planet of the Apes figurine and Li in a bookstore. 
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Movies make me happy. With movies there’s no boundary. For example that movie Love 

Simon. Even though you have society now where people frown upon us trans males and 

trans women we still have movies out there that can still give knowledge. And that’s 

what I wanted to do with that movie. I wanted my girlfriend to watch it. She loved hated 

it because she couldn’t believe that there are people that’ll actually do that.” 

Bookstore users frequent the premises for reading, learning and its atmosphere (Laing 

& Royle, 2013). Reading or watching fantasy implicate an escape from the daily demands that 

imprison audiences to this world which, according to Mazour (2018), improved audiences’ 

hopeful thoughts about peace in a humanity that is tainted by hate. Li’s use of a bookstore 

(Figure 27) demonstrated an immersion in a place that permitted the exploration self in books. 

His enthrallment with books captivated the imagination of worlds and narratives that gave him 

perspective, grounded him to reality and enriched his soul; 

“At the book store there were books everywhere. We spent half our day there 

and that’s just where the whole movies thing comes in place. I’m not a big novel reader. 

I like to read autobiographies and I like to follow movie critics and read their books 

that they come out with so that’s what I’m looking for here in the Film section. That’s 

just another place where I’m lost. When it comes to knowledge and finding out new 

things you feel rich, not money wise but your mind and your heart are enriched when 

you read something. When you’re not just so fixated on your own life you can just go 

read about someone else’s life, someone else’s story, you get a better understanding 

and more respect for the art. For movies for film. I love being in bookshops I love being 

in movies cinemas.” 
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Facebook or online media assist social connectivity and acceptance (Johnstone, Todd, 

& Chua, 2009). Li used Facebook as a search engine for an artist who was able to envision, and 

produce, personal philosophies on paper then transferred onto human skin as a tattoo. To his 

fortune, Li was able to create a friendship with an American artist who agreed to draw the 

desired artwork for free who, at a time when he felt socially removed after experiencing 

overwhelming hate on a day-to-day basis, accepted him as a person of transgender experience. 

The tattoo in Figure 28 illustrated his journey with spirituality, religion, ethnic and cultural 

identity. These were parts of his wellbeing that hung in the balance, but eventually found 

stability, during the difficult years of self-discovery. Also, the tattoo resembled his appreciation 

for the tattoo artist who, at a time when hate crimes against people of transgender experience 

were increasing, accepted him. Tattoos, often associated with gang-hood and criminality, are a 

personal diary (Sundberg & Kjellman, 2018). The bodily documentation of life events to 

remind wearers of its significance, ground an appreciation for life and a continuity of learning; 

“What it says at the top is my favourite saying it just says I am more than most 

will ever know. Basically, what it symbolises is my faith. The reason why I wanted my 

skin ripped was because I wanted to give it a sense of almost struggle because I’m 

struggling with my faith. I still am. I think always will. Like I said before there are parts 

of the Bible that I can’t agree with. I struggle with my faith, but I still believe in God 

Jesus and I wanted the Tongan shield in there because I’m what they would call plastic, 

so I wanted my Tongan culture to pop through to show that I am trying. This kind of 

reminds me that hay they’re the ones with the problem not me, It’s a gift from this guy 

that accepted me for who I am a stranger and it just gave me a sense of hope that there 

Figure 28 Li's tattoo. 
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are some really good people out there. This is a stranger at a time where I felt like the 

world was never going to accept us. Like we were always going to go through this shit 

we were always going to go through people hating us degrading us and trying to belittle 

us. It just made me think hold on. If this guy from California can just randomly accept 

a friend request on Facebook and openly talk about something personal and accept me 

for who I am and do this and not want anything for it, it’s like man maybe the world 

isn’t so bad after all. It’s kind of changed my way towards how I thought about those 

that don’t like transgenderism.” 

The comforts of being in and around family, greenspace and virtual reality constitute 

safety. Family who accepted Li as a man of transgender experience gave him courage to engage 

with places in his felt gender. Also, the comforts of his own home were a place to let loose of 

the restrictions that people of transgender experience go through to ‘pass’. Greenspaces gave 

him freedom, peace and space to engage in activities that amplified his masculine identity. 

Meanwhile, in virtual space, he was able to immerse himself in worlds beyond imagination; 

but reap the connections of connectedness, acceptance and belonging beyond geographical 

constraints. 

 

Chapter summary 

Greenspace, family, private and virtual reality add to safety experience and enhances 

resilience. Like the cases of Sonya, Teuila, Lena and Angie; Li’s pre-employment experiences 

affected his future place-attachment at work, and within public places. Living at the 

intersections of Tongan and Western society meant that embodying his felt gender was difficult 

at home. However, this did not prevent him undergoing the journey of becoming one with 

himself through embodiment practices and seeking intimacy and romanticism. Family places 

were where he could safely enact and affirm his masculinity; so was his use of outdoor spaces 

which he also felt a sense of replenishment and freedom. An experience that was also 

reminiscent of the realities in books and virtual spaces; spaces he also used to teach of his truth, 

as well as create a connection and establish acceptance beyond geographical limitations. Li’s 

experiences re-affirm the ongoing importance of people and place as interdependent creators 

of safety experience and resilience. 
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Chapter 6: Discussion 

This research explored the lives of five Pasifika people of transgender experience: Sonya, 

Teuila, Lena, Angie and Li, in a variety of geographical areas to understand their ‘truths’. The 

narrative surrounding Pasifika people of transgender experience is dominated by the cissexist, 

heterosexist, transphobic and racist configurations of their gender, sex and ethnic identities 

(Williams & Groot, 2017) which, for members of this community, requires scholarship to 

disprove and rewrite dominant conceptions. More specific to work, this research sought to 

provide a counter-narrative through the examination of their Third-Places for physical and 

social characteristics to consider how this might inform the development of safer work places, 

and beyond. In each case study produced of participant accounts, I sought to highlight the ways 

in which Pasifika peoples are more than just the victims of oppression but are resilient and 

agentic. By centring the experiences and voices of my participants, I hope to highlight the ways 

in which collaboration is critical to any effective response addressing inequities in our 

workplaces. Their resilience was also explored to outline ways in which they can be empowered 

at work. This final chapter returns to the key findings raised in Chapter One, in reference to 

existing literature on Third-Places, and explores the implications for how we, as a society, can 

extend our understandings of, and develop more nuanced responses to, workplace inequities 

for Pasifika peoples of transgender experience. Here, the overall reoccurring themes are 

discussed in this order: (1) Intersectionality: Pressures about aligning body with mind – a 

discussion about the constant systematic societal and cultural pressures participants faced 

achieving congruence with mind and body; (2) Third-Places – a review of Third-Place and a 

discussion on how each participant experienced Third-Place as Communitarian, Commercial 

and Virtual. Critiques are offered as not all experiences fit the proposed conceptualisations of 

Third-Place; (3) A critique of Third-Place experience: Home as Pasifika people’s Third-Place 

– participants identified that Third-Place was often easy to define. The psychological benefits 

offered by Third-Place as stated by Oldenburg and Brissett (1982) had a greater resonance with 

family spaces, than those of a public nature. A critique of the cultural differences between 

Pasifika and Western Third-Place is offered; (4) Resilience: To cope and empower – resilience, 

the ability to overcome adversity, is mechanised by motivations to cope and empower. 

