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ABSTRACT 
The aim of this thesis was to capture the sociocultural and contextual factors impacting upon mental wellbeing 

and help-seeking for young Pacific male athletes in New Zealand. This thesis expands on the researcher’s 
Master of Public Health thesis and contributes to the growing literature on Pacific male athletes’ experiences 

in elite sports, filling the research gaps related to depression, mental wellbeing, and help-seeking for this 

group. It is commonly understood that sociocultural and contextual factors have a profound effect on young 

athletes’ mental wellbeing; however, what is less understood is how these forces influence help-seeking 

behaviours, depression, and athletes’ lives away from sports. Similarly, it is well recognised that young Pacific 

men rarely seek help from formal mental health services, but what is less understood is how young Pacific 

male athletes navigate the help-seeking process and negotiate support from semi-formal (e.g., coaches, 
managers, and agents) and informal sources (e.g., friends, family, teammates, and partners). Using a mixed-

methods approach, an online survey (n = 99), seven mini focus groups (n = 24), and twelve one-on-one 

interviews (n = 12) were carried out to explore the perspectives of young Pacific male elite athletes from a 

variety of sports played at the elite level (e.g., rugby league, rugby union, basketball, boxing, mixed martial 

arts, and soccer among others) and key stakeholders working with young Pacific male athletes (e.g., coaches, 

managers, administrators, and agents). Findings from this research illustrate that a variety of factors at the 

individual, familial, and organisational levels interact alongside the pressures of elite sports to both promote 

and hinder mental wellbeing and help-seeking for young Pacific male athletes. The wider societal factors that 
shape identity development, education, mental health stigma, economic obligations, and gender norms are 

also bought to the fore. The maladaptive and emotion-focussed coping strategies athletes use to cope with 

distress are also outlined, which often sees distress accumulate over time as athletes attempt to negate and 

conceal their distress; a phenomenon underpinned by hypermasculine norms that govern a culture of extreme 

self-reliance. Findings also show that athletes report high levels of subjective wellbeing and resilience, despite 

facing a plethora of stressors and barriers to seeking help for mental health issues, such as the potential 

personal and professional repercussions in doing so. This research ultimately aims to enable young Pacific 

male athletes, their families, and the individuals and organisations working with young Pacific male athletes, 
to better understand the sociocultural nuances and wider societal factors underpinning mental wellbeing and 

help-seeking for young Pacific male athletes. The significance of this study is that it provides new theoretical 

understandings of mental wellbeing and help-seeking for young Pacific male athletes and provides practical 

recommendations to support mental wellbeing and help-seeking for this group with a particular emphasis on 

the need for comprehensive multisectoral interventions at both the secondary school and senior elite levels of 

sport.  
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DEFINING KEY TERMS 
There are several terms that need to be defined in the context of this thesis. The following terms have been 

chosen to ensure consistent understanding between the literature, researcher, and reader. It is important to 
note that within this thesis, the terms ‘mental health’ and ‘mental wellbeing’ are used interchangeably. 

‘Elite sports’ 
In this study, elite sports refer to any sport that can be played at the Olympic or professional level. 

‘Elite athletes’ 
A recent study by Swann et al. (2015) critiqued the use of the term ‘elite athletes’ in academic studies, 

highlighting that definitions of ‘elite athlete’ vary on a continuum of validity. In order to be transparent in the 

definition of ‘elite’ and to encourage consistency with the literature, elite athletes in this reseach were defined 

using the classification model developed by Swann et al. (see Figure 1). In this thesis, ‘elite athletes’ refers to 

young Pacific male athletes performing at the Olympic or professional level and youth athletes who are 

members of elite sport institutes/training centres and/or on athletic scholarships with the likelihood of 

competing at an Olympic or professional level (see also ‘6.1 Participant demographics’). 

 

Figure 1 Swann’s (2015) model for classifying elite athletes in research 

‘Young Pacific male athletes’ 
Young Pacific male athletes, in the context of this study, refers to athletes aged 16-24 years who are 
performing at the Olympic or professional level, or are members of an elite sports institute, or on athletic 

scholarships with the likelihood of competing at an Olympic or professional level. 

‘Youth’ 
Among Pacific peoples, the term ‘youth’ can refer to ‘young peoples’ who are either not yet married, still at 

school or university, or of adolescent age (Agnew et al., 2004). In this thesis, youth and young peoples refers 

to those aged 16-24 years. 
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‘Pacific peoples’ 
Pacific peoples is an umbrella term used to describe a variety of ethnic affiliations and peoples who share 

ancestral links to the Polynesian, Melanesian, and Micronesian regions of the South Pacific (Dunsford et al., 

2011). In this research, ‘Pacific peoples’ refers to people who self-identify as belonging to one or more of the 

seven largest Pacific population groups in New Zealand: Samoa, Cook Islands, Tonga, Niue, Fiji, Tokelau, 

and Tuvalu (Tukuitonga, 2013). People with mixed heritage, that is having both Pacific and non-Pacific 
ancestry, also come under the Pacific peoples umbrella (Tukuitonga, 2013). Pacific peoples is used in this 

research to denote a social category and identity highly represented within elite sports, but it is also important 

to note that this term is not used to gloss over the diversity of New Zealand’s Pacific populations where over 

20 distinct Pacific ethnic groups exist (Loto et al., 2006). Whilst Pacific peoples are commonly regarded as an 

homogenous group, each Pacific ethnic group has their own unique cultural heritage, history, ideologies, 

values, identities, languages, customs, social structures, and worldviews (Finau & Tukuitonga, 2000; Ministry 

of Health, 2008). 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Despite young Pacific male athletes in New Zealand facing a multitude of unique stressors and challenges to 
their overall mental wellbeing, the majority of these young men report high levels of resilience and subjective 

wellbeing (see ‘Survey findings’). Some young Pacific male athletes, however, will experience distress and 

mental health issues during their athletic career, as evidenced by the number of Pacific male athletes who 

have died by suicide or disclosed their mental health challenges within mainstream news media (Encarnacion, 

2014; Lyall, 2019; Napier, 2015), athlete autobiographies (Faumuina, 2016; Hunt, 2017), social networking 

sites, community mental health campaigns (New Zealand Rugby Union, 2018; Tagataese, 2015), and 

academic research (Du Preez et al., 2017; Hawkes, 2018; Horton, 2014; Lakisa et al., 2014; Panapa & 

Phillips, 2014; Tiatia-Seath, 2015). This research explores the ways in which young Pacific male athletes in 
New Zealand experience mental wellbeing, how they cope with distress, and their views and experiences of 

seeking help for mental health issues. It does so by exploring how young Pacific male athletes themselves 

make sense of these experiences in the context of elite sports and their own lived realities away from sports. 

The voices of key stakeholders, such as coaching staff and managers, are examined to provide an additional 

layer of understanding around the mental wellbeing experiences of young Pacific male athletes. Scholarly 

inquiry into this area is urgently required for two reasons. First, the far-reaching sociocultural, economic, and 

personal challenges young Pacific male athletes tend to face in the context of elite sports and wider society; 

and second, New Zealand-based Pacific athletes are generally not the target of mental health research 
leaving a significant gap in the literature. There is, however, a growing evidence base regarding the 

experiences of Pacific athletes globally, primarily in the disciplines of anthropology, psychology, and 

sociology. Building upon this evidence base, this thesis adopts an interdisciplinary approach that centres 

Pacific ways of knowing and being. In doing so, key findings illustrate the significant pressures young Pacific 

male athletes assume in fulfilling their personal and professional obligations and how sociocultural, economic, 

and wider societal factors shape athletes’ mental wellbeing and help-seeking experiences in elite sports. This 

thesis presents new theoretical understandings for mental wellbeing in the areas of young Pacific men, elite 
sports, and mental wellbeing that can be applied to both practice and research contexts.  

1.1 YOUNG PACIFIC MALE ATHLETES’ MENTAL HEALTH 
Existing research on the mental health of Pacific male athletes centres on the stressors impacting upon 

mental wellbeing. The key stressors identified in the literature include cultural marginalisation and 

insensitivities, socioeconomic pressures, kinship obligations, relocation, hypermasculine norms, and 

foreclosed athletic identities (Besnier et al., 2018; Carter, 2011; Chen, 2014; Hawkes, 2018; Horton, 2012, 
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2014; Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; Panapa & Phillips, 2014; Rodriguez & McDonald, 2013). Particular 

mental health issues facing Pacific male athletes include depression, anxiety, and substance misuse (Du 

Preez et al., 2017; Hawkes, 2018; Horton, 2014; Lakisa et al., 2019; Marsters, 2017).  

Young Pacific male athletes are now considered key “commodities” in the global sports labour market, with 

the number of Pacific male athletes in elite programmes increasing exponentially around the world (Besnier, 

2014; Grainger, 2008; Zakus & Horton, 2009). While this success and visibility is associated with increased 

fame and wealth, it is also linked to additional pressures to perform, be a role model for their communities, 

and ‘give back’ to their families which may cause significant distress for some young athletes (Hawkes, 2018; 

Horton, 2012, 2014; Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; Panapa & Phillips, 2014; Rodriguez & McDonald, 

2013). For example, a recent study undertaken in Australia by Du Preez et al. (2017) found that the 
prevalence of depression was three times higher for Pacific professional rugby league players (18.1 percent), 

in comparison to European players (6.2 percent). Pacific athletes also appear to face significant barriers to 

seeking help for mental health issues, which requires further investigation and understanding in order to better 

support mental wellbeing for this group (Hawkes, 2018; Horton, 2012, 2014; Lakisa et al., 2014; Loader, 2018; 

Tiatia-Seath, 2015). The recent television series ‘MatchFit’ and New Zealand Rugby Union’s new ‘HeadFirst’ 

website further reveal the growing concerns among practitioners and the general public when it comes to the 

health and wellbeing of New Zealand athletes and young Pacific male athletes in particular. 

1.2 PACIFIC PARTICIPATION IN ELITE SPORTS 
Pacific male athletes participate at the elite level in a wide variety of sports including rugby union, rugby 

league, basketball, cricket, boxing, mixed martial arts, Olympic weightlifting, soccer, and American football 

among others. Historically labelled as the ‘primitive other’ and ‘noble savage’ by early European colonists, 

Pacific male athletes remain both celebrated and demonised for their physical traits and sporting prowess; 

with many of these colonial and ethnic stereotypes perpetuated within global sport industries today (Besnier, 

2014; Horton, 2014). This section aims to reflect on the historical context of sports in the Pacific region and 
the growing prominence of Pacific male athletes in New Zealand over the past 20 years, in hopes of providing 

a better understanding of the historical sociocultural elements that influence mental wellbeing for this group 

today. 

1.2.1 The ‘browning’ of New Zealand sports 
Originally a minority in New Zealand sports, Pacific athletes have had an increasingly profound impact on 

New Zealand’s sporting culture and success over the last 30 years. As a reference point, Frank and Dave 

Solomon were the first athletes of Pacific ethnicity selected for the All Blacks, New Zealand’s national rugby 

union team, in the 1930s, but it was not until the 1970s and 1980s that Pacific athletes began to represent 

New Zealand sporadically at the elite level (Grainger, 2006; Teaiwa & Mallon, 2005). However, the 1990s saw 

an influx of Pacific talent in New Zealand sports, with many first and second-generation Pacific youth finding 
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success at the elite level (Grainger, 2006). Since the 1990s, Pacific visibility and success has continued to 

rise in every sport in which Pacific peoples participate; several scholars have labelled this evolution as the 

‘browning’ of New Zealand sports (Grainger, 2006; Watson et al., 2016).  

The list of Pacific athletes who paved the way for today’s athletes is long and includes such names as Sir 

Bryan Williams, Sir Michael Jones, Olo Brown, and Jonah Lomu in rugby union; Kevin Iro, Reuben Wiki, 

Duane Mann, Ali Lauiti’iti, and Joe and Nigel Vagana in rugby league; Murphy Su’a and Ross Taylor in cricket; 

David Tua in boxing; Mark Hunt in kickboxing and mixed martial arts; discus world champion Beatrice 

Faumuina; Olympic shot put gold medalist Dame Valerie Adams; and Silver Fern netballers Ana No’ovao, 

Bernice Mene, Linda Vagana, and Vilimena Davu (Taumuafono, 2007). While this list names only a few 

pioneering Pacific athletes and overlooks the significant leadership positions assumed by Pacific athletes, it 
illustrates the impact that Pacific peoples have had on New Zealand’s sporting culture and success. 

From a broader perspective, many New Zealanders believed Pacific sporting success dismantled racial 

barriers and was indicative of progressive and improved race relations (Grainger et al., 2012). Others, 

however, challenged the position of sports as a unifying racial force in New Zealand. Grainger (2006), for 

example, argues that racial discrimination and social inequality has persisted, and will continue to do so, 

despite the growing visibility and success of Pacific athletes in New Zealand sports. Additionally, Grainger 

affirms that such a narrative only serves to disguise the political dynamics of race and identity that play out in 

New Zealand sports. This is no more evident than in the growing numbers of European players leaving club 
rugby in Auckland, New Zealand, whilst the number of Pacific players has risen to almost 55 percent; this is 

reminiscent of the ‘white flight’ of Europeans away from predominantly Pacific schools in Auckland during the 

2000s, demonstrating that racial equality in elite sports does not necessarily translate into wider society 

(Craig, 2018; Salesa, 2017). Nevertheless, the success of these pioneering Pacific athletes has inspired many 

young Pacific and non-Pacific athletes and has contributed to the growing number of elite talent development 

pathways for young Pacific men and the high representation of Pacific athletes in elite sports today. 

1.2.2 The professional era: global pathways for young Pacific athletes 
The professionalisation of rugby union in 1995 ushered in a new period of hypervisibility for Pacific male 

athletes both domestically and internationally. While Pacific athletes had been undertaking professional rugby 

contracts ad hoc prior to the professional-era, the professionalisation of rugby union in 1995 opened up global 
career pathways for many young Pacific male athletes (Dewey, 2014). For many, the commercial success of 

the 1995 Rugby World Cup was the catalyst for the International Rugby Board’s decision to professionalise 

rugby union. The undisputed star of the 1995 Rugby World Cup was a 20-year-old Tongan from South 

Auckland named Jonah Lomu, whose fast and powerful playing style captured the attention of both diehard 

and casual sports fans around the world. Jonah Lomu went on to become rugby’s first global superstar and 

attracted multi-million-dollar endorsements with brands such as Adidas, McDonalds, Powerade, and Sony, 

amongst others; Lomu was perhaps the first rugby union player to demonstrate the commercial potential of 



Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

 

 
 

 

16 

rugby union athletes and Pacific athletes alike. The success and hypervisibility of Pacific talents such as Lomu 

has contributed significantly to the development of career pathways aimed specifically at recruiting young 

Pacific talent for the professional level (McDonald & Rodriguez, 2014). 

Elite rugby union and rugby league pathways have provided career opportunities to hundreds of young Pacific 

men, with boys as young as 12 years old being recruited into elite academies, schools, and development 

programmes backed by professional clubs throughout New Zealand, Australia, and Europe (Horton, 2012). 

Despite this success, such pathways are fraught with failings, as there are far more potential players than 

there are professional contracts (McDonald & Rodriguez, 2014). Athletes who put all their efforts into these 

pathways with no contingency plans are especially at-risk of experiencing mental health issues when faced 

with deselection and the eventual transition away from elite sports (Horton, 2014; McDonald & Rodriguez, 
2014; Panapa & Phillips, 2014). This risk is heightened for many Pacific players who also assume the added 

pressure to provide financially for their families and wider kinship networks (McDonald & Rodriguez, 2014).  

Pacific athletes are often a target population for elite academies because of their ‘raw talent’, ‘flair’, ‘natural 

athleticism, and perceived physical superiority (Morita, 2013; Uperesa, 2014). Whilst these labels give young 

Pacific men distinguishability in the ultra-competitive sport industries they aspire to enter (Hokowhitu, 2004) 

argues that these stereotypes are a form of ‘positive racism’ in that they are founded upon early colonial 

stereotypes and can contribute to the neglect of young Pacific male athletes’ psychosocial development 

(Besnier, 2014; Hawkes, 2018; Marsters, 2017). These stereotypes are especially harmful for young Pacific 
men who have been told they are ‘natural athletes’ for most of their lives and have not been encouraged to 

explore other interests away from sports; a process known as ‘identity foreclosure’, which increases the risk of 

mental health issues once an athlete must transition away from sports (Beamon, 2012; Griffith & Johnson, 

2002; Harrison et al., 2011; Hawkes, 2018; Horton & Mack, 2000; Marsters, 2017). Athletes who do manage 

to secure a professional contract also face a number of uncertainties, as professional contracts are often 

short-term and the risk of injury is also always a possibility (McDonald & Rodriguez, 2014). Nevertheless, a 

plethora of Pacific rugby union and rugby league players have gone on to enjoy careers in professional rugby 
as a result of these elite pathways, with the proportion of Pacific professional rugby union and rugby league 

players growing each year. The success and migration patterns of Pacific male athletes in elite rugby union 

and rugby league around the world are comparable to trends in other professional sports globally and 

underpinned by similar power dynamics in which youth from marginalised and under-resourced communities 

look to professional sports as ‘a way out’ and pathway to ‘the good life’; for example, Brazilian and African 

soccer players in European football leagues, American Samoan athletes in America’s National Football 

League, and African-American basketball players in professional leagues around the world (Beamon, 2012; 

Besnier et al., 2018; Carter, 2011; Darby, 2007; Hawkes, 2018; Uperesa, 2014). 

1.2.3 Looking forward: the increasing presence of Pacific in elite sports 
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It is projected that the number of Pacific athletes participating at the elite level, and striving to participate at the 

elite level, will increase over the next ten years as the general Pacific population increases in New Zealand. 

Recent surveys carried out by the Auckland Council (2013) highlighted that Pacific youth enjoyed playing 
sports more than any other ethnic group in Auckland and found that 21 percent of Pacific males aged 10-18 

years had played sports at the regional or national representative level. The most popular sports among 

young Pacific men in New Zealand are rugby union and rugby league, evidenced by the number of Pacific 

men playing these sports at the elite level (Auckland Council, 2013; Besnier, 2014). While the success of 

Pacific men in elite sports is to be celebrated, there are both positive and negative implications associated 

with this success. Hawkes (2018) illustrates the contradictory nature of sport for Pacific communities, affirming 

that sports provides both opportunities and limitations for young Pacific men. Sports is seen as a rare space 
for positive visibility and upward mobility for young Pacific men, but also a space of exploitation, racism, and 

division (Hawkes, 2018; Uperesa, 2014). 

The number of Pacific rugby union and rugby league players migrating from New Zealand and the Pacific 

Islands to professional teams overseas is projected to increase moving forward (Horton, 2014). The current 

level of sports migration is evident in the number of Pacific rugby union and rugby league players representing 

non-Pacific Island nations internationally (Horton, 2014). As of 2018, the national rugby union teams of 

England, Wales, France, Australia and Japan include numerous Pacific players; it would not be surprising for 

this trend to continue particularly among other European national teams in countries where Pacific athletes 
play professionally (Horton, 2014). A common theme in sports migration, however, is that migrant athletes 

often sacrifice representing their ancestral homeland in order to represent nations with more attractive 

financial remunerations and social capital (Carter, 2011; Grainger, 2006). Nonetheless, the national teams of 

Pacific Island nations are growing in strength, with several star athletes choosing to represent their Pacific 

homeland in favour of the countries in which they ply their professional trade; most noticeably, Tonga’s 

national rugby league team, made up of players contracted to professional clubs in New Zealand, Australia, 

and England, who defeated rugby league world champions Australia for the first time in 2019 (Horton, 2014). 
The new ‘Moana Pasifika’ rugby union team made up of New Zealand-based players that identify as Pacific is 

another example of the increasing Pacific presence within elite sports in New Zealand.  

Kanemasu and Molnar (2014) affirm that the contemporary dream for young Fijian rugby union players is no 

longer to represent Fiji internationally, but rather to enter the migratory talent pipelines and secure a lucrative 

contract in elite rugby union or rugby league competitions overseas. This trend is similar for young Pacific 

athletes in New Zealand and it is estimated that over 50 percent of junior representative players in New 

Zealand and Australia are of Pacific heritage (Horton, 2014). The forces driving the growing number of young 

Pacific athletes at the elite level are diverse, but for the most part it can be attributed to the place of sports, 
especially rugby union and rugby league, in contemporary Pacific culture, views towards professional sports 

as a viable career pathway and pathway to ‘the good life’, and the poverty and economic uncertainties facing 
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many young Pacific men and their families in both New Zealand and the Pacific Islands (Horton, 2014; 

Kanemasu & Molnar, 2014; Uperesa, 2014). 