Participants identified areas in which they were able to use both to effectively with external 

and internal challenges: places and greenspaces helped coping whereas platforms for social 

justice promoted empowerment; (5) Implications – finally, this chapter is concluded with 

recommendations for practical implications and future research and theoretical studies. 
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Intersectionality: Pressures about gender affirmation 

Pasifika people of transgender experience lead lives that are coloured and shaped by the 

interaction of their intersectional identities in various contexts. As intersectionality suggests, 

peoples lived and recounted experiences are indelibly entwined with the various biographical 

domains of their identity (Crenshaw, 1989: 1991; Nash, 2011). For Pasifika people of 

transgender experience (such as Sonya, Teuila, Lena, Angie and Li) the conflation of Pasifika 

and Eurocentric knowledges act to complicate their existence. This is such that across the cases 

presented, there were – and still are – difficulties navigating the intricate pathways that define 

life as people of transgender experience not only in New Zealand but also within their 

respective Pasifika communities. Importantly, the experiences of those who contributed their 

stories share in the multiple societal pressures to comply with binarism (e.g. through ‘passing’) 

in achieving congruence between mind and body. This being the realisation of gender identity 

as felt rather than tied to biology so to advance, and solidify, personal perspectives about 

embodiment practices (dress, cosmetic, medical and/or surgical) as relevant, or not, to oneself. 

The following discusses important sources of pressure which have made gender affirmation an 

increasingly parlous activity for Pasifika peoples of transgender experience. 

The gender binary as norm throughout childhood challenged personal movements 

towards gender affirmation. Sonya, Teuila, Lena, Angie and Li spoke to the lack of 

understanding regarding the psychological identification and physical embodiment of 

transgender identities as fluid rather than anatomically fixed. This was especially challenging 

within their families where Christian religion was integral to culture, and dominated 

worldviews. Religion is an important part of Pasifika peoples’ identity (Manuela & Sibley, 

2014) which has complicated the lives of people of transgender experience by contributing to 

the indoctrination of cissexist, heterosexist and sexist teachings about human life (Williams & 

Groot, 2017). This has meant that their ability, capability and capacity to appear as their felt 

gender within the family environment was at times absent or repressed. This was particularly 

notable for Sonya, Teuila and Li’s cases where their parents’ close affiliations with church 

silenced their expressions of authenticity until they found ‘independence’. While Lena also 

shared similar experiences, the obvious shift in the cultural fabrication of gender and sex as 

binary, rather than fluid, due to migration from the Cook Islands to New Zealand, made her 

confused about what was considered as accepted according to cissexist expectations. In Angie’s 

case, it was a difference in education, knowledges and understandings between older and 
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younger generations about gender and sex as segregate constructs that made the perusal for 

resources, support and knowledge that challenged cissexism as the one and only form of gender 

expression. In all cases presented in this study, the accomplishment of congruence between 

mind and body, required room to explore embodiment practices: dress, cosmetics, medical and 

surgical procedures. 

Cissexism has blamed the Pasifika people’s community-based health, as degrading to 

people of transgender experience’s affirmation journeys. Within Pasifika communities, a 

person’s wellbeing is deeply entrenched within and parallels the health and wellbeing of the 

collective, rather than the individual (Manuela & Sibley, 2013). That is, the needs of the group 

supersede that of the individual (Yamaguchi, Akutsu, Oshio, & Kim, 2017). which, for many 

Pasifika people, plays a larger role in determining personal wellness. While this model has 

strength as a holistic approach to health, the results of the current study provide evidence to 

suggest that, because of Pasifika people’s existence in Western individualistic contexts, it too 

pressures people of transgender experience against gender affirmation. In particular, the 

constant consideration for group wellbeing reduces the personal agency to affirm one’s gender. 

Sonya, Teuila and Li spoke to the overwhelming guilt they felt as they considered, and enacted, 

embodiment because of fears about tarnishing their cultural identity; or, lowering group status 

as representatives of the whole. Whereas Lena and Angie described it as due to 

intergenerational gaps in understandings of gender, and the geographical distance from a 

community where diverse gender identities were nurtured. In the pan-Pasifika, indigenous 

Pasifika people of transgender experience occupy a unique space between man and woman 

(Farran, 2010; Zanghellini, 2013); and are a respected community in their indigenous nations. 

However, in societies infested with colonialist essentialism (Hodgetts, Stolte, Groot, & Drew, 

2018), expressions of identity outside cissexist ideals have been alienated, to the extent of 

dehumanisation and social exclusion (Roen & Groot, 2019; Williams & Groot, 2017). 

An important facilitatory aspect identified across cases was the importance of extended 

family and friends in overcoming feelings of disempowerment that participants experienced. 

Extended family were identified as change agents; people who can effectively change or 

persuade mind-sets within the family network (Grafsky, Hickey, Nguyen, & Wall, 2018; 

Grossman, Richer, Chamaraman, Ceder, & Erkut, 2018). Outside of family, friends were a 

support foundation that buffered the daily stressors of presenting outside the gender binary at 

school (Trujillo, Perrin, Sutter, Tabaac, & Benotsch, 2017). For Sonya, Teuila, Angie and Li, 

extended family and friendships were important support systems that assisted with their 

survival at home, and at school. In both places, these relationships were critical to establishing 
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a sense-of-belonging, community and identity. Lena’s case emphasised this as she searched 

for, and formed, a group of friends she could call “home”. Therefore, her friends provided the 

safety needed to allow her to explore her gender identity, be amongst people of similar 

experience and stay connected to cultural heritage. Accessing support systems beyond 

immediate family, and within their Third-Places, acted to de-medicalise the pathways to gender 

affirmation and also reduce the sense of alienation members of this community faced. 