Careers in professional sports have now been accepted by Pacific communities as valid pathways to paid 
employment, with professional sports seen as a glamorous career option (Hawkes, 2018; Tipi, 2013; Uperesa, 

2014). However, while this ‘pipeline’ of talent is set to increase, it is important to remain cautious of the wider 

sociocultural consequences that come with Pacific hypervisibility in elite sports. There is a need to ensure 

Pacific success in these spaces does not reproduce the myth of racialised science and colonial stereotypes 

that value young Pacific men based on their aesthetics and neglects their intellectual and psychosocial 

capacities (Grainger et al., 2012; Hawkes, 2018; Hokowhitu, 2003; Uperesa, 2015; Uperesa, 2014). These 

stereotypes can have negative effects in other institutions of society, particularly within education where 
young Pacific males are overrepresented in almost all adverse performance indicators (Grainger et al., 2012; 

Hawkes, 2018; Hokowhitu, 2003; Marsters, 2017). It is important that an holistic approach to athlete 

development is centred for young Pacific male athletes, as with all young athletes, and that young Pacific 

male athletes are provided the opportunities to explore other aspects of their identity away from sports 

(Marsters, 2017; Rice et al., 2016). Nevertheless, given the backdrop of increased youth unemployment, 

systemic educational underachievement, poverty, and growing pathways to becoming a professional athlete, 

elite sport has solidified itself as an established career option and source of prompt economic return for many 

young Pacific men today. 

1.3 PACIFIC PERCEPTIONS OF MENTAL WELLBEING 
Considering the way groups define and perceive mental wellbeing is important in any efforts aimed at 

supporting mental wellbeing, as it provides insight into the elements that a particular group deem fundamental 

to mental wellbeing, positive affect, life satisfaction, and optimal psychological functioning (Ryan & Deci, 

2001). For Pacific peoples in New Zealand, there are elements of overwhelming importance to mental 

wellbeing that are consistent throughout the literature (Diener, 1984; Manuela & Sibley, 2015; Ryan & Deci, 
2001). These elements were family, culture, spirituality, the ‘relational self’ and positive relationships with 

others, and are evident in Pacific models of wellbeing, such as Pulotu-Endemann’s (2009) Fonofale model, 

which are helpful in communicating the priority areas of wellbeing for Pacific peoples’ as well as individual 

Pacific ethnic groups (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. The Fonofale model of health and wellbeing (Pulotu-Endemann, 2009) 

Pacific peoples’ perceptions of mental wellbeing are as diverse as the Pacific community itself. Perceptions of 

mental wellbeing can differ depending on numerous factors including gender, age, ethnicity, occupation, and 

sexual orientation as well as acculturative factors such as connection to traditional culture, language retention, 

and exposure to Western knowledge and worldviews (Le Va & Te Pou o Te Whakaaro Nui, 2009). Pacific 

youth born in New Zealand, for example, often view mental wellbeing differently to their Pacific elders born in 
the Pacific Islands. Certain terms such as anxiety and depression are also not used or translatable in some 

Pacific languages, which can influence Pacific peoples’ perceptions of mental wellbeing (Samu & Suaalii-

Sauni, 2009). For example, many Pacific communities use terms such as ‘crazy’ or ‘sad’ to define a variety of 

mental health issues which contributes to the stigma around mental health (Loan et al., 2016; Samu & Suaalii-

Sauni, 2009). 

Pacific perceptions of mental health exist on a spectrum between traditional and contemporary views, but are 

categorised into three predominant groups: traditional views, contemporary views, and a mix of traditional and 
contemporary views (Vaka, 2014). What is consistent between these different perceptions is the holistic 

nature and significance of ‘the relational self’ (Manuela & Sibley, 2013). Tamasese et al. (2005) refer to Pacific 

ways of being as relational, with the maintenance of positive social relationships held with the utmost 
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importance. The concept of the relational self refers to the spiritual, physical, and mental aspects that make 

up the Pacific sense of self and that cannot be separated (Bush et al., 2009). Ultimately, the Pacific sense of 

self is not merely the individual, but derives its wholeness, sacredness, and uniqueness from one’s family, 
genealogy, language(s), land, and culture (Bush et al., 2009). 

1.3.1 Young Pacific male athletes’ views towards mental wellbeing  
My Master of Public Health study exploring young Pacific male athletes’ perceptions of mental wellbeing found 

that young Pacific male athletes define mental wellbeing in a holistic and relational manner that emphasises 

family support, reciprocating family support, athletic performance, Christianity, a social life away from sports, 

and being able to grow as a person away from sports (Marsters, 2017; Marsters & Tiatia-Seath, 2019). For 

young Pacific male athletes, if one of these areas suffers, then their mental wellbeing suffers as a whole; thus, 

it is important that athletes are supported to maintain a healthy ‘balance’ in each of these areas and the 

appropriate help is made available to assist athletes when any one of these areas are hampered (Marsters, 
2017; Marsters & Tiatia-Seath, 2019). This view of mental wellbeing illustrates the centrality of family service 

and social acceptance and belonging for young Pacific male athletes, and aligns with the holistic and 

relational views of mental health prevalent in the current Pacific mental health literature (Alefaio, 2009; Bush 

et al., 2009; Marsters, 2017; Marsters & Tiatia-Seath, 2019; Mila-Schaaf & Hudson, 2009; Puna & Tiatia-

Seath, 2017; Samu & Suaalii-Sauni, 2009; Tamasese et al., 2005; Tiatia-Seath, 2018). 

1.4 MASTERS RESEARCH AND CLAIM TO ORIGINALITY 
Given my recent Master of Public Health study that underpins this research, it is important to denote the 

points of difference and unique contributions of this PhD study (Marsters, 2017). My Master’s study was the 

first piece of research to examine the mental health of young Pacific male athletes in New Zealand. While the 

Master’s study provided a general understanding of the mental health experiences and perceptions of young 

Pacific male athletes, this PhD thesis aims to test the generalisability of these findings using a larger sample 

size and to gain a deeper understanding of how sociocultural and wider societal factors interact to enhance 

and/or hinder mental wellbeing for this group. Furthermore, it aims to investigate the concept of depression 

among young Pacific male athletes and explore athletes’ help-seeking attitudes and behaviours; two areas of 
concern identified in the initial Master’s study. This research also incorporates the voices of key stakeholders, 

such as coaches and managers, who work closely with young Pacific male athletes, to provide an additional 

layer of understanding and validation around the mental wellbeing experiences of young Pacific male athletes. 

Ultimately, this research aims to address the areas for future research that were identified in the Master’s 

thesis in order to better inform practice for young Pacific male athletes, their families, and those who work with 

young Pacific male athletes. It is also important to acknowledge past scholars that informed this thesis, 

particularly the growing evidence base pertaining to the mental wellbeing of Pacific youth in New Zealand 

(Alefaio, 2007; Fa’alili-Fidow, Moselen, Denny, Dixon, Teevale, et al., 2016; Manuela & Anae, 2017; Puna & 
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Tiatia-Seath, 2017; Teevale et al., 2016; Tiatia, 2003; Tiatia-Seath, 2015; Tucker-Masters & Tiatia-Seath, 

2017) and the experiences of Pacific male athletes in professional rugby union and rugby league (Grainger, 

2008; Hawkes, 2018; Horton, 2014; Lakisa et al., 2014; Lakisa et al., 2019; Panapa & Phillips, 2014; Schaaf, 
2006; Te'evale, 2001). 

1.5 AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 
The aim of this study is to capture an understanding of the sociocultural and contextual factors impacting upon 

mental wellbeing, depression, and help-seeking for young Pacific male elite athletes. As mentioned, this study 

expands on a Master’s research project, which explored the mental health views of 20 young Pacific male 

athletes in Auckland, New Zealand. This current study seeks to examine young Pacific male athletes’ 
perspectives across the country and from various sporting codes (e.g., rugby league, rugby union, basketball, 

boxing, mixed martial arts, and soccer among others). It also captures the perspectives of key stakeholders 

working with this group (e.g., coaches, managers, sports administrators, and agents). Using a strengths-

based approach, it is envisaged that this research will contribute to the medium to long-term goal of improving 

mental wellbeing support and decreasing suicidal behaviours among young Pacific male athletes and young 

Pacific men in general. It is believed that this research will also provide useful information to improve youth 

athlete development and inform the development of mental health models and help-seeking frameworks 
grounded in the lived realities of young Pacific male athletes in New Zealand. Ultimately, this research aims 

to: 

i. Better understand the sociocultural and contextual factors impacting upon the mental wellbeing of 

young Pacific male athletes competing at the professional and/or Olympic level or engaged in an elite 

talent development programme with the likelihood of competing at an Olympic or professional level;  

ii. Investigate depression, on and off the field, and explore the triggers of depression, athletes’ coping 

strategies, and the support that athletes require to cope with mental distress; 

iii. Identify strategies that will support and encourage positive mental wellbeing and help-seeking among 
Pacific athletes; 

iv. Provide information to help inform future approaches to supporting mental wellbeing among elite 

athletes with a particular Pacific youth focus; 

v. Develop a preliminary framework to represent the sociocultural and contextual factors underpinning 

mental wellbeing and help-seeking for young Pacific athletes, informed by young Pacific athletes 

themselves and with input from key stakeholders (coaches, managers, player agents, and other 

sports administrators); and, 

vi. Contribute new knowledge to the areas of Pacific mental health, suicide prevention, sports 
psychology, health management, and Pacific men’s health. 
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1.6 METHODOLOGY AND THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS OF THIS 
RESEARCH 

Mixed-method grounded theory methodology is used in this study (see also ‘Methodology’). Grounded theory 

uses inductive reasoning, making grounded theory unique from the traditional model of research in which an 

existing theoretical framework is used, and research is undertaken to explore how the theory does or does not 

apply to the phenomenon under study. Although a mixed-method grounded theory approach is derived from 

Western knowledge systems, Pacific epistemological underpinnings and methods are embedded in this 
research to ensure the research is responsive to Pacific knowledge sharing protocols and the way Pacific 

peoples in New Zealand experience mental wellbeing; with the aim of developing authentic relationships and , 

thus, deep understandings of the sociocultural complexities related to mental wellbeing and help-seeking for 

young Pacific male athletes. In particular, Tiatia-Seath’s Vai Niu framework was used to inform the Pacific 

epistemology and methods used in this research (see ‘4.5.1 The ‘Vai Niu’ framework: theorizing wellbeing for 

Pacific peoples in New Zealand’). Vai Niu presents a new vision of mental wellbeing for Pacific peoples in 

New Zealand and represents a paradigm shift towards Pacific solutions for Pacific peoples. Tiatia-Seath’s Vai 

Niu framework was born out of a need to privilege Pacific voices in conversations around wellbeing in New 
Zealand, particularly within the mental health sector (Government Inquiry into Mental Health and Addictions, 

2018). It is underpinned by a self-determination theory that requires current power imbalances to be 

addressed in order to facilitate empowering environments of self-determination for Pacific peoples in New 

Zealand (Government Inquiry into Mental Health and Addictions 2018). Four key facets underpin the Vai Niu 

framework. First, empower Pacific ways of knowing and doing, which includes prioritizing the plethora of 

Pacific realities, worldviews, philosophies, and research methodologies rather than relying solely on 

medicalized and individualized approaches. Second is to achieve equity for Pacific peoples in New Zealand, 
which requires addressing current income disparities, discrimination, institutional racism, and barriers to 

accessing mental health services. Third, is to invest in the Pacific health workforce. The last facet is to foster 

future Pacific momentum in New Zealand. Tipi’s (2013) Tamaloa lens is also used to ensure a Pacific male 

perspective underpins this research (see ‘4.5.2 The Tamaloa lens: weaving gender, culture, and elite sports’). 

Contemporary Pacific youth relational principles and protocols are also adapted to intentionally nurture both 

personal and professional relationships with athlete participants (see ‘4.7 Researcher positionality’). Together, 

these methods are used to ensure the voices of young Pacific male athletes are heard. External auditing of 

the data, member-checking, and methodological and data source triangulation is also used in an attempt to to 
limit any potential researcher bias, ensure external validity, and increase the credibility, rigour and robustness 

of the research findings. These elements helped to create an innovative set of methods and methodology for 

application within and among young Pacific male athletes, and facilitated a well-rounded and culturally-

relevant understanding of how sociocultural and wider societal factors interact to influence mental wellbeing 

and help-seeking for young Pacific male athletes. 



Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

 

    
 

 

23 

1.7 THESIS OUTLINE 
This thesis follows a traditional format. Chapter Two provides an overview of the sociocultural context 

impacting upon young Pacific male athletes’ lived realities away from sports. Chapter Three examines the 

literature related to this and the factors impacting upon mental wellbeing and help-seeking for young Pacific 

male athletes and presents a number of key theoretical concepts which provide insight into the experiences of 

these athletes within elite sports. Chapter Four is a methods chapter that describing the methodology 

underpinning this research and the steps taken to collect and analyse the research data. Chapters Five, Six 

and Seven present the results of the study. Chapter Eight brings together responses from young Pacific male 

athletes, key stakeholders, and the literature to examine and discuss the findings and major themes woven 
together to present grounded theory related to mental wellbeing, coping, and help-seeking for young elite 

Pacific athletes. Chapter Nine provides concluding arguments and examines the major findings in relation to 

the literature, and proposes practical implications and recommendations for future research, elite 

organisations, mental health services, and athletes and their families. 
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2 SOCIOCULTURAL CONTEXT AWAY FROM SPORTS 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 
It is not possible to support the mental wellbeing of young Pacific male athletes by merely focusing on their 

experiences in elite sports. Acknowledging the sociocultural factors influencing athletes’ wellbeing away from 

sports is central to developing balanced and well-rounded understandings of the factors contributing to this 

group’s mental wellbeing. The elite sports environment is not a ‘vacuum’ and young Pacific male athletes do 

not enter elite sports bereft of existing life experiences, support systems, competencies, life experiences, and 

sociocultural and economic resources. This particular section will focus on the risk and protective factors 
impacting upon young Pacific male athlete’s wellbeing away from sports. The literature clearly shows that 

there a variety of factors both supporting and deterring mental wellbeing for Pacific male youth in New 

Zealand, and there is no reason to believe that these factors are any less relevant to young Pacific male 

athletes and their personal development as well. These factors have been identified in the literature as 

universally relevant to Pacific youth and will be discussed in conjunction with the limited literature available on 

Pacific athlete wellbeing to ensure greater relevance to the lived experiences of young Pacific male athletes in 

New Zealand. 

2.2 PACIFIC PEOPLES IN NEW ZEALAND 
Pacific peoples make up 8.1 percent of New Zealand’s total population and are expected to comprise 10 

percent of the population by 2026 (Statistics New Zealand, 2019). While a moderate number of Pacific 

peoples continue to migrate each year, a high birth rate is the key factor driving the increase in New Zealand’s 

Pacific population that is predominantly (66.4 percent) New Zealand-born (Craig et al., 2008; Statistics New 

Zealand, 2013, 2019). The Pacific population in New Zealand is youthful, with a median age of 23.4 years and 

a majority (54.9 percent) of the population aged under 25 years (Statistics New Zealand, 2019). The vast 
majority (86.2 percent) of Pacific youth in New Zealand were born in New Zealand (Statistics New Zealand, 

2019). Pacific peoples are highly visible in New Zealand society today and contribute much to the social 

fabric. Diverse and vibrant Pacific communities are well-established throughout New Zealand, particularly in 

the Auckland region where two-thirds (63.9 percent) of Pacific peoples reside (Statistics New Zealand, 2019). 

Anae (2004) aptly refers to this increase as the ‘browning’ of Auckland, an expression that is echoed in 

regards to the ‘browning’ of the All Blacks, New Zealand’s national rugby team, by Grainger (2008). Pacific 

peoples are represented in all facets of society including politics, business, academia, sports, film, the arts, 

and music among others (Anae, 2006). Despite success in numerous domains, the reporting of Pacific 
success has traditionally been confined to specific domains such as sports, the arts, and entertainment; some 
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scholars argue that this practice is to keep Pacific peoples at the margins of society whilst others consider that 

these spaces simply attract the greatest attention from the New Zealand public (Loto et al., 2006; Teaiwa & 

Mallon, 2005). 

Pacific families are becoming increasingly more diverse, with a large number of Pacific children identifying 

with multiple Pacific and non-Pacific ethnic groups (Craig et al., 2008; Statistics New Zealand, 2013). The 

number of Pacific youth identifying with multiple ethnicities is expected to increase in the future (Anae, 2010).  

Naturally, acculturation has influenced the characteristics of today’s Pacific population. While Pacific peoples 

remain highly religious, the number who have a religious affiliation has reduced since initial migration (Ataera-

Minster & Trowland, 2018). Moreover, the percentage of Pacific peoples who are fluent in their native 

language has also decreased, with language retention rates especially low among Cook Islands Māori, 
Niueans, and Pacific youth born in New Zealand (Statistics New Zealand, 2013). Cowley-Malcom et al. (2009) 

and Siataga (2011) provide useful insight in to the acculturative experiences most common among Pacific 

peoples (see Figure 3), noting that acculturative status can differ from person to person as well as between 

members of the same family. Acculturative status can influence communication between family members, in 

particular intergenerational communication, and continues to be a key target for mental wellbeing initiatives 

targeting New Zealand-born Pacific youth (Siataga, 2011). 

 

Figure 3 Acculturation concepts (Cowley-Malcolm et al., 2009; Siataga, 2011) 

Anae (2010) highlights the numerous subgroups within the Pacific youth population, such as church youth 

groups, gangs, elite athletes, LGBTQ+ youth, and those without any connection to their Pacific cultures, 
suggesting the need to recognise the growing diversity among Pacific youth in New Zealand. Samu (2006) 

further explores the growing socioeconomic diversity among Pacific peoples; for example, the blossoming of a 
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Pacific middle class that bucks the historical trend of Pacific peoples experiencing predominantly lower 

socioeconomic status. At the population level however, Pacific communities still face substantial disparities in 

almost all socioeconomic measures in comparison to non-Pacific, non-Māori communities; and these 
disparities have increased over the past ten years (Marriott & Sim, 2015). Pacific peoples show substantial 

resilience in the face of economic inequality, but face economic, cultural, and systemic barriers to accessing 

and utilising key services such as education, healthcare, employment, and housing among others (Siataga, 

2011). These disparities are alarming as access to education and thus favourable employment is hindered for 

many Pacific youth. Given this backdrop, many young Pacific male athletes look to professional sports as a 

viable career option and pathway to familial wealth and social mobility. 

2.3 YOUNG PACIFIC MALES IN NEW ZEALAND 

2.3.1 Defining ‘youth’ 
Among Pacific peoples, the term ‘youth’ can refer to ‘young people’ who are either not yet married, still at 

school or university, or of adolescent age (Agnew et al., 2004). For the purposes of this thesis, youth refers to 

young peoples aged 16-24 years. 

2.3.2 Pacific male youth demographics 
Ten percent of New Zealand’s youth identify with one or more Pacific ethnicities (Statistics New Zealand, 

2015). As with the general Pacific population, this figure is expected to grow between one and two percent 

each year moving forward (Statistics New Zealand, 2015). In regard to the Pacific population, one-fifth 

(56,841) of Pacific peoples are aged between 15-24 years; about 50 percent (27,930) of Pacific youth aged 

15-24 are males (Statistics New Zealand, 2015). The majority (65.9 percent) of Pacific youth in New Zealand 
live in the Auckland region, followed by Wellington (12.2 percent), Waikato (5.0 percent), Canterbury (4.3 

percent), Bay of Plenty (2.6 percent), Manawatu-Whanganui (2.5 percent) and then Hawke’s Bay (2.1 

percent). Approximately 80 percent of Pacific youth aged 15-24 were born in New Zealand and 40 percent of 

Pacific youth identify as being from more than one ethnic affiliation, which has ramifications for ethno-cultural 

and identity development, intergenerational communication, and the way research with Pacific youth must be 

approached (Siataga, 2011; Statistics New Zealand, 2015; Teevale et al., 2016) 

There have been significant developments in Pacific male youth wellbeing over the past ten years, and further 

work is being undertaken to build upon these improvements (Fa’alili-Fidow, Moselen, Denny, Dixon, Teevale, 
et al., 2016). However, substantial challenges and socioeconomic disparities remain for this group (Fa’alili-

Fidow, Moselen, Denny, Dixon, Teevale, et al., 2016). The majority of these challenges are the result of a 

complex interplay of low socioeconomic factors that hinder development and increase the chances of certain 

problematic behaviours (Siataga, 2011). For example, Pacific youth are less likely to have access to key 

protective factors for positive development and wellbeing, such as quality nutrition, primary healthcare, and 
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safe housing, because of their socioeconomic status (Statistics New Zealand & Ministry of Pacific Island 

Affairs, 2011). Culturally relevant strategies must not only develop the capacity of Pacific male youth as 

individuals, but also address the wider social and political disparities influencing behaviour and wellbeing for 
this group (Fa’alili-Fidow, Moselen, Denny, Dixon, Teevale, et al., 2016). To continue fostering growth among 

young Pacific males, holistic and multi-faceted approaches must be undertaken and these approaches need 

to be appropriate to the sociocultural context of the many sub-groups that exist within this population group 

(Anae, 2010; Fa’alili-Fidow, Moselen, Denny, Dixon, Teevale, et al., 2016). Moreover, effective and sustained 

change will only come about for Pacific youth if their families, extended families, and respective communities 

are involved in these strategies (Siataga, 2011). 