Family support and friendships significantly improved personal affirmation journeys. 

As demonstrated by Sonya, Teuila, Lena, Angie and Li, family and friends largely determined 

their development as people of transgender experience. The barriers were mainly due to cultural 

differences in understanding which, because of the perpetuating cis/heterosexism from 

colonisation, riffled their relationships and considerations for gender affirming practices such 

as dress, cosmetics, medical and surgical procedures. Within the Pacific where religion is 

intertwined with cultural values, beliefs and customs; Pasifika people must be self-critiquing 

of the punishing effects their faith-based teachings have on people of transgender experience. 

For, they too, risk the perpetuation of a colonial power system that has disempowered, 

disenfranchised and silenced Pasifika people; which, for Pasifika people of transgender 

experience, is an obstacle towards affirming mind with body. 

 

 Third-Places 

One of the main objectives of this study was to examine aspects of spaces (in and out 

of work) where participants felt safe and unsafe in. The general movement towards the 

inclusion and diversification of workplaces has progressed but has remained relatively 

unmoved for people of transgender experience (Human Rights Commission, 2007; Williams 

& Groot, 2017). In New Zealand, changes to the HRA 1993 represented a systematic shift 

towards the establishment of safe workplaces for the non-conforming, gender and sexual 

diverse community. However, the under-developed knowledge about gender, sexuality and the 

relative intersectional forms imbue the lives and, by extension lived environments, of those 

within this community in adversity. Aspects of these spaces will be analysed against the Third-

Place framework (Oldenburg & Brissett, 1982). 

Sonya, Teuila, Lena, Angie and Li’s Communitarian, Commercial and Virtual Third-

Places are analysed based on their social and physical characteristics. The same approach is 

taken in examining those places that fell outside the Third-Place framework: family areas, 
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mobile places and greenspace. Interestingly, some photographs did not clearly fit within a 

certain Third-Place category but moved between two in relation to participant experiences. 

Understanding the social and physical aspects of the Third-Places of Pasifika peoples of 

transgender experience helps to inform potential practical solutions that create safer 

workplaces. 

 Communitarian Third-Places 

Communitarian Third-Places are those prepared by government agencies, non-profits, 

religious and spiritual organisations that serve to ameliorate social inequalities, demolish the 

incivilities created by human greed and selfishness such as homelessness, poverty, sickness, 

disease and hunger (Dubin, Champoux, & Porter, 1975). In the context of New Zealand, these 

incivilities are the manifestation of the ongoing colonisation (Groot, Le Grice, & Nikora, 2018) 

continuing colonial systematic oppression that has created a nation of unequal and inequitable 

access to human rights. Sonya, Lena and Angie photographed places that loosely suited the 

shared aspects of a Communitarian Third-Place descriptor. Acceptance and inclusion within 

these spaces were experienced as conditional and fleeting and, as such, belonging had to be 

carefully negotiated or withdrawn. Their experiences of these places as transformative and 

temporary meant that they, depending on their personal affiliations with place, either 

experienced it as Third-Place or not. 

Sonya’s local parish was a place that emigrated from the Communitarian Third-Place 

experience. Novelty, the introduction of foreign or unknown people, is a mechanism used in 

Third-Places to diminish the status quo; situating all inhabitants on a level playing field and 

enhancing the intimacy of social interaction (Oldenburg & Brissett, 1982). However, in on 

certain occasions, novelty is counteractive to the production of intimate bonds for people who 

consider familiarity as key to place-attachment (Kyle, Graefe, Manning, & Bacon, 2004; Lee 

& Yen, 2013); as well as people of transgender experience who are removed because of an 

undertone of cissexism and heterosexism (Williams & Groot, 2017). For example, Sonya 

shared that the growing number of Tongan people at her local parish meant an increase in the 

surveillance, private and public negotiation of her person. Here, Communitarian Third Places 

is observed to privilege cisgenderism. So, while Sonya can access it via a shared cultural and 

faith-based identity as Tongan and Christian, being a person of transgender experience excludes 

her from the privileges of existing in communitarian places. Therefore, Sonya’s acceptance and 

inclusion in communitarian places is conditional on her ‘passability’; or the presentation of a 

person who was born as cisgender. For this reason, it emigrates away from what is ‘classically’ 
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considered a Communitarian Third Place. Sonya’s transformational experience at church 

highlights Communitarian Third-Places as highly presumptuous of ‘solving incivility’ but, 

instead, adds to the daily struggle of navigating places inundated by cis/heteronormativity. 

Therefore, it is important to recognise the underlying historical colonial ideologies that impact 

place-based experience as key to creating transgender-friendly environments. 

Lena’s voluntary engagement with Pasifika communities fits the Communitarian Third 

Place ideal. In a working environment that constantly moved, Lena was able to continuously 

develop a positive attachment to her workspace (Ram, Bjork, & Weidenfeld, 2016). She 

identified that it was the people who influenced her attachment by creating a sense-of 

belonging, community and fulfilment. As a community worker, she was able to contribute to a 

plethora of projects that sought to resolve the negative impacts of colonisation on Pasifika 

communities (Manuela & Sibley, 2013; Williams & Groot, 2017); and through her engagement 

and dialogue with people, provide a witnessing account of her reality as a person of transgender 

experience (Salamon & Anheier, 1998). Through this lens, Communitarian Third Places that 

encourage activism constitute safety by allowing people to dismantle and deconstruct 

predominant misconceptions of personal identity. 

Interestingly, there is evidence in the narratives explored that suggest the ability for 

Pasifika peoples of transgender experience to transform spaces. In particular, Lena and Angie’s 

experiences reflected a shift in the nature of spaces from Communitarian to a Commercial 

Third-Place when a sense of belonging, autonomy and empowerment is fostered. For Angie, 

these feelings promoted her immediate attachment with people when performing advocacy 

work within the working community and that of the wider non-conforming, gender and sexual 

diverse community. Therefore, Angie’s ability to comfortably use place for work and on behalf 

of a government agency means she experiences such places as a hybrid place: both 

communitarian and commercial. That is, when a Communitarian Third Place fosters positive 

feelings and inclusivity, Pasifika peoples of transgender experience are more likely to transform 

spaces to engage in more meaningful work with less barriers. 