2.3.3 Pacific male youth mental wellbeing 
Studies globally assert that the prevalence and overall burden of disease for mental illness is greatest among 

children and young people (Burns & Birrell, 2014). New Zealand is no different, with the mental wellbeing of 
Pacific youth and near-epidemic youth suicide rates among key areas of concern in New Zealand (Fa’alili-

Fidow, Moselen, Denny, Dixon, Teevale, et al., 2016; Tiatia-Seath et al., 2017; Tucker-Masters & Tiatia-

Seath, 2017). Pacific youth in general experience increased challenges to mental wellbeing and increased 

barriers to mental health services compared to non-Pacific, non-Māori youth, exhibiting high levels of 

resilience in the face of adversity (Fa’alili-Fidow, Moselen, Denny, Dixon, Teevale, et al., 2016; Suaalii-Sauni 

et al., 2009; Tiatia-Seath et al., 2017). Most research on Pacific youth mental health, focus on the high rates 

of suicide and note that suicide is not primarily linked to mental illness for this group; however, Tucker-

Masters and Tiatia-Seath (2017) argue, that the alternative view is that Pacific youth face barriers to 
accessing mental health services and, thus, most cases of mental illness go undiagnosed. As Burns and 

Birrell (2014) affirms, youth around the world are the least likely to seek help or access mental health 

services; a major concern given the potential risks and avoidable impairments associated with an untreated 

mental illness.  

Building upon the resilience of Pacific individuals, families and communities must be a central focus of Pacific 

mental health research moving forward in order to identify the psychosocial strengths and sociocultural factors 

that reduce harms and increase mental wellbeing for Pacific youth (Siataga, 2011). There is a particular need 

for more research on the factors impacting upon mental wellbeing and help-seeking behaviours for Pacific 
male youth, who are disproportionately burdened by mental health issues, reduced access to services, and 

high suicide rates (Teevale et al., 2016; Tiatia-Seath et al., 2017). Intergenerational and transgenerational 

dynamics have also been identified as another priority research area and remains a challenging issue for 

many Pacific youth, particularly those who are part of New Zealand’s contemporary youth culture which can 

sometimes challenge traditional Pacific ways of knowing and being (Siataga, 2011; Tiatia-Seath, 2015). 

Gaining a sense of belonging and a secure identity is becoming more challenging for Pacific youth who are 

increasingly of mixed-ethnic heritage and growing up in a multi-cultural social networking environment where 
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identity is developed against the backdrop of differing, and at times conflicting, sociocultural spaces (Siataga, 

2011). There is a need for research that reflects upon these evolving contexts and provides new insight into 

Pacific peoples increasing sociocultural diversity, so that mental wellbeing strategies can better meet the 
psychosocial needs of this new generation of Pacific youth. 

2.4 SOCIAL AND CULTURAL CAPITAL 
With or without financial capital, Pacific youth and their families look to their social and cultural capital to live 

happy and meaningful lives (Ataera-Minster & Trowland, 2018; Salesa, 2017). Mila-Schaaf and Hudson 

(2009) coined the term ‘polycultural’ capital to describe Pacific young peoples’ ability to accumulate diverse 

social and cultural resources in New Zealand and strategically negotiate and deploy these resources in 
advantageous ways dependent on the social context. Bordieu (1977) also presents a framing of capital, which 

is more oriented towards economic capital and does not always align with Pacific worldviews; however, 

Bordieu’s framing of social and cultural capital as key drivers of an individual’s experience in Western society 

and markers of future success and wellbeing are relevant to the New Zealand context. Pacific youth have 

social and cultural capital through their collective upbringing and strong social connections (Fa’alau, 2011). 

Cultural capital is largely inherited from family and the community for Pacific youth, while key sources of social 

capital include family, friends, school, the church, and village networks, among other community groups 
(Ataera-Minster & Trowland, 2018; Fa’alau, 2011; Manuela & Anae, 2017). Despite Pacific peoples reduced 

financial capital, these forms of social and cultural capital are protective factors for Pacific mental wellbeing, 

as 82 percent of Pacific peoples reporting medium to high life satisfaction and 84 percent of Pacific peoples 

self-reporting that they live a meaningful life (Ataera-Minster & Trowland, 2018). Furthermore, Mila-Schaaf 

(2010) emphasises the nuanced and calculated ways in which Pacific youth negotiate and utilise their diverse 

social and cultural capital in New Zealand in order to maintain positive relationships with others, but also to 

foster a sense of identity and belonging while living within and between various different social and cultural 

spaces. Pacific peoples’ rich cultures and vast social connections are clear strengths that organisations 
should build upon when supporting mental wellbeing among Pacific youth.  

2.4.1 Belonging and the relational self 
The literature on Pacific youth mental wellbeing identified a sense of belonging, familial wellbeing, and social 

connectedness as central to mental wellbeing for this group. A positive balance between social, physical, and 

spiritual environments and a secure sense of belonging in these environments are key aspects of mental 

wellbeing for Pacific youth (Puna & TiatiaSeath, 2017; Teevale et al., 2016; Tucker-Masters & TiatiaSeath, 

2017). The best way to capture what this means for Pacific youth as individuals is to refer to the concept of 

the ‘relational self’ discussed in the previous chapter (see ‘1.3 Pacific perceptions of mental wellbeing’). 

Finding a sense of belonging can be challenging for some Pacific youth living in an individualised Western 

society such as New Zealand where collective identities may be strained. The literature has identified the 
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development of a secure cultural identity and positive familial relationships as key protective factors for 

supporting a sense of belonging among Pacific youth (Teevale et al., 2016). For example, young Samoan 

students from Fa’alau’s (2011) PhD study found a secure sense of belonging after visiting Samoa to which 
they became rooted in their land and culture, even after they returned to New Zealand. Increasingly, friends 

and peer groups are playing a greater role in the way youth find a sense of belongingness in contemporary 

society; particularly when it comes to fitting in at school (Cotterell, 2007). The following sections will discuss 

the dynamics and importance of these relationships in greater detail. 

2.4.2 Family relationships 
Family is the first space of belonging and identity development for Pacific youth (Tiatia, 1998). The research 

highlighted a clear correlation between positive family relationships and positive mental wellbeing and 

development (Alefaio, 2007; Ministry of Health, 2008; Puna & TiatiaSeath, 2017; Teevale et al., 2016; Tucker-

Masters & TiatiaSeath, 2017). Given the importance of the relational self for Pacific youth, the role family 
plays in mental wellbeing and identity development is amplified (Alefaio, 2007). Collective and balanced 

familial relationships that consist of mutual understanding, respect, trust and support are protective factors for 

Pacific youth mental wellbeing (Fa’alau, 2011; Teevale et al., 2016). Despite experiencing higher rates of 

economic hardship and domestic violence, Pacific young people are generally happy with the relationships 

they have with family (Fa’alili-Fidow, Moselen, Denny, Dixon, Te’evale, et al., 2016; Ministry of Health, 2008). 

In the 2012 New Zealand Youth Health and Wellbeing Survey, 73 percent of Pacific youth were happy with 

their relationships with family and 91 percent felt that their parents cared a lot about them (Fa’alili-Fidow, 

Moselen, Denny, Dixon, Te’evale, et al., 2016). Of particular importance to Pacific youth mental wellbeing is 
familial communication. Teevale et al. (2016) identified that Pacific youth who felt that they were unable to 

share their worries with family members were three times more likely to attempt suicide than those who did 

feel comfortable sharing their worries with family. There are multiple barriers to communication for Pacific 

youth and families, largely the result of intergenerational differences and acculturative stress (Ataera-Minster 

& Trowland, 2018; Tucker-Masters & TiatiaSeath, 2017). Pacific youth growing up in New Zealand experience 

conflict between their contemporary Pacific ways of living and that of their parents, which can create confusion 

and tension when it comes to meeting parental expectations and cultural obligations (Macpherson et al., 2001; 

Tiatia, 1998). For example, it is not uncommon for Pacific parents to control who Pacific youth hang out with, 
where their money goes, the areas and places they are allowed to go to, career pathways, and the cultural 

obligations they are expected to meet (Fa’alau & Jensen, 2006). This relationship can be challenging for 

Pacific youth who are more likely to question traditional Pacific values given their limited knowledge of Pacific 

cultural practices and increased exposure to Western value systems that present vastly different expectations 

in comparison to the family households and Pacific communities Pacific youth come from (Anae, 2003; 

Manuela & Anae, 2017; Siataga, 2011). Nonetheless, Pacific youth see their family as a strength and 

generally feel well supported and inspired by their family (Fa’alili-Fidow, Moselen, Denny, Dixon, Te’evale, et 
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al., 2016; Tucker-Masters & TiatiaSeath, 2017). For instance, Pacific families often have grandparents living in 

a single household with their children and grandchildren, and these elders play a key role in passing down the 

language and culture to younger generations (Pene et al., 2009). Positive relationships with elders has been 
identified as key to the development of a secure cultural identity for Pacific youth, which is a major protective 

factor for Pacific youth mental wellbeing (Ataera-Minster & Trowland, 2018; Teevale et al., 2016; Tucker-

Masters & TiatiaSeath, 2017). 

2.4.3 Friends and peer groups 
Both Pacific and non-Pacific research has shown that mental wellbeing is influenced by close friends and 

wider friendship groups (Ministry of Health, 2008; Parker et al., 2014; Teevale et al., 2016; Tiatia-Seath, 

2015). In summary, the research identifies that individuals hold similar levels of subjective wellbeing and hope 

to those in their friendship groups (Parker et al., 2014; Teevale et al., 2016). Pacific male youth also appear to 

disclose and discuss stressful events with close friends first (Marsters, 2017). These trends are prevalent in 
the literature pertaining to Pacific athletes as well (see ‘3.2.2 Social and peer support’). Seeking help from 

formal mental health services remains low among youth peer groups however, as about 75 percent of youth 

who had supported a suicidal friend kept it a secret (Curtis, 2010; Klimes-Dougan et al., 2013; Michelmore & 

Hindley, 2012). There appears to be a need for more research on how close friends influence mental 

wellbeing for Pacific youth, and in particular how friendship groups might be able to safely support one 

another’s mental wellbeing and promote help-seeking and positive coping behaviours. 

2.4.4 Spirituality and religion 
Spirituality and religion are important elements of mental wellbeing for many Pacific youth (Fa’alili-Fidow, 

Moselen, Denny, Dixon, Te’evale, et al., 2016; Puna & TiatiaSeath, 2017; Teevale et al., 2016; Tucker-

Masters & TiatiaSeath, 2017). While spirituality and religion are often not acknowledged in Western 
paradigms of wellbeing, these two concepts are a central part of wellbeing for most Pacific cultures and 

Pacific youth (Siataga, 2011; Tiatia, 1998). Most Pacific youth, but not all, belong to a Christian church, and a 

recent study found that even Pacific youth who do not regularly attend church or adhere to accepted religious 

behaviours value spirituality and religion highly when it comes to their mental wellbeing (Fa’alili-Fidow, 

Moselen, Denny, Dixon, Te’evale, et al., 2016; Marsters, 2017). In 2012, 61 percent of Pacific secondary 

school students surveyed in the 2012 National Youth Health and Wellbeing Survey stated that their spiritual 

beliefs were important to them (Fa’alili-Fidow, Moselen, Denny, Dixon, Te’evale, et al., 2016). The church is a 

source of significant social capital for Pacific youth and their families (Fa’alau, 2011; Salesa, 2017; Tiatia, 
1998). Religion has also been found to promote mental wellbeing in some cases, as Folkman (2004) identified 

that people with a strong religious faith may be better able to cope with aversive events. Spiritual people also 

tend to experience a deep connection with a higher power that can provide strength and act as a coping 

mechanism for anxiety and despair (Marsters, 2017; Tiatia, 2007). In contrast, Tiatia (1998) asserts that 
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certain types of religious practices, such as ‘fire and brimstone’ preaching, can have negative impacts on 

Pacific youth mental wellbeing. A move away from the church entirely however, is associated with reduced 

self-esteem and isolation from family, important cultural events, and wider kinship networks (McGeorge, 
1996). Similar findings have are prevalent in the literature involving Pacific male athletes (Lakisa et al., 2014; 

Marsters, 2017; Panapa & Phillips, 2014). It is important that aspects of spirituality and religion are embedded 

in mental wellbeing initiatives targeting Pacific communities and Pacific male youth. 

2.5 IDENTITY AND YOUTH DEVELOPMENT – ‘COMING OF AGE’ 

2.5.1 Ethnic and cultural identities 
A strong and secure ethnic and cultural identity is a protective factor for mental wellbeing among young 

Pacific athletes and young Pacific males in general (Anae, 1997; Lakisa et al., 2014; Panapa & Phillips, 2014; 

Rodriguez, 2012; Pulotu-Endemann et al., 2007; Hawkes, 2018). Ethnic identity influences the way one 
perceives the actions and values of the world around them, and has been defined as an individual’s self-

identification with an ethnic group(s) to which they feel a sense of belonging and involvement (Operario & 

Fiske, 2001; Phinney, 1990). For Pacific youth in New Zealand, ethnic and cultural identities are formed 

through the family first, followed by church attendance, language retention, knowledge of traditional customs, 

affirmation from other Pacific peers, and cultural pride (Fa’alili-Fidow, Moselen, Denny, Dixon, Te’evale, et al., 

2016; Taumoefolau, 2013). Although research is required to assess the accuracy of her findings today, Anae 

(1997) illustrated the challenges New Zealand-born Samoan youth faced in the 1990s in relation to securing a 
positive ethnic identity. Anae found that most New Zealand-born Samoan youth initially experienced an 

identity crisis in which they explored alternative pan-Pacific ethnic identities in the face of confusion before 

gaining an understanding and acceptance of their own Samoan ethnic identity. Naturally, these experiences 

can impact upon mental wellbeing for Pacific youth; particularly for those who struggle to gain a sense of 

belonging or acceptance of their own ethnic and cultural identity. Many Pacific youth are now growing up in 

multi-ethnic households. Whether it be Pacific/Māori, Pacific/Pacific, or Pacific/European, each of these 

combinations brings about new challenges to ethnic and cultural identity development for multi-ethnic Pacific 

youth and how they must navigate between their familial ethnic differences and Western societal differences 
(Siataga, 2011). 

Like other minority youth, Pacific youth, including athletes, are burdened with negative stereotypes and 

perpetual challenges towards their ethnic and social identities (Hawkes, 2018; Nakhid, 2012; Phenice & 

Griffore, 2000). The literature on social identity theory affirms that youth from marginalised communities are 

prone to internalising the negative stereotypes placed upon them by the dominant society, in particular 

stereotypes persistent within mainstream media (Phenice & Griffore, 2000). Despite the continual negative 

framing of young Pacific males in New Zealand media over the past 80 years, the majority of New Zealand’s 

Pacific youth are proud of their cultural heritage (Loto et al., 2006). The 2012 National Youth Health and 
Wellbeing Survey identified that 82 percent of the 1445 Pacific youth surveyed were proud of their family’s 
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culture (Fa’alili-Fidow, Moselen, Denny, Dixon, Te’evale, et al., 2016). Similar trends remain in the other 

identity and culture markers (see Table 1), illustrating the overwhelming cultural pride and the significance of 

Pacific cultures and identities for Pacific youth. 

Table 1 Pacific youth identity and culture 

Statement Samoan % Cook Islands % Tongan % 

Very proud of ethnic identity 87 81 86 

Recognition of ethnic identity important 81 69 78 

Satisfaction with knowledge of culture 66 55 69 

Understanding of language 72 46 79 

Able to speak an average amount 63 29 69 

Note. Data retrieved from Youth’12 Overview: The health and wellbeing of New Zealand secondary school students in 

2012, by Terryanne Clark et al., 2013, Auckland, New Zealand: The University of Auckland. 

2.5.2 Positive youth development  
Positive youth development programmes have been found to considerably bolster mental wellbeing among 

youth. Positive youth development refers to the proactive effort of an individual or group to optimise 

developmental progress for young people. Positive youth development programmes aim to deter youth from 

wellbeing-compromising behaviours and builds upon their strengths, abilities, and competencies (Roth & 

Brooks-Gunn, 2003). Positive youth development is strengths-based and gained momentum in the 1990s as 

an alternative to the ‘traditional’ deficit-based youth development approach, which is more commonly 
implemented among Pacific and marginalised youth groups (Gavet, 2011). Siataga (2011) states that positive 

youth development for Pacific in New Zealand must centre the sociocultural environment. Where the 

sociocultural conditions, including family, are developed and nurtured, Pacific youth will be better able to focus 

on the core aspects of positive youth development such as strengthening resilience, identity, social 

competence, spirituality, emotional intelligence, hope, and autonomy. It is apparent that positive youth 

development for Pacific peoples is not merely about developing the youth themselves but also fostering a 

sociocultural environment that is conducive to facilitating these youth development principles (Gavet, 2011; 

Siataga, 2011). Siataga provides four developmental domains to illustrate the types of activities that Pacific 
youth development programmes may comprise in practice (see Table 2). The generation gap between Pacific 

elders, namely parents, and Pacific youth, remains a challenge for Pacific youth development. In particular, 

Siataga supports the need for further exploration around fostering youth autonomy and identity in the context 

of often conflicting traditional collectivist values. Siataga uses the metaphor of ‘roots’ and ‘wings’ to portray the 
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need for Pacific youth to have a strong sense of belonging, ‘roots’, and also the autonomy to work on their 

own personal aspirations, ‘wings’. 

Table 2 Developmental domains for Pacific youth 

Note. Retrieved from Pacific child and youth well-being: roots and wings, by Philip Siataga, 2011, Auckland, 

New Zealand: Office of the Prime Minister’s Science Advisory Committee. 

While literature on Pacific youth development in New Zealand is limited, the literature on youth development 

emphasises that programmes encompassing supportive and empowering environments and a diverse range 

of skill-building and horizon-broadening experiences are most effective at promoting positive developmental 

outcomes for youth (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003). These findings align with the elite sports literature that 
stresses the development of broad and well-balanced athletic identities as central to supporting mental 

wellbeing for youth athletes (Jowett et al., 2016; Rice et al., 2016). There is substantial capacity to incorporate 

Pacific youth development principles into youth sports talent development programmes, which has been found 

to promote mental wellbeing and transferrable life skill development among young elite athletes (Gould & 

Carson, 2008; Jones & Lavalllee, 2009; Woodruff, 2016). Across both Western and Pacific youth development 

literature, the four key objectives of positive youth development were to provide a feeling of social 

connectedness, a feeling of contributing positively to family and society, a sense of autonomy and hope, and a 

feeling of comfort and security in one’s own identity (Siataga, 2011). Further research on positive youth 
development for Pacific youth is urgently needed. 
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2.6 SOCIOECONOMIC FACTORS 

2.6.1 Poverty and economic deprivation 
Relative poverty and deprivation significantly hinder mental wellbeing and general health (Ministry of Health, 
2008). While other sociocultural factors influence mental wellbeing, relative poverty and socioeconomic 

disadvantage are believed to account for most mental health disparities experienced by Pacific peoples in 

New Zealand (Ataera-Minster & Trowland, 2018; Oakley Browne et al., 2006; Teevale et al., 2016). Just over 

half, 56 percent, of Pacific youth currently live in New Zealand’s most deprived neighbourhoods, which 

presents additional challenges to mental wellbeing and general health (Fa’alili-Fidow, Moselen, Denny, Dixon, 

Te’evale, et al., 2016; Statistics New Zealand, 2013). The effects of relative poverty and economic deprivation 

on Pacific mental wellbeing are well documented (see (Ataera-Minster & Trowland, 2018; Ministry of Health, 

2008)). While Pacific communities exhibit substantial resilience in the face of economic adversity, mental 
distress is higher among Pacific populations in comparison to New Zealand Europeans; largely the result of 

economic deprivation and its associated stressors (Krynen et al., 2013; Ministry of Health, 2015). It is 

important to note however, that economic affluence in itself does not guarantee mental wellbeing and 

happiness (Ryan & Deci, 2001). For example, Pacific youth suicide rates were the same regardless of levels 

of economic deprivation or affluence (Teevale et al., 2016). The number of Pacific youth living in economic 

hardship has increased since 2012 (Fa’alili-Fidow, Moselen, Denny, Dixon, Te’evale, et al., 2016). 