The assumption that Communitarian Third-Places resolve societal incivilities 

disregards the religious doctrines that often, but not in all cases, excludes ‘non-normal’ 

identities. It also blurs the possibility of it serving a dual purpose when under working 

conditions. For Sonya, this symbolises the complications of fitting-into the Communitarian 

Third-Place framework because of a life spent disempowered by the very socio-religious 

structures that underlie church systems. 
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In addition, Lena and Angie emphasised that, although Pasifika people are church 

affiliated, there remain other ways to inhabit and reap the benefits of Communitarian Third-

Place via voluntary work, or a career in human rights. In the cases of Sonya, Teuila, Lena, 

Angie and Li, people triumphed possible disconnection to place by positively influencing 

place-attachment. This finding mirrors that reported by Krase (2007) where migrant minority 

groups in the US would occupy interstitial spaces in order to create social connections with 

others and negotiate their identities. 

 Commercial Third-Place 

Commercial Third-Places are ‘servicescapes’ that humanise the shopping or working 

experience (Aubert-Gamet & Cova, 1999; Wexler & Oberlander, 2017). As people become 

adept to the urban, industrial and technological changes to their lifestyles, such places – cafes, 

bars, bookstores and libraries – can increase communal connectivity both in physical and virtual 

spaces. Creating social awareness about collective welfare. These were identified as most 

similar to workplaces which, for the purpose of this research, could be best used to extrapolate 

safety data. Li’s experiences in bookstores is representative of this function, however, such 

spaces can be equally dominated by sexism, cissexism and heterosexism; excluding people of 

transgender experience as possible users. Sonya and Teuila found cafés and supermarkets as 

evidence of this, highlighting the importance of examining the underlying colonial ideologies 

that permeate place-based existence. 

Commercial Third-Place experience depends on place-attachment whether it be due to 

an activity, people or the environment. A bookstore’s quietness emulates an atmosphere of 

relaxation that entices interest and calms the mind (Laing & Royle, 2013). Li identified that 

because of his passion for film and autobiographies, escape into the realities of other people 

had reconvened his hope in society; accessing a plane of imagination that could only be possible 

under the conditions of a bookstore. Aubert-Gamet and Cova (1999) identify this as the 

exchange between users and managers of Commercial Third-Places which, in the case of Li, 

rectifies escapism as important to safe use of place (Oldenburg & Brissett, 1982). 

In contrast, for Sonya and Teuila, cafés and supermarkets were lacking in the positive 

experience expected of Commercial Third-Places. This has been related to the underlying 

transphobia that stirs the fear of rejection, verbal abuse and physical harm towards people of 

transgender experience as well as the toxic masculinity that body shames women (Hungerford, 

2015). Further, these factors subject individuals like Sonya and Teuila the distress associated 

with thoughts about the ‘likelihood of being raped’ (Eyler, et al., 1998; Nasar & Fisher, 1993: 
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2000) which, for women of colour, is exacerbated by racism. Sonya and Teuila reiterate the 

significance of examining the systematic constructs underlying place experience; as well as 

valuing people’s unique experiences as informative of safety learnings. 

Commercial Third-Places are not always adjacent with Third-Place experience. Li 

pinpointed that the quietness and books enhanced Third-Place engagement; whereas Sonya and 

Teuila experienced discomfort because of its’ inherent transphobia and masculinity. Therefore, 

Commercial Third-Places should be scrutinised for their exclusivity but, once again, reveal that 

the harmful underlying ideologies must be identified, unpacked and changed for safe place-

based experience. 

 Virtual Third-Places 

Virtual Third-Places exist in cyberspace as imagined. Places such as 

telecommunication, online social media platforms and generally the world wide web break the 

anonymity of mass society and extends people’s reach beyond geographic constraint (Wexler 

& Oberlander, 2017). In the context of minority groups, virtual spaces are arenas for the 

disruption of societal issues which, for Pasifika people of transgender experience, is useful for 

the deconstruction of stereotypes through the sharing of their stories (Tufekci & Wilson, 2012). 

Due to the predominant use of virtual space within modern workplaces, it was assumed that the 

transference of Virtual Third-Place experience could contribute to workplace safety. Li poses 

the possibility in his interactions with an online friend. 

Li, a frequent user of Facebook, created an endearing relationship with a person who 

accepted him during a time when he was feeling socially removed. In his search for a tattoo 

artist, he made friends with an American person who, upon disclosure of his gender identity, 

accepted his personhood and agreed to draw the artwork. Making friends, sharing worldviews 

and forming intimate bonds (Chiu, Hsu, & Wang, 2006; Henderson & Gilding, 2004; Ren, et 

al., 2012) were part of Virtual Third-Place that imparted the safe expression of identity. For Li, 

this gave him a sense-of-hope in humanity as moving towards normalising people of 

transgender experience in society; emphasising virtual places as spaces that disrupts and 

challenges gender essentialism (Tufekci & Wilson, 2012). Perhaps, at work, virtual space 

should frequently feature the publication of messages, information and platforms that educate 

and connect people about people of transgender experience’s lives. This is to not single people 

out but to provide educative material to develop an awareness across social platforms. 
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The places photographed by Sonya, Teuila, Lena, Angie and Li loosely fit the categories 

of Third-Place as Communitarian, Commercial and Virtual. Overall, place attachment was 

largely determined by the relationships formed within space whether it be face-to-face or 

online. Between each case, Sonya, Teuila, Lena and Angie spoke with greater concern about 

their safety in these public places compared to Li. Signifying an imbalanced sexist power 

dynamic that unequally protects people along the gender spectrum. At work, this reiterates the 

importance of people as determinants of workplace safety (Saar & Palang, 2009). 

 

A critique of Third-Place experience: Home as Pasifika people’s Third-Place 

Third-Place experience was primarily conceptualised to resolve the rising selfishness, 

egoism and narcissism of an urban ‘Me Society’ (Oldenburg & Brissett, 1982). So, to rekindle 

the personal and societal consideration of a ‘collective welfare’ (Oldenburg & Brissett, 1982). 

However, in New Zealand, the settlement of people from collective cultures has ruffled the 

assumption that Third-Places are established primarily – places outside of our work and home 

spaces– flourish personal wellbeing. Instead, Sonya, Teuila, Lena, Angie and Li provide 

accounts of their experiences in places that, within the framework of Pasifika people and those 

of transgender experience, could be considered as Third-Place: family homes. 

“Home is where the heart is” accurately describes the attachment each person had to 

their ‘family’ homes, or places that resembled family. Establishing a supportive home 

environment was a challenging task: for Sonya, Teuila and Li, the religious-cultural fabrication 

of gender as binary was a barrier to parental support; in the case of Angie, it was difference in 

intergenerational knowledge about gender and sex as segregate constructs; whereas Lena, a 

person who migrated to New Zealand during her late teenage years, felt socially and 

geographically displaced. Nevertheless, over time, their place-attachment changed with the 

acceptance of their embodied and expressed gender identities. With the imposition of 

Eurocentric democratic principles, Pasifika young people of transgender experience may find 

themselves confronted with new oppressions in the name of ‘custom and tradition’ (Driskill et 

al., 2011). One such example is refugee youth who have made claims based on gender identity 

and, as such, have lived in defiance of social erasure, stigma, and violence in their countries of 

origin (Jordan, 2009). A decolonising approach when combined with intersectionality 

problematizes assumptions that ‘culture’ is somehow implicated in the oppression of 

indigenous young peoples. Prioritising an essentialised view of culture at the expense of other 

relations or structures (such as class or religion), may limit the opportunity for indigenous 
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young peoples to use cultural frameworks as a means of challenging oppression (Roen & Groot, 

2018). 

Despite the possibility of detachment, each person identified familial places as their 

preferred Third-Place. Like the psychological benefits described by Oldenburg and Brissett 

(1982), familial places restored personal energy reserves and reinforced their sense-of-

belonging, self-esteem, gender and ethnic identity. Also, Lena and Li specifically alluded to 

the physical dimensions of colour that, in line with Third-Place experience, give character and 

culturally specific meanings to a place. Contrary to the Third-Place framework, within Pasifika 

communities, where collective wellness bolsters individual wellness, the need to escape home 

environments impedes, rather than facilitates, place-based wellbeing. Therefore, intimate 

connections between people should be considered as most important to place-attachment and 

safety experience, over individual social and physical novelties. 

 

Restoring resilience: To cope and empower 

To understand how Pasifika people of transgender experience are empowered, their 

resilience was also assessed. Resilience, the ability to push beyond adversity, is both a coping 

and empowering mechanism (Fischer & McKee, 2017). Being the personal motive to escape 

or change the popular narrative predetermines resiliency (Shih, 2004). Sonya, Teuila, Lena, 

Angie and Li identified that the predisposition to an unjust life requires places to cope (family 

space and greenspace); and transpires motivations for empowerment: a strong resolve for 

justice. Here, participants demonstrate resilience as coping and empowering which, at work, 

can empower (Fischer & McKee, 2017) and flourish (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990) Pasifika people 

of transgender experience. 

Familial places serve as an escape and “sanctuary”. Sonya, Teuila and Li shared familial 

places that were retreats from the stressors of urban reality. As is the case for many people of 

transgender experience, their work lives were tainted by the harmful cis/heteronormativities 

and transphobia that create, and perpetuate, prejudice and discrimination against people of 

transgender experience. Therefore, familial places and greenspaces provided a bastion of 

support to draw upon during those moments of disruption and denigration of their sense-of-self 

in hostile spaces removed them from the enacted systematic dangers. Li specifically spoke of 

his home as an escape from the daily struggles of wearing a chest binder which, for men/boys 

of transgender experience, at times impinged upon his impairs physical health (Peitzmeier, 
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Gardner, Weinand, Corbet, & Acevedo, 2017; Poteat, Malik, & Cooney, 2018). While, 

simultaneously, reconnecting and strengthening cultural identity. Teuila identified the pictures 

and ornaments in her household living room, a place significant for support and acceptance, as 

visually uplifting of friendships, cultural and religious faith. Further described by Sonya as a 

“sanctuary” whereby familial place sheltered her from harm, while effectively restoring her 

energy reserves. So too is the case for greenspaces. 

Exposure to greenspaces improve cognitive functioning, emotional stability and 

restores depleted energy reserves (Shanahan, et al., 2016); howbeit, they are equally likely to 

induce stress when suggestive of entrapment (Valentine, 1989). Sonya, Lena and Li spoke 

about the positive contingencies between associations with diverse greenspaces – beaches, 

parks, reserves and backyards – and personal wellbeing that is fostered in such places by way 

of the sense-of-freedom, spiritual connectedness and self-affirmation. In consideration of 

Pasifika people’s health, the impacts of greenspace on participants wellbeing reiterates the 

assessment of Pasifika people’s health as holistic. As suggested by Pulotu-Endemann’s 

Fonofale model of health (as cited in Foliaki, 2001), describes how the vā between people and 

all dimensions and forms of existence should be considered as tied to overall wellness (as cited 

in Foliaki, 2001). This does not consider Fonofale as the primary model, instead it recapitulates 

the gravity of using group-specific health models as best-practice. However, Teuila asserts how 

the gendering of such spaces can change the associations we might have with them, importance 

of contextualising experience she describes as fears and anxieties about entrapment, physical 

harm and sexual assault in greenspace; even in places that were highly illuminated. Therefore, 

the vā should always be considered as unique to personal experience. 

Places that stage activism, advocacy and pride in identity empowers and buffers against 

stress (Singh, 2013; Singh & McKleroy, 2011). Resilience as empowerment can drive our 

desire for social change by a motivation to change the status quo (Fischer & McKee, 2017). In 

their line of work, Lena and Angie demonstrated that their presence and engagement with local 

ethnic community projects, human rights protest as well as those specific to people of the wider 

non-conforming, gender and sexual diverse community provided them with opportunities to 

move beyond assumptions of ‘risk’ and victimhood and to act agentically for their communities 

and dismantle stereotypicality. Sonya and Teuila were able to do similar as successors at school 

and work. Whereas, Li was able to find connections to a broader community as demonstrated 

by his personal self-disclosure at work; and his use of virtual space, or movies, to educate of 

his reality. In all instances, the ability to reconstruct their personal narrative contributed to their 

strive for personal betterment. Thus, devising conditions in which people of transgender 



114  

 

experience challenge, deconstruct, then reconstruct, untrue narratives that attempt to confine 

their identities to experiences of either deviance or inherent risk to fit their realities bolsters 

empowerment as resilience. 