2.6.2 Education and employment 
Education and employment remain key indicators for addressing the economic deprivation that can hinder 

mental wellbeing for Pacific youth and their families (Ataera-Minster & Trowland, 2018; Siataga, 2011). While 
improvements are being made each year, there appear to be significant barriers to educational attainment and 

employment for Pacific male youth (Marriott & Sim, 2015). Pacific qualification and employment rates remain 

lower than non-Pacific peoples, illustrating the need for equity-based initiatives in these two areas (Ministry of 

Education, 2016). Even with significant improvements in educational pass rates over the past ten years, there 

remains disparities in qualification attainment between Pacific and non-Pacific students (see Figure 4).  

Figure 4 Proportion of school leavers gaining NCEA university entrance award or a Level 3 
qualification, by ethnic group (2009-2016) 
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Note. Retrieved from Pacific Education Plan Monitoring Report, by the Ministry of Education, 2016, Wellington, New 

Zealand: Ministry of Education. 

Mirroring education statistics, the number of Pacific peoples working in high growth industries is increasing; 

however, Pacific remain over-represented in occupations with low future growth and low salaries (Ministry of 

Pacific Island Affairs, 2010). As a result, sports as a career pathway is especially attractive to Pacific youth 
and their families as a means to access employment and upward social mobility (Uperesa, 2014). Alongside 

the hypervisibility of Pacific athletes in sports such as rugby union and rugby league, these incentives can 

drive Pacific youth and their families to pursue elite sports pathways, sometimes running the risk of neglecting 

education or skills development away from sports (Hawkes, 2018; Kwauk, 2014; Uperesa, 2014).  

2.7 MENTAL HEALTH SERVICES AND PACIFIC PEOPLES 

2.7.1 Use of mental health services 
Pacific peoples are much less likely to access and receive treatment from mental health services in 

comparison to all other population groups in New Zealand (Ministry of Health, 2008). Of all Pacific peoples 
with serious mental disorders, only 25 percent had received treatment from mental health services in the past 

12 months in comparison to 58 percent among New Zealand’s total population (Oakley Browne et al., 2006). 

These disparities remain when adjusted for age, sex, education level, and income, which highlights that there 

are broader sociocultural factors driving these trends (Ministry of Health, 2008). Primary and community 

mental health service use remains relatively low for Pacific populations, while acute inpatient and forensic 

psychiatry service use is relatively high for Pacific peoples (Ministry of Health, 2008). The majority of Pacific 
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mental health service clients (40 percent), access mental health services via referrals by a general 

practitioner, while a disproportionately high number of Pacific clients (20 percent), are referred to mental 

health services by the police or the courts (Ministry of Health, 2008). These patterns of service use are a 
concern given that many Pacific peoples present to services following crisis situations that could have been 

avoided if they had accessed services and treatment earlier; illustrating the urgent need for further research 

around improving access to mental health services for Pacific communities. 

2.7.2 Access barriers to mental health services 
Despite experiencing relatively high rates of mental distress, Pacific youth face significant barriers to 

accessing mental health services (Ataera-Minster & Trowland, 2018; Teevale et al., 2016; Tucker-Masters & 

TiatiaSeath, 2017). In the 2012 New Zealand Health Survey, ten percent of the Pacific peoples surveyed had 

experienced significant mental distress over the last four weeks, almost twice the national average of six 

percent (Ataera-Minster & Trowland, 2018). Despite these figures, only seven percent of Pacific peoples were 
actually diagnosed with a common mental disorder, which is low in comparison to 16 percent for the non-

Pacific population (Ataera-Minster & Trowland, 2018). While community mental health services are 

underutilised by Pacific peoples, acute inpatient services are overutilised; highlighting the prevalence of late 

presentation, delayed diagnosis, and delayed treatment among Pacific populations (Ataera-Minster & 

Trowland, 2018; Ministry of Health, 2008). Cultural discomfort, tapu (sacred/restricted spiritual force) around 

mental health, language barriers, knowledge of available mental health services, negative experiences in the 

past, and transport appear to be common barriers for Pacific peoples (Ministry of Health, 2008). It is clear 

from the literature that Pacific peoples are less likely to seek formal help and face increased barriers to 
accessing mental health services, which contributes to mental health disorders such as anxiety and 

depression going undiagnosed and untreated among Pacific populations (Lee et al., 2017). Similar findings 

were prevalent among non-Pacific male athlete populations, illustrating that these trends are likely to exist 

among young Pacific male athletes as well (Doherty et al., 2016; Rice et al., 2016). 

2.7.3 Culturally responsive mental health services 
With rising rates of mental illness and a high proportion of the population in the youth age group, where the 

risk of mental illness is highest, the demand for culturally-responsive ethnic-specific mental health services is 

growing in New Zealand (Ataera-Minster & Trowland, 2018; Ministry of Health, 2008). For Pacific populations, 

there is still a stigma surrounding mental illness and a general reluctance to seek help from mainstream 

community mental health services (Ataera-Minster & Trowland, 2018; Tiatia-Seath, 2015). Culturally-
responsive services aim to fill this gap and improve the accessibility, approachability, and quality of care for 

Pacific clients and their families by centring the ethnic-specific Pacific cultural values and protocol in the care 

provided (Samu & Suaali’i-Sauni, 2009; Tiatia-Seath, 2018). Culturally-responsive, or culturally competent, 

services are about respectfully and effectively blending the cultural needs and clinical needs of the clients 
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being served (Samu & Suaali’i-Sauni, 2009). Acknowledging Pacific perceptions of wellbeing and using 

ethnic-specific cultural protocol, language, and holistic care models/frameworks are examples of how 

culturally-responsive services meet the cultural needs of their clients (Samu & Suaali’i-Sauni, 2009; Tiatia, 
2012; Worth et al., 2005). While progress is being made, institutional racism towards Pacific patients and 

families remains prevalent within New Zealand’s health system (Harris et al., 2018; Leversha et al., 2018). 

Pacific peoples are also underrepresented in the health workforce, and this lack of cultural diversity hinders 

the experiences and quality of care many Pacific peoples and families receive (Ministry of Health, 2008). 

These factors are some contributors as to why Pacific peoples self-report lower quality care in comparison to 

non-Pacific, non-Māori peoples in New Zealand; and why there is an urgent need for a culturally-competent 

mental health workforce and culturally-responsive services (Lee et al., 2017).   

2.8 WHAT THIS ALL MEANS IN THE CONTEXT OF ELITE SPORTS 
This section aimed to summarise the plethora of factors both supporting and hindering mental wellbeing for 

Pacific male youth in New Zealand. The elite sports environment is not a ‘vacuum’ and there is no reason to 

believe that young Pacific male athletes are exempt from the sociocultural and wider societal factors 

surrounding their lives away from sports. These factors influence the mental wellbeing of Pacific athletes and 

provide considerable insight into the strengths that organisations can leverage to support holistic development 
among young Pacific male athletes, which would help athletes to successfully transition in and out of elite 

sports. As stated previously, young Pacific male athletes do not enter elite sports bereft of existing life 

experiences, support systems, competencies, life experiences, and socioeconomic resources, and these 

elements must be considered when researching and supporting mental wellbeing and help-seeking for this 

group. 
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3 LITERATURE REVIEW 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 
The journey from youth sports to the elite level presents many risks and rewards for young Pacific male 

athletes in New Zealand. It is referred to as ‘elite’ for a reason and the competition, pressures, and 

expectations are high, yet a growing influx of young Pacific male athletes continue to push themselves to new 

levels of success as they pursue careers in a variety of elite sports. This section will highlight the risk and 

protective factors that affect mental wellbeing for young Pacific male athletes, both in and away from sports, 

as identified in the literature. The literature used for this review was sourced from the growing public health 
and sociological scholarship on Pacific mental wellbeing and the limited, but evolving, sociological and 

anthropological research on Pacific experiences in elite sports; the extensive literature on non-Pacific mental 

health in elite sports, mostly from the field of sports psychology, also informed this literature review. This 

literature review revealed a significant gap in the literature regarding mental wellbeing for Pacific male athletes 

and Pacific male youth more generally, especially for specific disorders such as depression. These are crucial 

omissions given the mental health disparities experienced by these groups in New Zealand and the growing 

involvement and success of Pacific male participation in elite sports (see ‘1.1 Young Pacific male athletes’ 

mental health’, ‘2.3.3 Pacific male youth mental wellbeing’, and ‘1.2 Pacific participation in elite sports’). The 
factors identified in this review illustrate the often-contradictory nature of elite sports for athletes’ mental 

health, with several key sociocultural and sporting factors both enhancing and burdening mental wellbeing for 

elite athletes. Key findings and arguments from the literature are presented thematically and discussed in light 

of the aims and objectives of this research. A summary of the gaps in the literature is also provided, with an 

emphasis on the gaps that this study aims to fills. 

3.2 RELATIONAL FACTORS 

3.2.1 Family and parents 
Family love and support is central to athletes’ mental wellbeing. Positive relationships with family and 
unconditional parental support were found to be central protective factors for mental wellbeing among young 

Pacific male athletes (Hawkes, 2018; Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; Panapa & Phillips, 2014; Schaaf, 

2006; Tiatia-Seath, 2015). Family is everything in the Pacific context and encompasses both immediate family 

and extended family, and in some cases close family associates (Alefaio, 2007; Rodriguez & McDonald, 

2013). The collectivist nature of young Pacific athletes was evident in the way athletes acknowledged their 

achievements as ‘family property’, recognising and appreciating the sacrifices their parents and family made 
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to support their careers (Lakisa et al., 2014; Panapa & Phillips, 2014; Schaaf, 2006). Research involving 

Pacific youth athletes, Pacific youth in general, and non-Pacific youth athletes all outlined family as a 

tremendous source of social and emotional support for young athletes (Alefaio, 2007; Craig et al., 2008; 
Hawkes, 2018; Kristiansen & Roberts, 2010; Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; McDonald & Rodriguez, 

2014; Panapa & Phillips, 2014; Puna & TiatiaSeath, 2017; Sabato et al., 2016; Schaaf, 2006; Tiatia-Seath, 

2015). Hellstedt (2005) refers to family as the ‘invisible players’, whereby family, namely parents, influence the 

development of athletic identity, life skills, self-esteem, and coping mechanisms for young elite athletes. 

Family support was found to enhance motivation and increase feelings of self-worth among young Pacific 

athletes, which was found to be particularly helpful for athletes transitioning into or out of elite rugby union and 

rugby league (Jones et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017). Furthermore, the reassurance of ‘unconditional’ family 
support appears to be an important protective factor for young Pacific athletes who felt they had ‘let their 

family down’ or experienced self-perceived failure (Marsters, 2017; Tiatia-Seath, 2015). Family support was 

identified as especially valuable for athletes under 18 years of age and athletes experiencing mental distress 

(Kristiansen & Roberts, 2010; Marsters, 2017). In contrast, the ability to reciprocate this family support has 

been associated with higher levels of self-reported wellbeing and higher self-esteem for Pacific male athletes 

(Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; Tipi, 2013).  

Additionally, positive spousal relationships were of great significance for Pacific male athletes aged 18 years 

and over  (Marsters, 2017). Spouses, also referred to as partners or significant others, were identified by 
Pacific athletes as a key source of support, with athletes often confiding in their partners when they were 

experiencing mental distress or other problems in their life (Marsters, 2017). The influence of spousal 

relationships on mental wellbeing is unique for each individual; however, it appears that positive spousal 

relationships are a significant source of support, happiness, and resilience for Pacific youth, including athletes 

(Fa’alau & Jensen, 2006; Marsters, 2017; Tautolo, 2011). Conversely, it is important to remember that 

negative spousal relationships have been linked to having negative effects on mental wellbeing for Pacific 

youth and remains a key risk factor for suicide among this population (Craig et al., 2008; Fa’alili-Fidow, 
Moselen, Denny, Dixon, Te’evale, et al., 2016; Ministry of Health, 2008; Tiatia, 2007; Tiatia-Seath, 2015). 

The significance of family support for this group contributes to why some young Pacific athletes face 

psychological struggles when they have to relocate away from family (Hawkes, 2018; Horton, 2014; Lakisa et 

al., 2014). The ability for Pacific families to comprise the wider community means that young Pacific athletes 

often have an increased support system; however, anecdotal evidence suggests that this large support 

network may also have negative effects for players who may place greater pressures on themselves to 

succeed or feel a greater sense of shame and embarrassment when they do not meet the expectations of this 

network (Horton, 2014; Marsters, 2017; Rodriguez & McDonald, 2013; Schaaf, 2006). However, further 
exploration of this phenomenon is required. 
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The benefits of family support for young athletes is further amplified when family understand the realities of 

elite sports. The pathway to success in elite sports is rarely the same for each athlete; however, young Pacific 

athletes benefited greatly from having family members, or close mentors, who understood the realities and 
complexities of a career in elite sports (Marsters, 2017; McDonald & Rodriguez, 2014; Panapa & Phillips, 

2014; Price, 2007; Rodriguez & McDonald, 2013). These family members and mentors were almost always of 

Pacific heritage and had experience competing at the elite level, and were commonly identified as a key 

source of support and guidance for young Pacific athletes in elite sports or looking to establish a career in elite 

sports (Marsters, 2017; McDonald & Rodriguez, 2014; Panapa & Phillips, 2014; Price, 2007). It was evident 

that young Pacific male athletes’ resilience and overall wellbeing improved by having close relationships with 

family members or mentors who provided young athletes with advice on how to succeed and deal with the 
challenges and setbacks within elite sports (Marsters, 2017; McDonald & Rodriguez, 2014; Panapa & Phillips, 

2014; Price, 2007). Studies by Panapa and Phillips (2014), Price (2007), and McDonald and Rodriguez (2014) 

outlined that despite the commonality and benefits of having a close mentor, many Pacific athletes did not 

actively seek out these mentors; suggesting that sports organisations may be best placed to facilitate these 

relationships for young Pacific male athletes. Further research is required, however future initiatives may find 

value in facilitating ethnic-specific mentorship as a means to support mental wellbeing for this group. 

3.2.1.1 Sports as service and reciprocity to the family 

Young Pacific male athletes are increasingly pursuing careers in elite sports as a means to fulfil service, 

tautua (a unique form of service to the family and wider kinship networks in fa’asamoa), and economic 

obligations to the family and wider kinship networks (Hawkes, 2018; Horton, 2012; Marsters, 2017; McDonald 
& Rodriguez, 2014; Schaaf, 2006; Stewart-Withers et al., 2017; Tiatia-Seath, 2015; Tipi, 2013; Uperesa, 2014; 

Zakus & Horton, 2009). As discussed previously, the ability to reciprocate family support and fulfil familial 

economic needs has been associated with significant benefits for Pacific athletes’ mental wellbeing; and in 

contrast, not meeting these obligations can harm mental wellbeing for some young Pacific male athletes 

(Horton, 2014; Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; Tipi, 2013). This phenomenon is linked to Pacific peoples’ 

collectivist values, where an individual is part of the wider ‘collective’ and is expected to share service, roles, 

responsibilities, obligations, pain, and joy with their family and wider kinship networks (Fuka-Lino, 2015; Higa, 
2011; Horton, 2012; Lilomaiava-Doktor, 2009; Mamea et al., 2018).  

Success in elite sports is associated with significant sociocultural and economic gain for Pacific communities, 

both in the Pacific Islands and in the Pacific diaspora, and is helping to redefine traditional attitudes and 

beliefs towards service to the family; most notably, the practice of tautua (service to the family and wider 

kinship networks) in Samoa (Uperesa, 2014). For an increasing number of Pacific families, sports-generated 

remittances have become central to income security, social development, and the fulfilment of community 

obligations (Horton, 2012; Stewart-Withers et al., 2017; Uperesa, 2014). Stewart-Withers et al. (2017) affirms 

that Pacific rugby union athletes remit 6.8 to 13.6 times more money back to the Pacific Islands than Pacific 
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peoples working in other occupations and highlights that Fijian rugby players play a critical role in facilitating 

socioeconomic development at the household and community levels in Fiji. However, it appears that these 

positive figures are rarely sustainable, as business and employment opportunities regress for most Fijian 
rugby union athletes once their sports career ends (Stewart-Withers et al., 2017). There is a need to explore 

how these financial benefits can be sustained for Pacific athletes, and there is also a need to investigate how 

young Pacific male athletes can be supported to continue meeting their familial obligations and service once 

their athletic careers end. 

Positive and open communication between young Pacific male athletes and their parents was found to be a 

significant protective factor for athletes’ mental wellbeing, particularly in relation to managing financial 

obligations and expectations for success (Horton, 2012, 2014; Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; Schaaf, 
2006; Tiatia-Seath, 2015; Zakus & Horton, 2009). Various studies and news media have illustrated the 

negative effects that familial pressures, kinship obligations, and high expectations can have on young Pacific 

male athletes’ mental wellbeing, however little research has explored potential solutions to these pressures 

(Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; Schaaf, 2006; Tiatia-Seath, 2015). A synthesis of the literature suggests 

that these familial pressures can be grouped into two categories: economic pressures and symbolic 

pressures. Many young Pacific male athletes feel a sense of duty to their family and take on financial 

responsibilities given the potential to attain well-paying professional contracts in elite sports (Hawkes, 2018; 

Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; Stewart-Withers et al., 2017; Uperesa, 2014). These pressures can mount 
for young Pacific male athletes who come from low income households and/or when an athlete’s family and 

wider kinship networks become reliant on their financial contributions (Horton, 2012, 2014; Lakisa et al., 2014; 

McDonald & Rodriguez, 2014). These economic pressures increase as athletes become more visible, and 

there have been cases where young Pacific athletes have been expected to assume significant financial 

obligations despite being on minimal contracts because of the assumption that all athletes are ‘rich’ (Lakisa et 

al., 2014). The weight of these pressures is heightened when athletes do not have other career avenues in 

place or believe that sports is the only way to fulfil their financial obligations to family (Hawkes, 2018; Lakisa et 
al., 2014; Marsters, 2017). 

Symbolic pressures refer to expectations that are placed on Pacific athletes to maintain a certain image and 

status, usually as an ambassador for the family and a role model for the wider community (Lakisa et al., 2014; 

Panapa & Phillips, 2014). These pressures are both externally enforced and self-imposed for young Pacific 

male athletes, who understand that their success and ‘failures’ are collective efforts shared with family 

(Marsters, 2017; Panapa & Phillips, 2014). For Pacific peoples, self-worth and status are not just measured 

individually (Schaaf, 2006). While there is a lot of mana (prestige) attached to being an elite athlete, it is well-

documented that Pacific male athletes often experience significant ‘shame’ and distress when they feel like 
they have let their family, community, or nation down by not living up to these symbolic expectations; for 

example, when they under-perform, face deselection, or are caught up in controversy away from sports 

(Horton, 2014; Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; Stuff, 2016). This self-imposed pressure aligns with Pacific 
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cultural norms that place greater expectations on males to provide for the family, and these expectations are 

only heightened for men with significant mana (prestige) within the family and community such as elite 

athletes (Bush et al., 2009; Horton, 2012; Sorensen et al., 2015; Tipi, 2013). Moreover, elite athletes in 
general are well known to hold high expectations for their athletic career and put significant pressure on 

themselves to succeed, which has been found to contribute to the development of mental ill health and 

reduced coping strategies among elite athletes (Biggin et al., 2017; Rice et al., 2016). Certain parenting 

behaviours, such as excessive punishment, being controlling, and having unrealistic expectations for 

achievement, have also been linked to increased pressures and a fear of athletic failure among young 

athletes (Sagar & Lavallee, 2010). More research is required to explore the effects of these parental 

behaviours on mental wellbeing for young Pacific athletes, however initial findings suggest that such parenting 
behaviours hinder mental wellbeing and exacerbate the ‘shame’ and ‘embarrassment’ associated with 

perceived ‘failure’ (Horton, 2014; Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; Panapa & Phillips, 2014; Sagar & 

Lavallee, 2010). 

While urgent economic need and Pacific cultural norms underpin many of these pressures, it may be helpful 

for parents and athletes to discuss and agree upon fair expectations in order to reduce the mental health risk 

linked to these pressures (Hellstedt, 2005; Marsters, 2017). Greater communication between parents and 

athletes has been viewed as central to addressing such misunderstandings and reducing the stress and 

anxiety of these pressures (Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017).  Brief conversations with team staff have 
been found to reduce anxiety related to these pressures for some young athletes, so similar discussions 

between athletes and their parents may also be useful (Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017). Past studies have 

noted that positive parental communication during times of perceived ‘failure’ are especially important for 

young Pacific athletes, who benefit from the reassurance that they are valued, appreciated, and loved 

regardless of how their athletic career may be going (Marsters, 2017). 