Familial places, greenspace and platforms for social justice enhance resilience. Familial 

places and green spaces are an escape, so to cope with the systematic pressures that produce 

stress. Whereas platforms that allow the expression of pride in identity through advocacy and 

activism, empowers. In conjunction, resilience as coping and empowerment are accounted 

place and people relevant. However, as pointed to, these must be understood in the context of 

individual experience. It seems like proper Third-Places that facilitate the healing of one’s 

wellbeing are those which place the negotiation power and the needs of people of transgender 

experience at the centre – homes are unconventional as a Third-Place for Pasifika people of 

transgender experience, because it’s where they can exercise autonomy and independence 

safely 

 

Implications 

 Recommendations for policy and organisational practice 

Research that gives back to communities, as pointed to by Teu Le Vā, reciprocates, 

respects and empowers the vā between the researcher, research and community (Anae & Mila 

Schaaf, 2010). The primary aims of this research were to educate society about the lives of 

Pasifika people of transgender experience, and to collaboratively explore the conditions and 

practical solutions needed to create safer and empowering workplaces for members of this 

community. This work is the first of its’ kind to the researcher’s knowledge. Working with 

employed Pasifika people of transgender experience in New Zealand employed across diverse 

settings in Auckland, the Third-Place experiences of Sonya, Teuila, Lena, Angie and Li provide 

a basis for work-place (environmental), policy and theoretical implications in promoting 

transphobia-free workplaces. These possible modifications or alternatives to workplace safety 

include: altering the HRA 1993; increasing awareness around transgender experiences in the 

workplace to minimise transphobic attitudes; and personal development opportunities to 

engage in purposeful community work. 

This study affirms the dire need for gender-based anti-discrimination laws (Human 

Rights Commission, 2007). Altering the HRA 1993 to include gender identity as basis for 

discrimination will, by law, protect people of transgender experience. Currently, it states that 
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discrimination based on sex and sexual orientation is unacceptable. In practice, this law only 

protects cisgender people of varying sexual orientation which, according to findings of this 

research, maintains the imbalance of power and rights between people of transgender 

experience and the cisgender community. This sustains a system of disempowerment and 

disenfranchisement against people of transgender experience within the wider population; but 

it also permeates into the wider non-conforming, gender and sexual diverse community where 

cisgender sexually diverse people are privileged over people of transgender experience. It also 

disregards the cultural variations of gender expression which, for Pasifika people of transgender 

experience, can be overseen and misinterpreted as not a human rights issue. Therefore, by 

revising the act to read “discrimination on the basis of gender, sex and sexual orientation is 

unacceptable”, the variations of cultural understandings of gender are included as gender-based 

discrimination to, hopefully, protect people of transgender experience from unlawful 

discrimination. A recent qualitative study by Aristegui and colleagues (2017) regarding the 

impacts of the Argentinian Gender Identity Law on the lives of people of transgender 

experience, found that  changes at the micro- (family, neighbourhood, local institutions) and 

macro- (social, political, and cultural institutions) levels were associated with significant 

improvements to their quality of life: freedom to exercise personal rights in education; 

progression into policy-based positions at work, a genuine sense-of-security in public; and 

easier access to gender affirming health services. There is potential for Pasifika peoples of 

transgender experience to also share in this improvement in life with systemic changes to work 

places – beginning with comprehensive reformations in gender-based law followed by 

industry- and organisational-level policy changes for people of transgender experience. 

This study’s Third-Place analysis illuminates the critical role people and culture has in 

the development of safer workplaces for Pasifika people of transgender experience. Findings 

show that the social dynamics of workplaces predetermine safety experiences, over physical 

features. This is consistent with Ozturk and Tatli’s (2016) recent examination of gender identity 

inclusion at work, showing that attitudes, personal views and knowledge about gender identities 

is critical to places that are not only inclusive to people of transgender experiences; but attract 

and retain their person as they grow throughout their careers. However, establishing change 

requires laws, policies, external and internal drivers to gain organisational commitment to 

overhaul a cissexist, heterosexist and transphobic work culture (Everly & Schwartz, 2014). 

Tatli (2011) proposes boosting the professional credentials of diversity officers, or those 

responsible for the organisations business infrastructure, to gain employee buy-in and provide 

meaningful services to build safety and inclusion. To bolster professional profiles, people may 
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attend workshops, undertake tertiary based courses or consult diversity organisations (Diversity 

Works, n.d.). Alternatively, the use of more engaging and less costly methods could be 

employed: mentorship, role modelling, face-to-face meetings, team meetings regarding 

diversity issues and/or questions (Moore, 1999; Paluck, 2006; Wentling & Palma-Rivas, 1999). 

Safety at work is dependent on an organisation’s commitment to improve gender 

affirmation whilst at work. Workplace transgender policies that specify affirmation at work 

through dress, cosmetics, medical and surgery(ies) are critical in establishing a safe work 

environment (Barclay & Scott, 2006). As shown in the daily personal and work experiences of 

participants in this study, the option to self-disclose gender identity, undergo physical 

embodiment and see visible representation of diversity enhances safety experience at work 

(Ozturk & Tatli, 2016). Physical embodiment can be difficult for people of transgender 

experience because of personal and economic reasons (Williams & Groot, 2017). For those 

employed, organisations should see this as an opportunity to support people of transgender 

experience’s development during their employment period. In a New Zealand context, 

Countdown Supermarkets (2017) issued a Transgender Transitioning Policy across all stores, 

distribution centres, processing plants and support offices for team members who are of 

transgender experience. The policy addressed physical embodiment, behavioural treatment, 

bathroom use, pronouns and flexible work leave as essential (see Countdown announces 

Transgender Transitioning Policy for team in Countdown, 2017; Wazni, 2015). 

Findings of this study indicate that reserving and appointing roles that allow self-

advocacy and activism, if desired by the person of transgender experience, improves safety and 

personal empowerment. Changing the dominant narrative about people of transgender 

experience is necessary to dismantling stereotypes. In so doing, opportunities for progression, 

visibility of diversity, and a safer work environment become conditions for empowerment. This 

affirms a finding by Mizock and colleagues (2017) who, in their examination of working people 

of transgender experience, identified that those who progressed into leadership roles felt more 

empowered to make positive change in their organisations, and facilitated in the psychological 

wellbeing of these individuals. However, it should be noted that in the same vein of thought, 

organisations should not pressure people of transgender experience to engage in such work; but 

rather give first opportunity to them with ongoing support. 

 Recommendations for theory and research 

This study emphasises the importance of culturally competent participatory research 

with Pasifika people of transgender experience. To understand the complexity of gender-based 
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discrimination against Pasifika non-conforming, gender and sexually diverse identities, 

intersectional considerations of personal biographies are paramount. This in turn allows for the 

critical analysis of the impacts of modifications to law services and policy and the impacts on 

various communities. As shown in this study, the cultural norms about gender within a Pasifika 

context are defined differently from Western conceptualisations and should be accounted for 

in any response by the governing laws and rules of the national Human Rights policies. 

Therefore, future research regarding the lives of Pasifika people of transgender experience 

should be explored, using responsive and collaborative methodologies with members of their 

community. 

There is much space to conduct mixed-methods research to qualify and quantify 

experiences. As mentioned in Chapter 2, empirical research regarding the incidence of Pasifika 

people of transgender experience’s identities is non-existent. Though there has been an attempt 

to extrapolate data that may indicate the population of transgender identities (Clark, et al., 

2014), this data fails to address and circumvent the potential issues preventing Pasifika peoples 

of transgender experience from being counted. Across New Zealand and the Pacific, there has 

been an increase in qualitative research regarding Samoan and Tongan people of transgender 

experience (Williams & Groot, 2017) and in other sexuality and non-conforming communities 

(Barlett & Vasey, 2006; Farran, 2010; Schmidt, 2001). Little research is available to speak to 

the particularities that may underlie the experiences of these communities in other Pasifika 

nations. The intensity of photo-elicitation methodologies and the complexity and richness of 

the data collected can hinder sample size in a thesis project and, as such, the stretch of ethnic 

accounts included in this research has been limited. However, the rich rhetoric of individual 

experience speaks to the personal and wider societal factors that constitute life. Further research 

could and should be expanded to include other Pasifika nations to attain qualitative and 

quantitative information about community-based perspectives. Since Statistics New Zealand’s 

announcement to discontinue attempts to collect sexuality and gender diversity census data 

(McDonald, 2017), there is a greater urgency to undertake Pasifika gender-based research for 

their personal and community rights. 

Finally, co-design research is an area to explore nuanced provisions for safety practices 

and services, at work. Co-design requires the integration of people’s perspectives who network 

with, and amongst, an interested population to provide a holistic picture for future intervention, 

regeneration and prevention (Stott & Warren, 2017). Co-design requires a series of workshops, 

goals, documentation, visualisation and reflection from all co-designers to achieve a holistic 

view of the problem at hand (see Yoo, Huldtgren, Woelfer, Hendry, & Friedman, 2013 for 
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specific procedure). A method regularly used in business and patient services can, with well-

established goals and supportive contributors, enlighten the practicalities for establishing 

conditions that enable change to organisational culture, structure, systems and processes (Steen, 

Manschot, & De Koning, 2011; Trischler, Kristensson, & Scott, 2018). Sanders and Westerlund 

(2011) review of co-design spaces deal with the complexity of social change, organisational 

transformation and metaphysical domains like experience and service; as is the case in Third-

Place experience (Oldenburg & Brissett, 1982). Therefore, the findings of this research may be 

extended by employing a co-design research paradigm to facilitate conversations between 

Pasifika peoples of transgender experience and colleagues with the shared aim of promoting 

specific changes to the work culture and environment. 
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invite you to participate in my research. If you agree, we will work side-by-side as we 

explore your reality at work.      

  

Purpose  

Work is crucial to our survival living in New Zealand (NZ). Staying employed is key 

to supporting ourselves and our families; meaning that our workplaces need to facilitate 

our growth and development so that we may continue to support our family and 

contribute to society. This project will look at your experiences of safety at work; 
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(conversation) material to explore the following questions: At work, what makes you 

feel safe? At work, what makes you feel unsafe? How can we make workplaces safer 

for trans people? How has this impacted your life as an employee? And, how have you 

fuelled yourself to continue pushing on? Findings from this project will go towards 

movements for trans people’s rights in NZ and contribute to scholarly literature about 

trans people’s rights globally.  

  

Invitation to Participate  

For you to take part in this project, it is required that you are comfortable with 

identifying as ethnically Pasifika, transgender and be employed (or have been 

employed) in Auckland. You will take part in an initial Talanoa with myself regarding 

your journey into employment. This will lead into 4 days of you taking photos of areas 

outside of work that you consider safe or unsafe, which will be primarily conducted 

using your personal smart phone. Concluded by another Talanoa session regarding your 

photos. Both Talanoa sessions will be held in a place you and I feel safe, with food and 

beverage provided. You will also be given a mea’alofa or koha (gift) of $20.00 plus 

$40.00 worth of petrol vouchers, as a token of appreciation. You will also be included 

in any use of data you provide. I intend to work with 8 people at most.  
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Project Procedures  

Overall, I will be working with you for a total of 3 hours. You will participate in two 

Talanoa sessions (approximately 90 minutes), a period of you taking photos outside of 

work of spaces you consider safe or unsafe, and of what you believe contributes to your 

personal resilience.  

  

We will begin with the initial Talanoa session about your journey into employment. 

Here, you will be taken through the project procedures and your involvement.   

  

From here, you will undertake an agreed-upon period of taking 27 photos of spaces 

outside of work you consider safe or unsafe, and what makes you feel resilient and 

strong. This will be done using your personal smart phone. Once all photos have been 

taken, you will need to send these to me via my email so that I can print these, ready 

for the final Talanoa.  

  

Once all your photos have been submitted, we will meet at an agreed-upon time to 

Talanoa about each one. This is a time for you to explain to me why you took each 

photo, how you felt during that time, what your thoughts were, including when and 

where you photographed each one. Your mea’alofa will be offered here.  

  

Sensitive topics may arise during the interview and group discussion, and you are free 

to discontinue, take a break or skip questions if considered emotionally weighing. If 

this is not enough, we can seek professional help, if wanted.    

  

Data Storage, Retention, Destruction and Future Use  

I will collect the data using your photos/images and transcribed audio recordings. To 

assure the protection of your personal details and project material, all electronic data 

will be securely stored, and password protected on the University of Auckland server. 
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And all physical copies of data will be locked in a cabinet restricted to the access of 

myself and my supervisor on university grounds. This will be done for a total of 6 years. 

During this time, the information may or may not be used to support other publications. 

Once 6 years has passed, interviews stored on electronic files will be deleted, electronic 

copies of transcripts and photos/images will be erased, and hard copies of transcripts 

and images will be shredded. Whereby further use of the information will be impossible.  

  

Right to Withdraw from Participation  

You have the right to withdraw from further participation at any time during your 2 

months volunteering, without giving a reason. By which any information you have 

contributed can be removed, except for the group discussion (refer to Anonymity and 

Confidentiality).   

  

Anonymity and Confidentiality  

All measures will be taken to assure anonymity. Members of the wider Pasifika trans 

community will be able to identify you by guess work, or even by self-disclosure. To 

minimise the possibility of this happening, all publications and reports will be dealt with 

carefully to assure that your identity is confidential and anonymised from the public. 

Information you share will not be publicized with personal indicators, instead, your 

name will be substituted for a suitable pseudonym with demographic and employment 

details genericized.  