3.2.2 Social and peer support 
Pacific athletes’ status as ‘elite athletes’ bestows additional prestige and social capital among their peers and 

wider community networks; a phenomenon referred to as ‘athletic capital’ within the literature (Engstrom & 

Sedlacek, 1991). Elite Pacific athletes have athletic capital as a result of their status as highly visible elite 

athletes and the significant platform given to elite sports within both Pacific and wider New Zealand society 
(Engstrom & Sedlacek, 1991; Teaiwa, 2016). As a result of their athletic capital, many athletes hold 

substantial mana (prestige) within their communities and are granted access to exclusive social and corporate 

networks (Engstrom & Sedlacek, 1991; Teaiwa, 2016). Athletic capital is especially powerful for elite rugby 

union and rugby league players in New Zealand and the Pacific Islands, given the embeddedness of these 

sports within New Zealand and Pacific communities (Kanemasu & Molnar, 2014; Teaiwa, 2016). In Fiji, for 

example, elite Pacific rugby union players and their families found a sense of fulfilment through success on 

the field and the status they held in their communities remained long after athletes’ careers finished; 
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regardless of their professional or financial circumstances post-athletic career (Kanemasu & Molnar, 2014). It 

is unknown what impact athletic capital has on Pacific athletes’ mental wellbeing, but this evidence suggests 

that athletic capital may provide both short and long-term benefits for established athletes’ self-esteem, sense 
of fulfilment, and overall wellbeing. There are, however, concerns that the prestige of athletic capital may 

promote the development of foreclosed athletic identities among younger athletes who are overwhelmingly 

praised for their athletic success and may start to believe that their sole value and self-worth is derived from 

their status as an ‘elite athlete’ (Horton, 2014). There are also concerns that this phenomenon may be 

potentially harmful for those who experience a ‘fall from grace’, or deselection from elite sports, and 

experience psychological struggles as a result of losing their ‘elite’ status. Lastly, there are numerous debates 

around the employment trajectory and transferability of athletic capital for Pacific athletes post-career in 
comparison to European athletes, with scholars suggesting that the majority of media and coaching positions 

in elite sports go to European athletes; however, recent appointments of former Pacific athletes to head 

coaching, managerial, and board roles demonstrate that this trend is changing (Auckland Rugby Union, 2018; 

Grainger, 2006; Grainger, 2008; McDonald & Rodriguez, 2014; Napier, 2015). 

Being an elite athlete provides numerous social benefits for Pacific athletes away from sports, but it is the 

‘brotherhood’ within sports that young Pacific male athletes most often look to for support when experiencing 

personal and/or professional issues (Marsters, 2017; Panapa & Phillips, 2014; Rodriguez & McDonald, 2013). 

The ‘brotherhood’ refers to the bond that Pacific athletes have with their teammates, past and present, both in 
sports and away from sports. Pacific athletes commonly refer to the brotherhood as a source of support, 

resilience, and enjoyment (Marsters, 2017; Panapa & Phillips, 2014). Young Pacific athletes in past studies 

have noted that creating bonds with teammates is one of the most positive aspects of elite sports (Hawkes, 

2018; Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; Panapa & Phillips, 2014; Rodriguez & McDonald, 2013). These 

relationships, or the ‘brotherhood’, are particularly important for young and newly relocated Pacific athletes 

who look to these relationships for support and to establish themselves and their family in their new 

environment (Horton, 2014; Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017). The brotherhood between Pacific athletes 
provides a strong sense of belonging and contributes to the development of secure social and cultural 

identities among Pacific athletes (Marsters, 2017; Panapa & Phillips, 2014) (see ‘3.3 The importance of 

athletic and cultural identities’). This brotherhood is typically stronger in team sports, such as rugby union and 

rugby league, which remain spaces of comradery for men in New Zealand at both the grassroots and elite 

levels (Grainger, 2008). Young Pacific athletes have previously stated that they often feel comfortable 

discussing their problems with their teammates, as close teammates are frequently the first point of contact for 

those experiencing mental distress (Marsters, 2017). From the literature, it appears that the brotherhood 

between athletes may be an effective way to promote help-seeking and reduce stigma around mental health 
for Pacific athletes. 

Alongside the brotherhood between athletes, young Pacific male athletes benefit from positive relationships 

with their coaches and team staff. Studies found that positive relationships with team staff promoted mental 
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wellbeing for athletes and facilitated early recognition, help-seeking, and treatment for mental health issues 

among athletes (Biggin et al., 2017; Kristiansen & Roberts, 2010; Marsters, 2017; Nowicka et al., 2013; Rice 

et al., 2016). Jowett (2005) found that positive team staff and athlete relationships improve athletic 
performance as well as personal development away from sports. Team staff were also found to be central to 

setting the organisational climate and team culture around athlete wellbeing (Rice et al., 2016). Several 

studies identified this relationship as effective ways to promote and facilitate help seeking behaviours among 

young athletes; particularly when athletes felt comfortable disclosing sports-related issues with team staff 

(Bapat et al., 2009; Biggin et al., 2017; Marsters, 2017; Pierce et al., 2010). Wensley (2016) further argues 

that team staff, namely coaches, have significant influence over young athletes, with young athletes often 

adopting the attitudes of their coaches when it comes to mental health and help-seeking. Vaughan et al. 
(2004), however, found that some team staff do not feel confident nor equipped to identify and provide support 

for young athletes experiencing mental health issues. These findings assert that further mental health 

education is required for team staff to ensure that they have the confidence and competency to provide basic 

mental health support for athletes and feel comfortable communicating openly about mental wellbeing given 

the level of influence they hold over young athletes (Biggin et al., 2017; Jowett, 2005; Marsters, 2017; 

McKenzie, 2019).  

3.2.3 Spiritual and religious support 

3.2.3.1 Christian faith and spirituality are central to wellbeing for most Pacific athletes 

Christianity and spirituality remain pillars of wellbeing for most Pacific peoples (see ‘2.4.4 Spirituality and 

religion’). This is no different for Pacific athletes, with the literature indicating a clear correlation between 

spiritual wellbeing and positive mental wellbeing for this group (Hawkes, 2018; Horton, 2014; Lakisa et al., 

2014; Marsters, 2017; McDonald & Rodriguez, 2014; Schaaf, 2006; Suaalii-Sauni et al., 2009). Studies affirm 
that religion and spirituality provide substantial support for Pacific athletes during adverse life events and 

times of heightened anxiety (Guinness, 2018; Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017). Recent research, for 

example, has identified prayer as an important protective factor and coping mechanism for many Pacific 

athletes (Coakley et al., 2009; Finekaso & Treharne, 2018; Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; Tiatia, 1998). 

Prayer is highly visible among Pacific athletes, with athletes creating fellowship groups with teammates and 

Pacific national rugby union and rugby league teams incorporating team prayer circles before and after 

games. Religion and spirituality remained important even for Pacific athletes who described themselves as 
‘not the most religious’, with athletes emphasising the positive impact of the church community and having 

faith in a higher power (Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; Rodriguez & McDonald, 2013). The church was 

also found to be a central source of social support for Pacific athletes throughout the literature (Alefaio, 2007; 

Hawkes, 2018; Horton, 2014; Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; McDonald & Rodriguez, 2014; Schaaf, 

2006; Suaalii-Sauni et al., 2009; Tiatia, 2007; Zakus & Horton, 2009). The church was not just a key 

contributor to athletes’ spiritual wellbeing, but also a vital source of community; especially for those living 



Chapter 3: Literature review 

 

 

    
 

 

45 

away from home (Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; Panapa & Phillips, 2014; Rodriguez & McDonald, 2013; 

Zakus & Horton, 2009). It is important to note, however, that Teevale et al. (2016) found that Pacific youth with 

more balanced religious views were two times less likely to attempt suicide than those Pacific youth with more 
‘radical’ religious beliefs. Nevertheless, the literature confirms that religion and spirituality are deeply 

engrained in the lives of most Pacific athletes, regardless of the strength of their personal religious beliefs. 

3.2.4 Wider societal influences: stigma, hypermasculinity, hypervisibility, and 
racialisation 
Social stigma towards mental health and illness hinders mental wellbeing and help seeking for Pacific youth, 

including athletes (Crampton, 2014; Horton, 2012; Hughes & Leavey, 2012; Marsters, 2017; Pulotu-

Endemann et al., 2004; Rice et al., 2016; Tiatia-Seath, 2015). Men in particular, display higher levels of 

stigma and negative attitudes toward mental illness, while practicing maladaptive coping mechanisms and 

reduced help-seeking behaviour (Vaswani, 2011). Recent research has found that some forms of ‘silence’, 

those that allow men to regulate their emotions and exhibit self-control, are actually beneficial to mental 

wellbeing and key facets of coping during the initial stages of mental distress; however, this ‘silence’ is most 
effective when combined with some form of professional mental health support (Bowden, 2017). Accessing 

professional help for mental distress is important to facilitate evidence-based intervention, treatment, symptom 

reduction, and recovery; ultimately, reducing the risk of suicide (Michelmore & Hindley, 2012; Reynders et al., 

2014; Teevale et al., 2016; Tiatia-Seath, 2015). Pacific male youth appear to face barriers to seeking 

professional help for mental health issues due to the stigma towards mental illness that exists in some Pacific 

families and communities, which also deters their willingness to disclose mental distress or illness to those in 

their personal networks (Tiatia-Seath, 2015). Family plays a key role in destigmatising mental illness for 

Pacific youth and most Pacific mental health service users believe that individual levels of stigma towards 
mental illness originates at the family level (Marsters, 2017; Suaalii-Sauni et al., 2009). While further research 

is required, initial studies argue that Pacific athletes avoid seeking help for mental distress as they did not 

want to ‘pass their problems on to family’ and because of the perceived shame and embarrassment 

associated with experiencing mental health issues (Marsters, 2017; Rodriguez & McDonald, 2013). This 

stigma permeates almost all areas of society, illustrating the wider societal influences impacting upon mental 

wellbeing and help-seeking for young Pacific men and the multifaceted approached required to combat this 

stigma (Horton, 2014; Rice et al., 2016; Tiatia-Seath, 2015). 

Stigma and limited understandings of mental health and illness are also prevalent in elite sports and remain 
key barriers to help-seeking among elite athletes (Rice et al., 2016). Many initiatives and programmes have 

been put in place to reduce the stigma around mental illness in elite sports, but stigma remains a key 

determinant of young athletes’ mental wellbeing and help-seeking behaviours (Barnard, 2016; Calabrò, 2016; 

Doherty et al., 2016; Gulliver et al., 2012; Hughes & Leavey, 2012; Marsters, 2017; Rice et al., 2016; Wood et 

al., 2017). Several scholars argued that the elite sports environment is fraught with stigmatisation, where the 
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denial of mental illness is common and physical performance is often prioritised over mental wellbeing 

(Hughes & Leavey, 2012; Rice et al., 2016). Doherty et al. (2016) and Wood et al. (2017) highlight that many 

elite male athletes feel uncomfortable disclosing their mental distress with others in the elite sports 
environment as they do not want to be seen as ‘weak’ or ‘vulnerable’. Gulliver et al. (2012) suggests that the 

elite environment encourages male athletes to practice stoicism and display emotionless qualities in order to 

present themselves as ‘mentally tough’, which can have flow-on effects for athletes’ mental wellbeing, coping 

mechanisms, and help-seeking behaviours away from sports (Doherty et al., 2016; Gulliver et al., 2012; 

Marsters, 2017). This is exemplified in a recent study, where young Pacific male rugby union and rugby 

league players affirmed that they were more likely to remain silent when experiencing mental distress as they 

did not want to be perceived as ‘weak’ or ‘trouble’, which could ultimately tarnish their reputation among team 
staff and potential employers at other clubs (Marsters, 2017). Wood et al. (2017) similarly found that former 

professional footballers diagnosed with depression, feared that they would ‘lose their careers’ if they revealed 

their mental health challenges during their ‘playing days’ and viewed the concealing of their depression as a 

means of survival within elite sports. Interestingly, even anonymous internet-based help-seeking pathways 

have failed to increase help-seeking among young male athletes (Gulliver et al., 2012). It is important to note 

that stigma towards mental illness is also common among the literature involving Pacific and male population 

groups and is prevalent within most workplaces; suggesting that there are also wider societal factors 

contributing to the stigma found in elite sports (Crampton, 2014; Tiatia-Seath, 2015; Waugh et al., 2017). 

In response to this stigma, mental health initiatives have grown in elite sports over the last ten years, with a 

significant emphasis placed on suicide prevention, reducing stigma around mental illness, and raising 

awareness of common mental disorders such as depression among athletes (Auckland Rugby Union, 2015; 

Crampton, 2014; Henry, 2015; Horton, 2014; Lauano, 2016; Le Va, 2015; New Zealand Rugby Players 

Association, 2013; New Zealand Rugby Union, 2017; Rice et al., 2016; State Services Commission, 2015; 

Zakus & Horton, 2009). Initiatives have been implemented at the elite level right through to the grassroots 

level, by both professional sporting organisations and non-profit community groups. There has been an 
increase in the number of initiatives focussed specifically on the wellbeing of Pacific athletes, especially 

among rugby union and rugby league players. The New Zealand Rugby Union has worked in consultation with 

Pacific mental health organisation Le Vā to ensure their online-based wellbeing hub headfirst.co.nz was 

culturally-appropriate for the large number of Pacific rugby union players in New Zealand (New Zealand 

Rugby Union, 2018). The NRL’s State of Mind programme also worked with Le Vā to put together culturally-

appropriate tools and strategies to support mental wellbeing for Pacific professional rugby league players (Le 

Va, 2015). The National Rugby League now holds Pacific leadership camps to support and promote cultural 

identity and wellbeing among professional Pacific rugby league players and Pacific youth engaged in rugby 
league at the grassroots level (National Rugby League, 2019).  

The Pacific Rugby Players Welfare, established in 2016, is another major Pacific-led organisation providing a 

variety of player welfare services which focus on supporting the wellbeing of Pacific professional rugby union 
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players in Europe (Pacific Rugby Players Welfare, 2017). Other key wellbeing programmes, although not 

specifically targeting Pacific youth, include New Zealand Rugby League’s ‘It’s More Than Just a Game’ 

initiative, New Zealand Rugby Union’s ‘Personal Development’ strategy, the NRL’s ‘CareerWise’ programme, 
and Auckland Rugby Union’s ‘Pro Sport’ course (Auckland Rugby Union, 2015; National Rugby League; New 

Zealand Rugby Players Association, 2013; State Services Commission, 2015). Although formal evaluation of 

most initiatives is lacking, anecdotal evidence suggests that these programmes are having positive effects on 

Pacific athletes’ mental wellbeing (Halatau, 2015; Henry, 2015; Marsters, 2017; Palavi, 2015; Tagataese, 

2015). Mental health initiatives facilitated by elite sporting organisations are found to be effective in most 

cases, with (Sebbens et al., 2016) highlighting that even brief initiatives, such as incorporating mental health 

checks into training schedules, can improve mental health literacy and promote early detection and positive 
help seeking behaviours among athletes and team staff. Recent evidence also found that such initiatives are 

often the first-time young Pacific male athletes have discussed the topic of mental health in an open forum 

and has helped to improve Pacific athletes’ understandings of mental health in elite sports (Marsters, 2017).  

In addition to stigma, hypermasculine expectations and norms have been consistently linked to poorer mental 

wellbeing and reduced help seeking among men, with recent studies affirming that these hypermasculine 

expectations and pressures are even greater for Pacific male athletes (Chen, 2014; Hokowhitu, 2004; Horton, 

2012, 2014; Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; Rodriguez & McDonald, 2013; Teaiwa, 2016; Tiatia-Seath, 

2015). Society in itself, holds high expectations for young Pacific men to exhibit hypermasculine norms in 
order to validate their masculinity (Chen, 2014; Hokowhitu, 2004). In sports, particularly high contact sports 

such as rugby union and rugby league, young men are further expected to exhibit what has now become the 

hegemonic form of masculinity for Pacific men, encompassing traits such as strength, self-reliance, stoicism, 

aggression, fearlessness, and confidence (Chen, 2014; Hokowhitu, 2004; Marsters, 2017). While these traits 

are beneficial within elite sports, wider society, and certain Pacific cultural contexts, they have been found to 

be potentially harmful when it comes to mental wellbeing, help-seeking, and coping with mental distress 

(Chen, 2014; Diaz et al., 2011; Hokowhitu, 2004; Marsters, 2017; Messner, 1990; Tiatia-Seath, 2015). 
Hypermasculine attitudes towards mental wellbeing have been linked to increased stigma towards mental 

illness, reduced mental health literacy, and have been found to restrict the ways men cope with mental 

distress often leading to the concealing of emotions, increased suicide attempts, and more self-destructive 

coping behaviours (Doherty et al., 2016; Horton, 2014; Rice et al., 2016; Teevale et al., 2016; Valkonen & 

Hanninen, 2013). The effects of these expectations are also evident in young Pacific males’ reduced 

engagement with mental health services, with engagement usually occurring during times of crises and once 

their internal coping resources are exhausted (Ataera-Minster & Trowland, 2018; Seidler et al., 2018; Teevale 

et al., 2016; Tiatia-Seath et al., 2017).  

The literature makes it clear that while most young Pacific male athletes are flourishing, there are a small, but 

significant, number of athletes who are experiencing substantial mental distress and struggling to seek help 

for mental health issues because of hypermasculine norms that discourage emotional expression and any 



Chapter 3: Literature review 

 

 

 
 

 

48 

signs of ‘fault’ (Chen, 2014; Horton, 2014; Marsters, 2017). This was prevalent in the previous masters study, 

which found that young Pacific male athletes were more likely to keep mental distress to themselves as they 

believed that there was ‘no room for weakness’ as an elite athlete and that young Pacific men must be ‘strong’ 
and a source of strength for others and so must deal with their problems themselves (Marsters, 2017). Given 

the prevalence of these hypermasculine norms, (Seidler et al., 2018) claims that it is imperative that mental 

health services and those close to young men employ strategies that align with these masculine norms if they 

are to improve mental health service engagement among young men. Nevertheless, hypermasculine norms 

are internalised by young men in a way that makes detection and treatment of mental health issues difficult for 

mental health professionals and even those closest to these young men such as family and friends (Horton, 

2014; Seidler et al., 2018). 

Complicating the impacts of growing hypermasculine norms for Pacific young men, is the additional pressure 

and expectations created by being hypervisible in the sporting arena. Critique of Pacific athletes’ 

hypervisibility in elite sports, particularly rugby union and rugby league, is becoming increasingly prominent. 

Hypervisibility refers to the state of being extremely visible, which carries both positive and negative 

connotations for marginalised peoples (Buchanan & Settles, 2019). In this case, young Pacific men are 

‘hypervisible’ because of their success and overrepresentation in elite sports and underrepresentation in other 

areas that are ‘valued’ by mainstream New Zealand. When marginalised individuals are members of a 

hypervisible group, their individual identities often remain invisible to the mainstream as they are perceived 
only in terms of their hypervisible group image and membership. With hypervisibility in elite sports, young 

Pacific men are represented in stereotyped and commodified ways both in and away from sports; for example, 

young Pacific men are valued for their ‘natural athleticism’, whilst other non-athletic facets of their being are 

not fully recognized or valued by the dominant mainstream (Hokowhitu, 2003; Uperesa, 2015). Marginalised 

individuals are often aware of their hypervisibility/invisibility and struggle to bring visibility to their authentic and 

whole selves (Collins, 2002). These constraints limit the agency of hypervisible individuals, which can be 

distressing and hamper job satisfaction (Buchanan & Settles, 2019). However, despite these challenges, there 
is an increasing number of Pacific male athletes working to manage their visibility in attempts to regain control 

over their ’public image’ and centre their authentic self in a way that recognises more than just their athletic 

talents (see also ‘8.3.5.3 More athletes looking to leverage their personal brand – community service and 

social entrepreneurial pathways’). This presents a conundrum in that if Pacific peoples in New Zealand are 

seen by the mainstream as ‘natural athletes’, what value do Pacific peoples hold in the eyes of mainstream 

New Zealand should they deviate from this stereotype. Ultimately, this hypervisibility re-affirms the presence 

of early colonial imaginary where Pacific peoples are the ‘physical other’, while simultaneously giving young 

Pacific men distinguishability in the ultra-competitive global sport industries that many aspire to enter (Besnier, 
2014). 

Despite the numerous benefits of their ‘elite’ status, there are concerns that Pacific athletes’ hypervisibility 

puts them at an increased risk of scrutiny from both non-Pacific and Pacific communities; which has been 



Chapter 3: Literature review 

 

 

    
 

 

49 

found to impact negatively upon athletes’ mental wellbeing (Marsters, 2017; Ng Shiu & Vagana, 2016; 

Teaiwa, 2016). Young Pacific male rugby union and rugby league players believed that adjusting to being 

‘hypervisible’, or ‘famous’, was a major challenge when transitioning to the elite level, mainly because of the 
heightened expectations, public scrutiny, and obligations to be positive role models for others (Marsters, 

2017). Teaiwa (2016) also emphasised the growing visibility of elite athletes across all forms of media, 

including social media, and highlighted the increasing pressures on Pacific athletes to be representatives for 

themselves and their families as well as their communities and Pacific peoples as a whole. Pacific athletes’ 

hypervisibility in elite rugby union, rugby league, and American football has resulted in an influx of foreign 

‘scouts’ and new development pathways in these sports, which has led to more opportunities for young Pacific 

men to attain professional sports contracts through these pathways (Horton, 2012, 2014; McDonald & 
Rodriguez, 2014; Stewart-Withers et al., 2017; Uperesa, 2015; Uperesa, 2014; Zakus & Horton, 2009). 

However, there are a number of dangers associated with these opportunities that can be harmful to athletes’ 

mental wellbeing, and it has become evident that while the number of opportunities for young Pacific athletes 

has increased, so have the number of risks, dangers, and cases of exploitation (see ‘3.4.3 The business of 

elite sports: ‘risk’ versus ‘reward’’). Thus far, research around the concept of hypervisibility and its effects on 

elite athletes is limited. Regardless, the literature suggests that young Pacific athletes may require significant 

support adjusting to being ‘hypervisible’ within elite sports and the society more generally. 

Racialised perceptions of Pacific athletes further hinders young Pacific male athletes’ psychosocial 
development and contributes to the development of foreclosed athletic identities (Hawkes, 2018; Hokowhitu, 

2003; Hokowhitu, 2004; Horton, 2014; McDonald & Rodriguez, 2014). Racialised perceptions of brown bodies 

are rooted in colonialism and create a harmful discourse steeped in mind/body dualism that contributes to 

racial divide and limiting stereotypes (Grainger, 2008; Hokowhitu, 2003; Hokowhitu, 2004). The dichotomy 

between mind and body is most evident in the types of employment that different ethnicities undertake, where 

Pacific are overrepresented in manual labour jobs and underrepresented in education and traditional ‘white 

collar’ employment (Ministry of Education, 2016; Ministry of Pacific Island Affairs, 2010; Statistics New 
Zealand, 2010; Statistics New Zealand & Ministry of Pacific Island Affairs, 2011). Teaiwa (2016) reinforces 

this dichotomy, asserting that Pacific athletes are both glorified and demonised for their hypermasculinity and 

‘raw’ physical prowess which is often framed in a ‘primitive’ way. Pacific overrepresentation in elite sports also 

ties into historical colonial narratives of the ‘noble savage’, or ‘primitive other’, where racialised perceptions of 

Pacific athletes’ physical traits as ‘superior’ has helped to maintain racist biological views of Pacific peoples as 

merely physical beings (Grainger, 2006; Grainger, 2008; Hokowhitu, 2003; Hokowhitu, 2004). (Hokowhitu, 

2003) asserts that even media portrayals of brown athletes are steeped in racialised undertones, where 

athletes of colour are framed as ‘natural’ while white athletes are   for their hard work, intelligence, and 
discipline. Regarding mental wellbeing, this divide strips Pacific athletes of their work ethic, individual agency, 

and self-determination (Hokowhitu, 2003). Hokowhitu (2003) labels this phenomenon ‘positive racism’, as it 

holds some positive connotations but is rooted in racist colonial stereotypes of brown bodies. While discourse 
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around race is slowly progressing, these colonial perceptions remain. Today, there are more opportunities 

than ever for Pacific youth to thrive, yet Pacific remain overrepresented in sports, the arts, music, and the 

manual labour force and underrepresented in education and traditionally white collar occupations (see ‘2.6.2 
Education and employment’). Hokowhitu emphasises that racism, even if it is covert and positively framed, 

remains a strong force in New Zealand society, despite outcries of equality. So, while these perceptions and 

stereotypes provide young Pacific men with increased sporting opportunities and positive visibility they also 

act to racialise Pacific bodies, and, rather than exclusively thrusting young Pacific men into professional 

sporting careers, they mostly work to discourage holistic development and confine young Pacific men to 

careers in the physical realm without the chance to explore non-physical career pathways (Hokowhitu, 2003; 

Hokowhitu, 2004). The literature makes it clear that athletes who have a balanced athletic identity, that is an 
identity founded on more than just their athletic or physical prowess, are more equipped to deal with the 

challenges of a career in elite sports and the eventual transition away from sports (Grainger, 2006; Harrison et 

al., 2011; Horton, 2014; Price, 2007; Wood et al., 2017). It is clear that such racialised and limiting views of 

Pacific male athletes, while having positive effects in the short-term scheme of elite sports, restrict athletes’ 

career prospects and wellbeing in the long-term. Of particular concern is the fact that many Pacific families 

and communities have internalised these stereotypes. For example, Tautolo (2011) found that Samoan 

fathers commonly associated being Samoan with being good at sports; illustrating how deeply engrained 

these stereotypes are within some Pacific families today. 

3.3 THE IMPORTANCE OF ATHLETIC AND CULTURAL IDENTITIES 
As with all individuals, young Pacific male athletes hold multiple individual and group identities (see ‘2.5 

Identity and youth development – ‘coming of age’’). Some of these identities are inherited (e.g., based on 

gender, ethnicity, or class background) and others are achieved (e.g., through success in sports). Whether 

these identities produce positive or negative outcomes is largely dependent on the sociocultural and 

situational context (Kulich et al., 2017). Young Pacific athletes who had strong and secure identities, both 
individually and as part of a collective, experienced significant benefits to their mental wellbeing and overall 

self-esteem (Clews, 2015; Horton, 2014; Hughes & Leavey, 2012; Marsters, 2017; Panapa & Phillips, 2014; 

Price, 2007; Rice et al., 2016). Athletic identity, for example, was one of the strongest predictors of mental 

wellbeing for young Pacific male athletes. Throughout the literature, athletic identity was noted as the 

strongest predictor of mental wellbeing for elite athletes, and a balanced athletic identity was found to be one 

of the most important protective factors for young athletes’ mental wellbeing (Grainger, 2006; Grove et al., 

1997; Harrison et al., 2011; Hartline, 2015; Horton, 2014; Marsters, 2017; Price, 2007; Rice et al., 2016; Webb 

et al., 1998). Athletic identity refers to the degree to which an athlete encompasses and identifies with their 
role as an athlete (Hartline, 2015). Being invested in multiple positive identities, such as being a parent, 

businessman, student, husband, and/or church youth leader, alongside one’s athletic identity is a significant 

protective factor for mental wellbeing in elite athletes (Thoits, 1991). In contrast, research shows that other 
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areas of an athletes life can suffer when they over-identify with their role as an athlete; for example, increased 

time spent on sports often results in less opportunity to explore other non-athletic interests (Hartline, 2015; 

Hughes & Leavey, 2012; Marsters, 2017; Rice et al., 2016). Evaluating how an athlete allots their time to 
sports in comparison to other areas of their lives is a common way to assess one’s athletic identity (Hartline, 

2015). In short, the greater number of positive identities a person possesses, and the greater investment put 

into these identities, the lesser the threat to one’s mental wellbeing should one of these identities be 

compromised (Biggin et al., 2017). For young Pacific athletes, consistent engagement in vocational, social, 

and recreational activities away from sports is vital to developing balanced athletic identities (Hawkes, 2018; 

Marsters, 2017). Building relationships with former elite athletes and positive role models in the elite 

environment can also contribute to the development of positive and balanced athletic identities for young 
athletes (Eccles et al., 2003). However, gaps in the literature remain for understanding Pacific-specific 

perceptions and knowledge of athletic identities. 

Webb et al. (1998) delves deeper, emphasising that athletes have both public and private athletic identities. 

Private athletic identity is immune to public scrutiny and is one’s internal beliefs, feelings, and evaluation of 

themselves as an athlete (Webb et al., 1998). In contrast, public athletic identity refers to an athlete’s public 

reputation as an elite athlete (Webb et al., 1998). Athletic identities that are public are at increased risk of 

harming mental wellbeing, for instance, when an athlete retires and suffers a loss of self-esteem due to losing 

their public status as an elite athlete (Webb et al., 1998). Mental health professionals have found that it can be 
especially hard for elite athletes to divest from their public athletic identity, as with any public identity, when 

transitioning away from sports (Horton, 2014; Webb et al., 1998). Athletes heavily invested in their public 

athletic identity are also at higher risk of negative mental wellbeing, as their self-esteem and self-worth is 

highly linked to their performance (see ‘3.4 Career and performance challenges’) 

A foreclosed athletic identity was associated with significant mental distress and was the predominant risk 

factor for young athletes’ mental wellbeing in the literature (Grove et al., 1997; Harrison et al., 2011; Hawkes, 

2018; Horton, 2014; Jones et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; McDonald & Rodriguez, 2014; Webb et al., 1998; 
Wood et al., 2017). A foreclosed athletic identity is defined as a commitment to the athlete role without 

exploring or having the opportunity to explore other interests or vocations away from sports (Beamon, 2012). 

The journey to becoming an elite athlete in itself can be a major risk factor for developing a foreclosed athletic 

identity, given the significant time commitments and sacrifices required to meet the demands of elite sports 

(Brown et al., 2017; Frank et al., 2015; Gulliver et al., 2015; Pinkerton et al., 1989; Price, 2007; Rice et al., 

2016; Sabato et al., 2016). Moreover, Wood et al. (2017) found that elite athletes with foreclosed athletic 

identities had greater confidence in their athletic abilities and often performed better; highlighting the athletic 

benefits of adapting a foreclosed athletic identity and, in some ways, validating the ‘all or nothing’ messaging 
young athletes commonly hear in regards to making the elite level. Kanemasu and Molnar (2014) highlight 

how easy it is for young Pacific men to take on a foreclosed athletic identity, affirming that many young Fijian 

boys are willing to sacrifice their formal education, including tertiary scholarships, in order to chase their 
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dreams of becoming professional rugby union players. Moreover, Kanemasu and Molnar (2014) assert that 

this decision is often encouraged by Pacific athletes’ families, friends, and teachers. A recent study similarly 

found that young Pacific athletes’ athletic identity is heavily influenced by the perceptions of their family and 
friends, with some athletes explaining how the majority of their interactions with family and friends revolved 

around sports and their role as an athlete (Marsters, 2017). Erueti and Palmer (2014) claimed that the 

development of a foreclosed identity is a prominent theme among minority athletes, as their athletic ability is 

often praised from a young age, yet this same support is rarely translated in other areas such as education or 

society more generally (see ‘Racialised perceptions of Pacific athletes further ’). There are many examples in 

the Pacific Islands and New Zealand, where young Pacific athletes have sacrificed other forms of vocational 

training in order to pursue their sporting dreams; often without any formal institutional support or contractual 
guarantees (Kanemasu & Molnar, 2014; Marsters, 2017; Rice et al., 2016; Uperesa, 2014). The major 

concern is that, while these athletes may succeed at the elite level, this scenario leaves many young Pacific 

male athletes vulnerable to mental distress at the end of their sporting careers as they face increased 

challenges to finding a livelihood that can sustain themselves and their families (Horton, 2014; Kanemasu & 

Molnar, 2014; Tipi, 2013) (see ‘3.4 Career and performance challenges’). From a performance perspective, 

however, it could be argued that this sole focus on athletic pursuits is a key driver of Pacific success in certain 

elite sports such as rugby union, rugby league, and American football. 

While the literature was largely focussed on athletic identity, there is an increasing focus on the importance of 
‘Pacific’ and ethnic-specific identities for Pacific athletes (Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; Panapa & 

Phillips, 2014). Pacific athletes were found to value both their individual cultural upbringings as well as the 

collective Pacific identity they share with other Pacific athletes (Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; Panapa & 

Phillips, 2014). Pacific cultural markers were especially prevalent in rugby union and rugby league, where it is 

common to see Pacific athletes speak in their native tongue, come together in prayer, and respect cultural 

protocols when interacting with others (Lakisa et al., 2014; Rodriguez & McDonald, 2013). While athletes’ 

individual ethnic identities remained strong, Pacific athletes also found solace in their collective ‘Pacific’ 
identity (Marsters, 2017; Panapa & Phillips, 2014). Shared experiences, values, and cultural traits made it 

easy for many Pacific athletes to cultivate this shared ‘Pacific’ identity and foster support networks among one 

another (Marsters, 2017). Lakisa et al. (2014) identified that this shared ‘Pacific’ identity provided 

camaraderie, mentorship, and a sense of belonging for Pacific NRL players, which helped athletes to feel 

more confident navigating the Eurocentric world of professional rugby league (Panapa & Phillips, 2014). 

Recent initiatives in elite sports have noted the capacity to support wellbeing and personal development for 

Pacific athletes by homing in on Pacific ethnic and cultural identities. The NRL, for example, deliver an annual 

Pacific leadership camp, demonstrating how sports organisations can leverage Pacific athletes’ cultural ties to 
foster mental wellbeing and camaraderie (Ng Shiu & Vagana, 2016; Teaiwa, 2016). 

This collective identity echoes themes from Hau’ofa’s (1994; 2008a, 2008b) influential essays, which discuss 

the need for coordinated Pacific responses to living and navigating the globalised world. Hau’ofa (1994) 
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argued that Pacific peoples share many sociocultural and historical connections, highlighting the importance 

of these connections and the benefits of adopting a collective ‘Pacific’ identity in today’s world. Hau’ofa’s 

philosophies are evident in elite sports, with Pacific athletes willing to overcome their nationalist differences in 
order to develop strong and supportive bonds with one another based on their shared cultural values and 

sociocultural backgrounds (Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; Panapa & Phillips, 2014). While attaining a big 

money professional contract remains the main goal for most Pacific athletes, high-profile rugby league players 

such as Jason Taumalolo and Andrew Fifita have chosen to represent their Island home nation Tonga over 

the likes of New Zealand and Australia, despite the drastically reduced pay. Similar attitudes are prevalent 

among Pacific rugby union players; however, current eligibility rules make it difficult for athletes to represent 

their Island home if they have already played for another international team. Further research into these 
representative tensions is required, with many sociocultural and economic factors interacting to determine the 

nation that Pacific athletes choose to represent at the international level (Grainger, 2006; Grainger, 2008; 

Panapa & Phillips, 2014).  

3.4 CAREER AND PERFORMANCE CHALLENGES 
Most young athletes that make it to the elite level are able to adapt to the physical demands; however, elite 

sports presents an abundance of psychosocial challenges that can be more difficult to cope with for some 
athletes (Bruner et al., 2008; Hawkes, 2018; Horton, 2014; Keung, 2018; Kristiansen & Roberts, 2010; Lakisa 

et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; Sabato et al., 2016; Tiatia-Seath, 2015). These new challenges include additional 

media coverage and public visibility, increased scrutiny and pressures to perform, feelings of inadequacy and 

loss of confidence, new financial responsibilities, expectations around reciprocity to family and community, 

new daily routines, less time for other vocational pursuits and interests, and in some cases the need to 

relocate away from home (Besnier, 2014; Bruner et al., 2008; Hawkes, 2018; Horton, 2014; Lakisa et al., 

2014; Marsters, 2017; Panapa & Phillips, 2014; Sebbens et al., 2016; Teaiwa, 2016; Zakus & Horton, 2009). 

Family support, positive affirmations. and constructive reinforcement from team staff were found to be 
important during this transition phase, particularly as many young athletes experience an initial loss of 

confidence and significant anxiety during the transition to the elite level (Bruner et al., 2008; Marsters, 2017).  

The occupation of being an elite athlete in itself also presents both benefits and challenges to mental 

wellbeing. Historically, it has been difficult to research mental health in elite sports due to the stigma around 

mental illness and the unwillingness of both athletes and team staff to discuss the topic (Gulliver et al., 2012). 

While awareness of common mental disorders is rising among elite athletes as well as coaches and others 

who work in elite sports, the true prevalence rates of mental illness among elite athletes remains unclear and 

is most likely under-reported given the stigma attached to disclosing mental illness (Roberts et al., 2016). For 
many athletes, being able to play the sport they love for a living provides intense joy, a sense of purpose, and 

a generally high level of life satisfaction (Mageau & Vallerand, 2003). Furthermore, elite sports facilitates 

many protective factors for mental wellbeing such as good physical health, large and diverse social networks, 
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and, in most cases, employment (Price, 2007; Rice et al., 2016; Sebbens et al., 2016). However, for some 

athletes the elite environment can hinder mental wellbeing and exacerbate pre-existing mental illness; most 

evident in the rising number of athletes seeking help for common mental disorders such as anxiety and 
depression (Gulliver et al., 2015; Hawkes, 2018; Manley et al., 2017; Rice et al., 2016; Roberts et al., 2016). 

Aspects of the occupation, such as sports-related stress, injuries, performance pressures, travel, and burnout, 

are some of the common stressors effecting athletes’ mental wellbeing (Marsters, 2017; Rice et al., 2016; 

Sebbens et al., 2016). The literature on how these stressors interact to effect mental wellbeing and help-

seeking for Pacific male athletes remains vague and fragmented, as the majority of findings related to Pacific 

athletes’ mental wellbeing are largely anecdotal. 

The inevitable transition away from elite sports also brings about many social, economic, and psychological 
challenges for Pacific athletes; regardless of the length and success of their sporting career. The transition out 

of elite sports requires athletes to (re)negotiate their social and professional identities and, for Pacific athletes 

especially, find new ways to sustain themselves financially, emotionally, and socially in order to fulfil their 

kinship obligations (Kanemasu & Molnar, 2014; Tipi, 2013). Many athletes are able to cope, and even flourish 

following their exit from elite sports; however, the literature and anecdotal evidence affirms that this period 

remains one of the leading causes of mental health issues for young athletes and is linked to feelings of 

anxiety, depression, failure, anger, and rejection; largely due to the breakdown of one’s athletic identity and 

feelings of shame and embarrassment (Blakelock et al., 2016; Brownrigg et al., 2012; Drawer & Fuller, 2002; 
Horton, 2014). A majority of the evidence on the transition away from sports revolved around the retirement of 

older athletes; however, factors such as injuries, forced retirement, de-selection, and contract termination are 

contributing to an increase in the number of athletes undertaking this transition at a young age (Brown et al., 

2017; Kanemasu & Molnar, 2014; Marsters, 2017; Tipi, 2013). This is in stark contrast to other careers, where 

people can retire at the age of 65 and usually do not have to renegotiate their professional identity. A 

balanced athletic identity, educational or professional qualifications, and transferrable life skills are seen as 

essential to mitigating some of the risks and stress associated with this transition period (Brown et al., 2017; 
Gulliver et al., 2015; Horton, 2014; Marsters, 2017; Price, 2007; Rice et al., 2016; Tipi, 2013; Wood et al., 

2017; Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004).  

One must also be mindful, that even those who do not flourish at the elite level, including those who do not 

secure a professional contract, experience the same challenges when transitioning out of elite sports 

(Kanemasu & Molnar, 2014). Some young Pacific athletes that go on to have only brief careers at the elite 

level face the same challenges discussed earlier, as well as an additional sense of grief as they are forced to 

come to terms with the limitations of their athletic abilities; leaving these young men with both economic and 

emotional stressors that can quickly spiral into serious mental distress (Kanemasu & Molnar, 2014; Marsters, 
2017). Webb et al. (1998) also found that athletes who leave elite sports due to deselection were at an 

increased risk of low self-esteem and confidence due to the way in which they must confront the inherent 

limitations of their athletic ability and identity. While organisations are more actively seeking to address these 
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concerns, case studies suggest that current support is inadequate; particularly for athletes who experience 

career threatening injuries (Drawer & Fuller, 2002; Hawkes, 2018; Horton, 2014; Marsters, 2017). It is most 

often family and friends who assist Pacific athletes once they leave elite sports, and while most athletes and 
families are able to flourish post-retirement, there are many who struggle (Kanemasu & Molnar, 2014; Tipi, 

2013). Most Pacific athletes understand the short window of opportunity in elite sports and the need to 

maximise their earning capacity whilst they are physically able, so young Pacific athletes who face deselection 

or injuries often migrate to new regions or countries in order to prolong their career in elite sports (McDonald & 

Rodriguez, 2014; Rodriguez & McDonald, 2013). In short, the transition away from elite sport can be traumatic 

for those who are not prepared and well-adjusted for this reality, but it can be smooth for athletes who are well 

supported and prepared both professionally and psychologically for the transition (Tipi, 2013). 

While most of the literature around the transition away from elite sports is focussed on the risk factors for 

mental distress, there is a growing knowledge base on the protective factors for mental wellbeing during this 

transition period. Other than the need to promote balanced athletic identities and educational or vocational 

qualifications, evidence affirms that individual acceptance, positive reinterpretation, planning, and active 

coping are ways that athletes, athlete support networks, and sports organisations can protect athletes’ mental 

wellbeing during this phase (Brown et al., 2017; Horton, 2014; Price, 2007; Tipi, 2013; Wood et al., 2017). 

Finding careers that allow athletes to apply their personal passions and sporting values has also proved to be 

an effective way to reduce some of the stress of negotiating a new professional identity; for example, studying 
towards sports-related degrees or working in sports organisations and similar professions (Wood et al., 2017). 