  

Once the project has been submitted for reporting and/or publication, you will receive 

a summary report of the main findings, unless you state otherwise. You are welcome to 

share the findings from this report with your family, friends, colleagues, and interested 

parties.   

  

If you have any questions regarding this project, do not hesitate to contact me and my 

supervisor at any time (details below).  
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Contact Details and Approval  

Students Researcher name 

and contact details 

Supervisor/Coinvestigator 

name and 

contact details 

Head  of 

Department/School 

name and contact 

details 

Seraphine Williams 

swil990@aucklanduni.ac.nz 

 

Dr Shiloh Groot 

s.groot@auckland.ac.nz 

School of Psychology 

University of Auckland 

Private Bag 90219, 

Auckland 1142 

(09) 373 7599 ext. 88555 

 

 

 

School of Psychology 

The University of 

Auckland 

Private Bag 90219, 

Auckland 1142 

(09) 373 7599 ext. 

88516 

 

  

  

For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact the Chair, The University 

of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The University of Auckland, 

Research Office, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142. Telephone 09 373-7599 ext. 

83711. 

Email: ro-ethics@auckland.ac.nz 

 

Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics 

Committee on 25/08/2017 for six years. Reference number 019849 
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Appendix 3: Participant consent form 

 

 

SCHOOL OF PSYCHOLOGY  

Faculty of Science   

Human Sciences Building  

Level 6, 10 Symonds Street  

Auckland 1142, New Zealand  

Telephone 64 9 373 7599  

Facsimile 64 9 373 7450  

The University of Auckland  

Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142, New Zealand  

  

CONSENT FORM - Individual THIS FORM WILL BE HELD FOR A PERIOD 

OF 6 YEARS 

 

Project title: Pasifika transgender people employed in Aotearoa, New Zealand: Safety 

& personal resilience  

Name(s) of researcher(s): Seraphine Williams  

Supervisor: Dr Shiloh Groot  

  

I have read the Participant Information Sheet (PIS), and I have understood the nature of 

the research and why I have been selected. I have had the opportunity to ask questions 

and have them answered to my satisfaction.  
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I agree to participate in this project.  

My participation is voluntary.  

I am aware that I may withdraw from further participation in this study at any time. Any 

information that I have disclosed or collected can be withdrawn from future use.   

I understand that both Talanoa sessions will be recorded and transcribed.  

I agree/do not agree to be digitally voice recorded.  

I understand that data will be kept for 6 years, after which it will be destroyed.  

I am assured that I will not be identified in any reports, outputs or publications; and 

have been informed of the confidentiality terms regarding my participation in this 

project.  

I wish/do not wish to receive a summary of findings, which can be provided to me at 

this email/postal address:  

______________________________________________.  

  

  

Name: ___________________________  

  

  

Signature ___________________________ Date _________________  

  

  

Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 

25/08/2017 for six years. Reference number 019849 
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Appendix 4: Biographical interview guide 

 

Participant Details First Name:  

Last Name:  

Pseudonym (consistent with first interview):  

Age:  

Contact email:  

Contact phone:  

Pronouns:  

How do you identify your gender?  

How do you identify your race/ethnicity?  

*Iwi?  

Are there any other identifiers that you would like to share? Where are you from (city, 

country)?  

 

Interview questions  

Can you share a bit about yourself and your journey so far?  

What has it been like living as a transgender man / woman in New Zealand?  

Follow up with; can you tell me a bit more about your experiences? Provide examples.  

What does your culture mean to you?  

I see here that you do _________________ for a job. Can you explain more about your 

role, and what you do?  

At work, what makes you feel safe? Have you experienced discrimination within your 

job?  

At work, what makes you feel unsafe?   

Do you feel that you are limited in terms of employment opportunities?  
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If yes, why is that? If no, why is that?  

Do you feel like you ‘belong’ at work?  

What do you think needs to change to make workplaces safer for trans people?   

How have you fuelled yourself to continue pushing on?  

  

Mapping exercise 

Ask participant to draw you a map of their work environment:  

Take researcher (Seraphine) through their map and describe each space… Where do 

you spend most of your time?  

Are there any places you avoid?  

  

Outside of work  

Where is somewhere where you feel like you belong?  

What spaces are important to you outside of work?  

Who is your community of support?  

  

Photo elicitation briefing 

At the end go through photo-phase. Ask them to take up to 27 images (they can take 

less) over the course of a week and email them through to Seraphine at the end of that 

week. Set up a time to meet and discuss photos.  

  

NOTE: Ask them to take photos of things that are important to them and that foster that 

sense of belonging.  
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Appendix 5: Photo elicitation guide  

  

Grounding participants 

Researcher (Seraphine) grounds participants asks them how they are  

Researcher gives an overview of the project; go over the Information Sheet and Consent 

Form  

Remind the participant of their right to withdraw at any time.  

Confirm the participant’s consent for full disclosure including names and any images 

they take that might identify them  

Explain the risks of participants being identifiable  

Confirm the participant’s consent for audio-recording, remind participant that you can 

stop or pause the recorder at any time.  

Let the participant know that this is just a conversation, there are no right or wrong 

answers, and they don’t have to talk about anything they do not want to.  

Remind participants that anything they tell us about a person that may identify them or 

any name they use will be altered to protect their identity.  

  

Interview questions 

Possible probes (will depend on types of information and images that participant 

provide):  

  

Ask about their experience with taking photos.  

How did you decide what images to use for this project?  

Why did you choose them?  

Was this exercise comfortable?  

Did you know what you were going to take photos of?  
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Ask the participant to organize the photos in a sequence that tells a story about what the 

photos represent.  

What story does this sequence tell?  

  

Examine each photograph with the participant. Possible probes (will depend on 

information participant discloses) some areas to explore would be:  

How did you go about taking these particular photos?  

What do the images/ poems represent to you?  

Who is present in the image/ poems?  

What is its/their relationship to you?  

What significance do these images have to your wellbeing?  

Does this image have any specific meaning to you?  

How does this photo relate to your wellbeing/foster a sense of belonging?  

What feeling arose for you taking and now viewing this image?  

What photo stands out the most to you? Why?  

  

Is there anything you would have liked to photograph but couldn’t?  

Do you have anything else you would like to express about this process?  

Summarise the main points from the interview and encourage further input from the 

participant.  

Would that be an accurate synopsis?  

Is there anything you would like to bring up or thought should have been discussed?  

Do you have any questions concerning this study?  

 

Thank you for your participation and offer gift. 
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