Ronkainen and Nesti (2017) affirms that the transition away from sports, although challenging, actually 

presents a powerful opportunity for personal growth and development for athletes, especially when the right 

support systems and transition pathways are in place. Richardson and McKenna (2020) further argues that 

while the physical and psychological demands and resources required to succeed in elite sports can limit 

development in other domains, it does not necessarily preclude career sustainability once one’s athletic 

career is finished. Ronkainen and Nesti (2017) add that the more an athlete embraces the reality of their new 
life after sports, the less stressful and more successful their experience will be post-retirement. Tipi (2013) 

provides a success model for professional Pacific rugby union players transitioning away from sports 

developed in collaboration with ten former professional Pacific rugby union players, which outlines some of 

the protective factors for former Pacific rugby union players who had previously experienced the transition 

away from professional rugby union (see Figure 5). 
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Figure 5 Success model for professional Pacific rugby players' transitions after sports (Tipi, 2013) 

3.4.1 Navigating Eurocentric ideologies and power imbalances 
Recent literature suggests that the Eurocentric nature of elite sports impacts upon the autonomy and mental 

wellbeing of Pacific athletes (Hawkes, 2018; Horton, 2014; Marsters, 2017; Panapa & Phillips, 2014; Tipi, 

2013). Without overgeneralising, Panapa and Phillips (2014) note that young Pacific athletes who are more 

assimilated to Anglo-European society and Western ways of living find it easier to adjust to life in elite sports 

than athletes from more ‘traditional’ Pacific backgrounds. This echoes findings from Rodriguez and McDonald 

(2013) and Mila-Schaaf (2010) who both found that being able to adapt to both Anglo-European and Pacific 
spaces had benefits for the mental wellbeing of Pacific youth and Pacific athletes alike. In contrast, elite sports 

environments which do not accommodate Pacific cultures and worldviews can hinder mental wellbeing for 

young Pacific athletes (Marsters, 2017). Grainger (2008) argues that elite sports in New Zealand, particularly 

rugby union, is a space in which Anglo-European hegemony is both reinforced and challenged, often enacting 

both discreet and overt racial connotations that influence autonomy and mental wellbeing for Pacific athletes 

and other ethnic-minority athletes (see ‘Racialised perceptions of Pacific athletes further ’). For this reason, 

scholars argue that New Zealand’s elite sports environment is a microcosm of New Zealand society as a 

whole; where race and culture are similarly key determinants of autonomy and wellbeing (Ataera-Minster & 
Trowland, 2018; Frey & Eitzen, 1991; Grainger, 2006; Grainger, 2008; Harris et al., 2018). Ultimately, young 
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Pacific male athletes remain as the ‘other’ in elite sports environments which are dominated by Anglo-

European protocols and worldviews; public discourse regarding international eligibility and Pacific athletes’ 

‘New Zealandness’ are common examples of such worldviews (Grainger, 2006; Grainger, 2008). The power 
imbalance between Pacific athletes and those in authority is also illustrated at the policy level, where policies 

continue to inequitably burden Pacific athletes. For example, provincial and club rugby players are not paid 

when they go on international duty for their Pacific homelands and recent International Rugby Board policy 

means Pacific players are unable to represent their Pacific homelands once they have represented New 

Zealand (Grainger, 2006; Grainger, 2008). So, while many Pacific athletes have benefitted greatly from 

careers in professional rugby union, Pacific players as a whole remain at the margins of power in elite rugby 

union (Grainger, 2006; Grainger, 2008; Horton, 2014). It is common for Pacific athletes to adopt multiple 
national identities in order to mitigate this power imbalance, with many Pacific athletes choosing to represent 

more powerful non-Pacific nations in order to ensure greater financial and professional success (see ‘3.3 The 

importance of athletic and cultural identities’). 

3.4.2 Performance-centred views of mental health 
Research has yet to explore Pacific athletes’ experiences of mental health care in elite sports, but non-Pacific 

studies affirm that views towards mental wellbeing in elite sports place an overwhelming emphasis on 

performance; for example, positive mental wellbeing is correlated with positive performance and vice versa 

(Biggin et al., 2017; Blakelock et al., 2016; Hume et al., 2017; Markser, 2011; Raglin, 2001; Reardon & Factor, 

2010; Rice et al., 2016; Wood et al., 2017; Woolway & Harwood, 2015). McCarthy (2011) suggests that 

placing such a heavy emphasis on performance can be detrimental to athlete wellbeing, particularly when 
professionals in elite sports assume that positive performance equates to positive mental wellbeing and vice 

versa. Roberts et al. (2016), however, argues that attitudes towards athlete mental wellbeing are changing in 

elite sports, and sports psychology is increasingly driven by two conflicting beliefs. The first is that sports 

psychologists and mental health professionals should focus their efforts towards performance enhancement, 

and the second is that sports psychologists and mental health professionals should view athlete wellbeing in a 

more holistic manner and prioritise complete wellbeing over performance-oriented assessments. More 

research around this area is required, but Gulliver et al. (2012) states that many young Australian athletes find 

it challenging to discuss non-sports related issues with sports psychologists, as the mental health issues they 
disclose are always linked back to individual performance and organisational sporting goals. It is also common 

for mental disorders to get misdiagnosed as physiological or performance issues because of the strong 

emphasis on performance and physical wellbeing (Roberts et al., 2016). 

3.4.3 The business of elite sports: ‘risk’ versus ‘reward’ 
Elite sport is a cutthroat business and elite athletes, particularly those in professional sports, have noted the 

benefits of being a valuable asset as well as the risks tied to being a disposable commodity (Grainger, 2006; 
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Hawkes, 2018; Horton, 2012, 2014; Kanemasu & Molnar, 2014; Wood et al., 2017). The ever-increasing 

status and financial rewards on offer for both individual athletes and sporting organisations has amplified the 

pressure on individuals to perform and sporting organisations to recruit and select the ‘right’ athletes (Horton, 
2014; Jones et al., 2014; Kanemasu & Molnar, 2014; Rice et al., 2016; Schnell et al., 2014). Athletes’ ‘value’ 

is based on their performance and ‘contribution’ to the team, and this environment makes athletes, especially 

injured athletes, vulnerable to relocation and de-selection (Grainger, 2006; Hawkes, 2018; Lakisa et al., 2014; 

Wood et al., 2017). Aligning with the literature on athletic identity, athletes whose self-worth is strongly tied to 

their externally appraised athletic value are at higher risk of experiencing mental health issues should this 

conditional value decrease (Wood et al., 2017) (see ‘3.3 The importance of athletic and cultural identities’). 

The literature suggests that non-Pacific elite athletes are aware of their commoditized sense of self and the 
conditional value placed upon them in elite sports (Wood et al., 2017). McDonald and Rodriguez (2014) 

argues that many Pacific athletes are also aware of the need to maximise their earning potentials while they 

are performing well and still able to meet the physical demands of elite sports; best exemplified by the 

increasing number of Pacific rugby union players who are relocating to Europe during the peak of their 

careers in order to maximise their financial earnings.  

Grainger (2006) equates the movement of young Pacific male rugby union players to the ‘cash crops’ sold in 

other sectors of the world economy; essentially, these players become commodified and absorbed as a 

source of physical labour to be bought and sold, depending on their conditional athletic value. Grainger (2006) 
argues that while elite sports may provide Pacific athletes with new opportunities and possibilities for social 

and economic mobility, the underlying power imbalance inherent in other systems of Pacific migrant physical 

labour remain. The movement of young Pacific male athletes in New Zealand’s age group rugby union 

competitions indicates that this commodification occurs at an early age, with Pacific talent making up many of 

the top intermediate and secondary school teams around the country (Cleaver & Paul, 2018; Raela, 2017). 

(Kanemasu & Molnar, 2014) asserts that professional rugby union, like all other professional sports, operates 

according to the principles of capitalism, free markets, privatisation, and individualism; where the benefits are 
shared between the organisation and the athlete, but the risks are typically shouldered by athletes and their 

families (see ‘3.4 Career and performance challenges’). In the case of professional rugby union, Pacific 

players provide low-investment-high-return athletic capital, as most of the financial and social investment is 

undertaken by athletes, athletes’ families and their communities; as evident by the many academies, 

tournaments, and talent development programmes developed and run by Pacific communities themselves 

(Kanemasu & Molnar, 2014; McDonald & Rodriguez, 2014). While, some Pacific athletes and families receive 

returns on their investment, most will contribute to the development of a highly competitive sporting 

environment, but receive little to no remuneration in return (Kanemasu & Molnar, 2014). In popular New 
Zealand sports such as rugby union and rugby league, Pacific athletes help to ensure there will always be a 

near endless pool of talent for professional clubs to select from; which further increases the ‘disposability’ of 

athletes should they become injured, perform poorly, or exhibit behavioural problems away from sports 
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(Kanemasu & Molnar, 2014). This power imbalance is most evident during the transition away from elite 

sports, where former Pacific athletes and their families are left to left to ‘fend for themselves’ once they leave 

the elite environment; and oppositely, the success stories when organisations do invest in holistic athlete 
development programmes that prepare and support athletes for life after sports (Horton, 2014; Kanemasu & 

Molnar, 2014; Marsters, 2017; Price, 2007; Tipi, 2013). 

Sports migration is now common among young Pacific male athletes given the limited professional contracts 

in New Zealand and the growing number of professional opportunities around the world, with recent studies 

highlighting the significant mental distress that Pacific athletes can experience when relocating for sports 

(Grainger, 2006; Grainger, 2008; Hawkes, 2018; Horton, 2012, 2014; Kanemasu & Molnar, 2014; Lakisa et 

al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; Panapa & Phillips, 2014; Price, 2007; Zakus & Horton, 2009). The globalisation of 
professional sports provides young athletes with a range of new employment opportunities and the potential to 

assume substantial financial and social rewards. However, these opportunities are extremely limited and most 

athletes will have to relocate or migrate to another region or country to fulfil their dreams of becoming a 

professional athlete (Kanemasu & Molnar, 2014). Migration for employment has been common among Pacific 

peoples since the 1950s and continues today in many different sectors and industries (Stewart-Withers et al., 

2017). Pacific sports migration is best evidenced by the large number of Pacific athletes playing professional 

rugby union, rugby league, and American football in regions with little to no Pacific populace. This success is 

even more remarkable given the fact that most of these athletes have had to overcome economic constraints 
that would otherwise inhibit such migration patterns (Kanemasu & Molnar, 2014; Teaiwa, 2016; Teaiwa & 

Mallon, 2005). Stewart-Withers et al. (2017) estimate that Pacific professional rugby union, rugby league, and 

American Football players have total combined earnings of around NZD$415 million worldwide. Sports-related 

remittances to the Pacific Islands are estimated to be around NZD$83 million per year, with professional 

athletes remitting up to 13 times more money than the average Pacific migrant worker (Stewart-Withers et al., 

2017).  

Due to the economic and sociocultural rewards associated with professional sports, many young Pacific male 
athletes make it their primary aim to secure a professional sporting contract, mostly in rugby union or rugby 

league for New Zealand youth, and are willing to migrate, take risks, and sacrifice other aspects of their life in 

order to attain this dream (Kanemasu & Molnar, 2014). The challenges of migrating for sports are huge 

however, and not as straightforward as some may think. Family support is central to mental wellbeing for 

Pacific peoples, so leaving this key support network is often the most challenging aspect of sports migration 

for young Pacific athletes. Feelings of intense homesickness, additional pressures to succeed for family back 

home, adjusting to new coaching styles and training requirements, and having to live independently in a new 

environment are some of the other key challenges facing young Pacific male athletes who choose to migrate 
for sports (Besnier, 2014; Horton, 2014; Kanemasu & Molnar, 2014; Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; 

McDonald & Rodriguez, 2014; Panapa & Phillips, 2014). It is not uncommon for athletes to relocate three or 
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more times over their careers in order to secure a professional contract or prolong their professional career 

(Grainger, 2006; Horton, 2012; Kanemasu & Molnar, 2014; Stewart-Withers et al., 2017).  

While migration is common, it is also important to note that many Pacific athletes have sacrificed lucrative 
contracts to stay close to their families (Grainger, 2006). McDonald and Rodriguez (2014) affirms that many 

young Pacific male rugby union players decline talent development or professional opportunities as they do 

not want to leave their families. However, recent big money deals involving Pacific rugby union players 

suggest that this trend may be changing, especially as lucrative contracts are becoming increasingly popular 

in European rugby union and rugby league (Cleaver & Paul, 2018; Grainger, 2006; Grainger, 2008; Hawkes, 

2018; McDonald & Rodriguez, 2014). There are also challenges away from sports, as athletes may have to 

adjust to life in a new country, overcome any potential language barriers, and develop a sense of belonging 
for themselves and their families in their new ‘home’ (Besnier, 2012; Ryba et al., 2016). There is also the very 

real risk of ‘failing’ to attain a professional contract after migrating. For every success story, there are 

hundreds of young Pacific athletes who have migrated and have not been able to secure a professional 

contract or lasting career in professional sports. These athletes are left with the task of completely 

reconfiguring their life goals, meanings of success, and immediate employment trajectories; which is often 

compounded by the fact that they are far removed from their family support networks (Besnier, 2014; 

Marsters, 2017; McDonald & Rodriguez, 2014). There are also growing concerns around the age at which 

young Pacific male athletes are migrating for sports, with New Zealand’s elite secondary schools regularly 
recruiting young rugby union players from the Pacific Islands in order to boost their chances of success in the 

highly esteemed and ultra competitive First XV rugby union competitions found throughout New Zealand 

(Marsters, 2017). 

3.5 COACHING AND ATHLETE DEVELOPMENT 
A career in any elite sports requires athletes to perform at the highest of levels and on a consistent basis. 

Athletic success is directly linked to an athlete’s ability to meet the performance expectations placed upon 
them by their coaches and the organisations they are contracted to. External scrutiny and pressures to 

perform are intensified for athletes who play a sport that has extensive media coverage (Marsters, 2017; Rice 

et al., 2016). The literature affirms that young athletes whose self-worth is heavily invested in external 

performance evaluation and athletic success, are at a higher risk of facing mental health issues when they 

experience the inevitable dips in form and de-selection associated with participating at the elite level  

(Crampton, 2014; Doherty et al., 2016; Horton, 2014; Rice et al., 2016). Elite athletes also have their own 

personal performance standards, and it is common for athletes’ mental wellbeing to become hampered when 

they fail to meet their own expectations; this experience is commonly referred to in the literature as ‘narrative 
wreckage’ and is most prevalent among athletes who have perfectionist tendencies (Carless & Douglas, 

2009). Factors such as mindfulness, reflecting on performance goals, positive social support, and balanced 
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athletic identity appear to be important protective factors to help young athletes stay positive and resilient 

during dips in performance or periods of de-selection (Denny & Steiner, 2008; Marsters, 2017). 

Coaches are also very influential in the lives of young Pacific male athletes (Keung, 2018; Kukahiko, 2015; 
Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; McDonald & Rodriguez, 2014; Panapa & Phillips, 2014; Price, 2007). 

While there are no definitive findings around what coaching styles work best for Pacific male athletes, there 

appears to be certain factors that promote mental wellbeing and reduce distress for young male athletes more 

generally. McKenzie (2019) identified that a performance-focussed coaching style often contributed to a fear 

of failure among young First XV rugby union players in Auckland, with coaches choosing to use ‘controlling’ 

coaching styles rather than the recommended athlete-centric coaching styles, which led to player 

dissatisfaction and reduced communication between athletes and coaches. (Kristiansen et al., 2012; 
McKenzie, 2019) also found, that a mastery climate, where the development of effective skills and processes 

were prioritised, reduced coach-athlete stress, whereas a performance climate, where winning was prioritised, 

increased stress among young athletes and their coaches. (Mageau & Vallerand, 2003) further assert that 

both mental wellbeing and performance increase when coaches are able to nurture athletes’ intrinsic 

motivation and utilise athlete-centric and autonomy-supportive coaching behaviours, rather than controlling 

coaching behaviours. Coaching styles that provide choice and promote autonomy among young athletes can 

also reduce coach-athlete stress (Mageau & Vallerand, 2003). 

3.5.1 Personal development away from sports 
Elite sporting organisations are now aware of the need to promote and facilitate holistic development among 

young elite athletes in order to support their mental wellbeing and personal development away from sports 
(Gould et al., 2007; Keung, 2018; Kukahiko, 2017; Ng Shiu & Vagana, 2016). Talent development has 

historically focused on developing athletes’ physical capacity and skills; however, recent research and events 

suggest that the psychosocial and emotional aspects of elite sports can be equally challenging (Hill et al., 

2015; Horton, 2014; Keung, 2018; Napier, 2015). Research around talent development and Pacific youth 

remains in its infancy, however Keung’s (2018) research around the psychosocial development experiences 

of Māori and Pacific youth engaged in elite rugby league provides a strong foundation to work from. Aligning 

with the majority of Pacific mental health research, Keung’s research found that positive psychosocial 

development centred around the establishment of trusting relationships that helped young athletes to navigate 
the complexities of elite sports settings and reinforced the importance of holistic psychosocial development 

throughout the talent development journey. The literature continuously reinforced the importance of creating 

an elite sport setting conducive to the development of balanced athletic identities (see ‘3.3 The importance of 

athletic and cultural identities’). Recent research identified that young Pacific rugby union and rugby league 

players benefitted greatly from elite sporting organisations who facilitated educational and employment 

opportunities for young athletes (Marsters, 2017; Panapa & Phillips, 2014; Price, 2007; Price et al., 2010). 

These opportunities encouraged young Pacific male athletes to think about the importance of developing a 
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balanced athletic identity and allowed athletes to acquire skills away from sports that may spark interests 

towards new career pathways and assist athletes in finding employment once they transition away from sports 

(Marsters, 2017). Tipi (2013) further highlights the influence of elite sporting organisations in facilitating a 
balanced life outside of sports, noting that the everyday practices and values that elite sporting organisations 

promote can quickly help or hinder the successful development of balanced athletic identities. For example, 

facilitating or not facilitating educational or vocational training for athletes to mitigate any risks should athletes’ 

careers end earlier than expected. Tipi argues that it is important that elite sporting organisations also value 

the unique cultural capital of Pacific athletes and look to build upon this capital to successfully cultivate 

training opportunities away from sports. 

Personal development away from sports is key to the development of a balanced athletic identity for young 
athletes (see ‘3.3 The importance of athletic and cultural identities’). There are debates around the role of 

sports in facilitating personal development and transferrable life skills. The literature makes it clear that sports 

in itself does not promote the development of transferrable life skills, but sports can be used to facilitate 

personal development given the right approach (Gould & Carson, 2008; Gould et al., 2007). In order for life 

skills and vocational training to be developed through sports, they must be actively facilitated and taught in 

positive and supportive environments that are conducive for such development (Gould & Carson, 2008). 

There was no clear-cut definition in the literature of what transferrable life skills might mean for young 

athletes, but the majority of the research in this area, aligned closely with positive youth development 
methodologies. The literature commonly referred to positive youth development frameworks as key facilitators 

for the promotion of desirable life skills for young athletes (see ‘2.5.2 Positive youth development’). While 

positive youth development generally centres around competencies such as developing self-worth, learning 

how to adapt to different environments, and having positive hope for the future, it has been found to be a 

useful tool for developing young athletes’ psychosocial attributes such as time and stress management, 

building healthy relationships, handling unhealthy relationships, and goal setting (Gould & Carson, 2008; 

Keung, 2018). Coaches in elite youth sports have been found to use both direct and indirect approaches to 
develop athletes’ life skills and foster personal development away from sports (Gould & Carson, 2008; Gould 

et al., 2007; Jowett, 2005). Direct approaches often centred around team building activities, clear and 

consistent responsibilities, and the provision of leadership opportunities both in and away from sports; 

whereas indirect approaches were less structured and focussed on equipping young athletes with the skills 

required to meet the demands of elite sports, such as work ethic, teamwork, and building positive 

relationships (Gould et al., 2007). Gould and Carson (2008) argued that it is important to avoid taking a 

professionalised approach to youth sports, as a focus on attaining scholarships or professional contracts 

stifles young athletes’ personal development away from sports and diminishes the likelihood of youth 
developing life skills through sports. A strong and positive coach-athlete relationship has also been deemed 

essential to successfully facilitating life skills development among young elite athletes (Jowett, 2005). Further 
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investigation is required to identify what strategies work best to facilitate the development of transferrable life 

skills and vocational training for Pacific youth engaged in elite sports. 

Furthermore, most young Pacific male athletes enter the elite environment during secondary school, and while 
talent development programmes offer athletic opportunities, they are often conducive to the development of 

foreclosed athletic identities (Beamon, 2012; Harrison et al., 2011; Kristiansen & Roberts, 2010; Kukahiko, 

2017; Marsters, 2017; Price, 2007). For this reason, it is important that schools, particularly those with elite 

development programmes, centre holistic development and work towards cultivating balanced athletic 

identities (Kukahiko, 2017). Furthermore, recent studies highlighted that young Pacific athletes can 

experience discrimination in the education system as a result of their athletic status (Kukahiko, 2017; Kwauk, 

2014; Marsters, 2017). Discrimination often played out in the form of teaching staff who did not place as much 
emphasis on athletes’ academic development in comparison to their athletic development (Marsters, 2017). 

Multiple international studies have found that student-athletes are at increased risk of experiencing such 

discrimination at school, which impedes educational achievement and reinforces the limiting stereotypes 

commonly placed upon ethnic-minority athletes (Comeaux, 2011; Engstrom & Sedlacek, 1991; Engstrom et 

al., 1995). Racialised perceptions of Pacific youth may further contribute to the perpetuation of these limiting 

stereotypes within the classroom (see ‘Racialised perceptions of Pacific athletes further ’). Uperesa (2014) 

and Morita (2013) argued that Pacific student-athletes are marginalised in academic spaces because of their 

demanding training schedules, which drastically reduce the amount of time and energy left for academic 
study. Schnell et al. (2014) asserts that young athletes who have a high degree of socialisation within elite 

sport environments are more willing to accept the physical and vocational risks linked to achieving success at 

the elite level, such as injuries and academic underachievement. This is especially true for young Pacific 

athletes who are more likely to face academic inequities in New Zealand and, thus, see alternative career 

pathways such as elite sports as a viable route to the ‘blessed life’ (Kwauk, 2014; Statistics New Zealand, 

2010; Uperesa, 2014). The literature makes it clear that academic institutions have significant influence over 

identity development for young athletes, holding the potential to either limit or broaden their future career 
prospects. 

Given the uncertainties of a career in elite sports, attaining education and/or vocational qualifications is central 

to protecting the employment trajectories and mental wellbeing of young athletes in the long run (see ‘3.3 The 

importance of athletic and cultural identities’). Balancing elite sports and educational commitments remains a 

major challenge for young Pacific male athletes, who often have multiple family and community obligations as 

well (Marsters, 2017). There are a multitude of factors that young Pacific elite athletes must overcome in order 

to attain educational qualifications; for example, intense training demands, regular travel for national and 

international competitions, and various other family, social, and cultural commitments (Kukahiko, 2017; 
Marsters, 2017; Uperesa, 2014). These commitments can also be challenging for athletes who do not have 

access to well-informed support networks or schools specialising in elite talent development (Godber, 2012). 

Some elite pathways, such as college basketball in the United States, require young athletes to have a 
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minimum educational qualification to be eligible to play; however, the majority of elite sports pathways in New 

Zealand, especially those involving large numbers of Pacific athletes, do not have these requirements 

(Godber, 2012). Alongside negative experiences with formal education, reduced opportunities for 
socioeconomic advancement, the hypervisibility of Pacific athletes, and often pressing familial obligations, this 

context is not conducive to the attainment of formal educational qualifications for many young Pacific male 

athletes (Marsters, 2017; Stewart-Withers et al., 2017; Uperesa, 2014). As a result, elite sport pathways are 

commonly perceived by many young Pacific male athletes and their families as the main avenue to economic 

wealth for the fulfilment of service to family, church, village, and nation; especially for those who do not see 

other avenues such as formal education as equally viable ways to fulfil these obligations (Kanemasu & 

Molnar, 2014; Kwauk, 2014; Stewart-Withers et al., 2017; Uperesa, 2014). Vocational training programmes, 
many of which are facilitated by professional organisations or sporting boards, are increasingly more common 

in sports such as rugby union and rugby league (Marsters, 2017; National Rugby League; Ng Shiu & Vagana, 

2016). Trades apprenticeships, such as building and plumbing, appear to be the most popular form of 

vocational training undertaken by young Pacific male athletes; however, further research is required to explore  

which education and vocational programmes young Pacific athletes prefer (Marsters, 2017). There is currently 

no empirical evidence outlining which forms of education and vocational support are most effective for elite 

athletes given their considerable athletic demands (Stansen & Chambers, 2019). 

3.6 INJURIES AND OTHER PHYSIOLOGICAL FACTORS 
The impact of injuries on mental wellbeing has been extensively covered in the literature. Injuries were a 

major stressor for young elite athletes are a central risk factor for mental wellbeing and suicide among young 

Pacific male athletes (Crampton, 2014; Hawkes, 2018; Horton, 2014; Marsters, 2017; Price, 2007; Putukian, 

2016; Rice et al., 2016; Smith & Milliner, 1994; Smith, 1996). Injuries are common in the sports most popular 

among young Pacific athletes, such as rugby union and rugby league, and injuries are linked with an 

increased risk of depression, stress, anger, and reduced self-esteem (Fuller, 2008; Smith, 1996). A recent 
study affirmed that young Pacific male rugby union and rugby league players commonly experience 

depressive moods as a result of injury (Marsters, 2017). Athletes’ experiences of anger, sadness, 

vulnerability, and worthlessness due to injuries has been consistent throughout the literature, with many of 

these experiences being closely aligned with the breakdown of one’s athletic identity (Wood et al., 2017). 

These mental health challenges are heightened for athletes competing at the elite level and/or facing long 

rehabilitation periods as a result of serious or ‘career-threatening’ injuries (Brown et al., 2017; Rice et al., 

2016; Smith, 1996; Wood et al., 2017). Athletes who perceive their rehabilitation progress in a negative light 

are also at increased risk of depression and reduced mental wellbeing (Smith, 1996). Several suicide deaths 
involving young Pacific elite athletes has been linked to serious injuries, highlighting the significant 

psychological challenges associated for young Pacific athletes and the need for elite sporting organisations 

and athletes’ support networks to be cognisant of injured athletes’ mental wellbeing during this ‘high-risk’ 
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period (Hawkes, 2018; Horton, 2014). Rodriguez and McDonald (2013) also noted that injured Pacific rugby 

union and rugby league players face additional challenges as a result of numerous sociocultural complexities 

that can amplify the negative effects of injuries on mental wellbeing (see ‘3.2.1.1 Sports as service and 
reciprocity to the family’). Other factors such as the cost of rehabilitation, potential income loss, reduced 

access to medical treatment, and the timing of injuries in relation to major events such as the start of a season 

or during contract negotiations, further complicate injuries and the overall rehabilitation process for young 

Pacific male athletes (Marsters, 2017; Rodriguez & McDonald, 2013). Concussions and head injuries also 

remain a key area of concern for Pacific athletes. 

While injury rehabilitation is a long and challenging process for young athletes, sports organisations and team 

staff play an influential role in the way young athletes manage this process. Smith and Milliner (1994) assert 
that consistent and open communication between team staff and injured athletes helped to reduce levels of 

anxiety and was a key protective factor against suicide for young athletes in elite sports. (Marsters, 2017) also 

found that young Pacific male athletes benefited from having consistent contact with coaching staff and the 

team environment during their injury rehabilitation periods and, in contrast, felt ‘disposable’ when they did not 

have any consistent contact with coaching staff during rehabilitation. Benson (2016) highlights that the effects 

of injuries are amplified for young athletes, especially those who occupy peripheral positions in their team or 

organisation, as perceptions of inclusivity are key determinants of mental wellbeing for young athletes who are 

often ‘newcomers’ to the elite environment. The majority of the research on injury rehabilitation focuses on the 
role of coaching and training staff; however, Robbins and Rosenfield (2001) argues that other organisational 

staff, such as wellbeing managers, can have similar levels of influence over the wellbeing of athletes during 

injury rehabilitation periods. Roberts et al. (2016) found that conflicting priorities among athletes, coaches, 

managers, team doctors, and sports psychologists can complicate the rehabilitation process for young 

athletes; most of whom are at a higher risk of returning from injury prematurely and exacerbating the injury (L. 

Podlog & R. Eklund, 2007; L. Podlog & R. C. Eklund, 2007). This trend is particularly concerning given the 

large number of young Pacific male athletes engaged in high contact sports such as rugby union and rugby 
league which carry higher levels of injury risk, as almost all of the 123 former professional rugby union players 

surveyed by the Auckland Rugby Union (2018) reported that they were pressured to return from injury 

prematurely at some stage in their career. 

Athletes who are forced to retire due to injury are at an increased risk of suicide and experiencing mental 

health issues following retirement (Brown et al., 2017; Drawer & Fuller, 2002; Horton, 2014; Wood et al., 

2017). This is concerning given that most young Pacific male athletes are pursuing careers in rugby union or 

rugby league, where the risk of injury is high in comparison to other sports such as basketball and soccer 

(Brown et al., 2017). Early or ‘forced’ retirement as a result of injury is common among elite athletes, 
particularly those playing high-contact sports. A recent survey by the New Zealand Rugby Players Association 

(2013) found that 48 percent of former rugby union players were forced to retire due to injuries, with these 

players at an increased risk of experiencing financial woes and depression (New Zealand Rugby Players 
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Association, 2013). For most elite athletes, sports provides a strong sense of identity and belonging, 

therefore, being forced to retire unexpectedly can have a profound effect upon one’s mental wellbeing 

(Hawkes, 2018; Horton, 2014; Rodriguez & McDonald, 2013; Wood et al., 2017) (see also ‘ one of the 
strongest predictors of mental wellbeing for young Pacific male athletes’). Rodriguez and McDonald 

(Rodriguez & McDonald, 2013) found that being removed from sports entirely elevated the risk of depression 

for injured Pacific rugby union players and found that alcohol misuse was a common coping mechanism 

following forced retirement which further elevated the risk of depression. In contrast, however, (Brown et al., 

2017) found that while mental distress was twice as high among 293 retired professional rugby union players 

from Ireland, France, and South Africa, rates of anxiety, depression, and alcohol misuse were not associated 

with forced retirement for this group. However, Brown et al. reported that the reasons for these findings were 
not entirely known, asserting that there is the possibility that players from this study under-reported their 

symptoms of anxiety and depression given their high levels of distress. 

The development of common mental disorders and suicide as a result of forced retirement or serious injury 

remain serious concerns in elite sports among both Pacific and non-Pacific athletes (Hawkes, 2018; Hughes & 

Leavey, 2012; Marsters, 2017). The transition away from sports in itself presents many challenges for mental 

wellbeing, and these challenges are often magnified for athletes who have been forced to retire due to 

injuries. The literature clearly states that young athletes who have less control over the factors leading to their 

retirement, such as injury, experience the greatest mental distress and require the greatest support when 
transitioning away from elite sports (Brown et al., 2017; Gulliver et al., 2015; Hawkes, 2018; Rice et al., 2016; 

Webb et al., 1998; Wood et al., 2017). Webb et al. (1998) maintains that the sense of control linked to planned 

retirement allows athletes to be well-prepared for their futures both financially and mentally, whereas athletes 

who are forced to retire as a result of injury are less likely to have plans in place and may not be mentally 

prepared to relinquish their athletic identity and transition to a new life away from sports. Webb et al. (1998) 

suggests that it is crucial that athletes forced into retirement are supported to respond to this transition by 

reasserting personal autonomy and becoming proactive in their post-retirement lives; however, further 
research into transition strategies for young Pacific male athletes is required. 

3.6.1 Head injury and concussion 
Recent studies assert that concussion and other brain trauma sustained in sports may significantly elevate the 
risk of mental health disorders, particularly for those athletes playing high contact sports such as rugby union 

and rugby league (Gulliver et al., 2015; Guskiewicz et al., 2007; Hume et al., 2017; Kerr et al., 2012; Manley 

et al., 2017; Mez et al., 2017; Moser et al., 2005; Putukian et al., 2009; Rice et al., 2018; Sicard et al., 2018; 

Souter et al., 2018). In a neurological study undertaken by Mez et al. (2017), 110/111 brains of deceased 

National Football League (NFL) players, were diagnosed with the neurodegenerative disease known as 

Chronic Traumatic Encephalopathy, commonly referred to as CTE. There were 84 players diagnosed with 

severe CTE, of which, 89% had demonstrated behavioural and/or mood symptoms and 85% had shown signs 



Chapter 3: Literature review 

 

 

    
 

 

67 

of dementia (Mez et al., 2017). Recent events and anecdotal evidence suggest that concussions and CTE 

may be linked to diseases such as dementia, numerous mental health disorders, and suicide (Mez et al., 

2017). For example, NRL players who reported experiencing more than three concussions over their career, 
had 2.02 greater odds of depression than those who had experienced less than two concussions (Du Preez et 

al., 2017). Furthermore, Hume et al. (2017) found that past participation in rugby union was associated with 

moderate neurocognitive insufficiencies for a group of New Zealand rugby union players, indicating that 

similar risks of CTE may be present in sports such as rugby union and rugby league. Rice et al. (2018) also 

conducted a systematic review of 27 studies examining the association between concussion and mental 

health outcomes in elite sports and found that all studies showed a positive correlation between sports-related 

concussion and depression symptoms. Guskiewicz et al. (2007) similarly found that the risk of developing a 
mental health disorder increased in relation to the number of concussions an athlete had experienced, as 

retired athletes who had three or more concussions during their career were three times more likely to be 

diagnosed with depression than athletes who had not suffered concussion. While concussion policy is in place 

for many high-contact sports, the risk of head injuries remains high (Brown et al., 2017; Hume et al., 

2017).This is alarming given that the majority of Pacific male rugby union and rugby league players will 

sustain three or more concussions during their playing careers, as indicated by a recent study by Hume et al. 

(2017) who found that 87 percent of elite rugby union players in New Zealand had suffered three or more 

concussions during their careers.  

There are also concerns around neurological development and the increasingly young age in which athletes 

are suffering concussion. Putukian et al. (2009) highlights that younger athletes participating at the secondary 

school level have higher rates of concussion and require more time to recover given their age, yet most 

concussions at this level are managed with less expertise and resources in comparison to the senior elite 

level. Moser et al. (2005) also identified that there were significant neuropsychological differences in young 

athletes who suffered from two or more concussions in comparison to young athletes who had not suffered a 

concussion. Studies away from sports have similarly identified that head injuries at a young age can be 
detrimental to youth development and youth mental wellbeing. Orlovska et al. (2014) discovered that head 

injuries before the age of 15 years increased the risk of depression by 59 percent and the risk of chronic brain 

damage by more than 400 percent among 113,906 Danish youth; the largest study exploring the connection 

between head injuries and mental health issues to date. There also remain barriers to educating the public 

about concussion and the risks associated, with the majority of interventions in high-impact sports, such as 

rugby union, failing to produce long-term changes in athletes’ attitudes and behaviours (Mrazik et al., 2015). 

Furthermore, Barnes et al. (2017) found that 37 percent of rugby union players in the United Kingdom 

believed that headgear was sufficient protection against concussion, with these beliefs found to be even 
stronger among secondary school players. 

3.6.2 Burnout and overtraining syndrome 
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Burnout is becoming increasingly common among young athletes and can have a significant impact on their 

mental wellbeing (Clews, 2015; Crampton, 2014; Hodge et al., 2008; Horton, 2014; Hughes & Leavey, 2012; 

Rice et al., 2016; Souter et al., 2018). Burnout is defined as a psychosocial condition in which athletes are 
unable to manage the persistent stress caused by sports participation and overtraining, and it is characterised 

by depression-like symptoms such as psychological and physical exhaustion, unusual sleep patterns, feeling 

‘trapped’ or helpless, depressive moods, feelings of apathy, and a reduced sense of accomplishment 

(Goodger et al., 2007; Hodge et al., 2008; Souter et al., 2018). Peluso and Andrade (2005) state that around 

10 percent of elite athletes will experience burnout at some stage in their careers. Several studies stated that 

burnout is strongly linked to depression among elite athletes, and that burnout is becoming more common 

among younger athletes as a result of the increasing number of elite development pathways and high-
intensity training schedules being used (Hughes & Leavey, 2012; Jowett et al., 2016; Rice et al., 2016; Souter 

et al., 2018).  

Overtraining syndrome (OTS) is the main contributor to burnout among young athletes (Rice et al., 2016; 

Souter et al., 2018). OTS occurs when an athlete exceeds their body’s ability to recover from excessive 

physical activity and their mind’s ability to cope with sports-related stressors such as physical training, sleep 

deprivation, frequent travel and environmental changes, external performance pressures, relocation, and 

other major life events (Duclos et al., 2013; Souter et al., 2018). The most common cause of OTS in young 

athletes is insufficient recovery periods between strenuous exercise (Souter et al., 2018). Athletes who have 
addictive personality traits are at increased risk of OTS, with Doherty et al. (2016) arguing that overtraining is 

used as a coping mechanism by elite athletes experiencing emotional distress. OTS can at times be 

misdiagnosed as depression as it carries similar symptoms as depression such as fatigue, insomnia, extreme 

appetite changes, weight loss, reduced motivation, and difficulties concentrating (Peluso & Andrade, 2005). 

Other risk factors for burnout include anxiety around competence and autonomy, poor performances, and 

unrealistic pressures from family, team staff, and/or media (Crampton, 2014; Goodger et al., 2007; Hodge et 

al., 2008). 

3.7 ALCOHOL, SOCIAL DRUG USE, AND EATING DISORDERS 
Alcohol misuse and hazardous drinking can be a key contributor to mental health issues among the general 

public and appears to be a prevalent issue among male elite athletes in New Zealand and Australia (Du Preez 

et al., 2017; Hughes & Leavey, 2012; Hunter et al., 2005; Ioane et al., 2013; New Zealand Rugby Players 

Association, 2013; Rice et al., 2016; Room et al., 2005; Tamasese et al., 2005; Tukuitonga, 2013). Alcohol 

misuse and excessive consumption is a well-known public health concern and is linked to a variety of harmful 

social and mental health outcomes, with recent studies and high-profile news coverage illustrating that alcohol 
misuse is a concern among elite athletes and society more generally (Du Preez et al., 2017; Hunter et al., 

2005; Marsters, 2017; Room et al., 2005). A recent study undertaken by Du Preez et al. (2017) surveyed 405 

professional rugby league players in the NRL. The 133 Pacific players who took part in this survey reported 
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the lowest rates of hazardous drinking, with only 55.2 percent of Pacific players reporting hazardous levels of 

alcohol use in comparison to 73.6 percent of European players (Du Preez et al., 2017). However, these rates 

were significantly higher than New Zealand’s general Pacific population, whose hazardous drinking rates sat 
at 39 percent (Ministry of Health, 2017). These findings are alarming as alcohol misuse has been linked to 

increased suicide attempts and is the leading cause of admission to mental health services for young Pacific 

males in New Zealand (Fa’alili-Fidow, Moselen, Denny, Dixon, Te’evale, et al., 2016; Health Partners 

Consulting Group, 2012; Ministry of Health, 2008; Puna, 2013; Tukuitonga, 2013). 

Studies investigating alcohol misuse among athletes based in New Zealand are scarce. However, one study 

by Quarrie et al. (1996) surveyed 257 New Zealand-based male rugby union players in 1996 and found that 

61 percent of participants exhibited drinking patterns conducive to alcohol misuse disorders, with players 
typically drinking 10 or more drinks per session at least once a week. Hunter et al. (2005) also found that elite 

athletes in New Zealand had higher rates of hazardous drinking in comparison to non-elite athletes, indicating 

that there are unique factors that increase the risk of alcohol misuse among elite athletes in New Zealand. 

Excessive alcohol consumption has also been linked to an increase in violent and other antisocial behaviours 

among elite athletes (O’Brien et al., 2012; Rice et al., 2016; Sønderlund et al., 2014). Marsters (2017) found 

that young Pacific rugby union and rugby league players viewed binge drinking and alcohol misuse in a 

negative light and were aware of the negative consequences associated with hazardous drinking behaviours. 

Research into the factors driving the increased rates of alcohol misuse among elite athletes is still in its 
infancy, but several qualitative studies have found that athletes tend to misuse alcohol as a coping 

mechanism and as a way to gain temporary relief from sports-related stressors including poor performance, 

external performance pressures, deselection, injuries, physical pain, emotional stress, anxiety, and 

depression (Doherty et al., 2016; Price, 2007; Reardon & Creado, 2014; Teaiwa, 2016). Tiatia-Seath (2015) 

affirms that young athletes must be informed of the risks associated with alcohol misuse, particularly during 

times of distress, and argues that more needs to be done to promote alternative coping strategies and help-

seeking pathways for young Pacific men. For some sports, such as rugby union, rugby league, and soccer, 
excessive alcohol consumption has been linked to team bonding, ‘mateship’, and celebration (Duff et al., 

2005; Quarrie et al., 1996; Sønderlund et al., 2014). However, there are now increasing expectations being 

placed on elite athletes to embody a more ‘socially responsible’ attitude towards alcohol use in order to 

protect the commercial attraction and marketability of elite sports (Du Preez et al., 2017; Price, 2007; Price et 

al., 2010). 

There are also growing concerns around social drug use in elite sports, with several Pacific athletes involved 

in recent news media coverage on the misuse of prescription drugs (Long, 2016; Stuff, 2016; Sygall, 2015; 

Walsh, 2016; Walshaw, 2014). While research is limited in this space, early research suggests that the 
misuse of prescription drugs, such as painkillers and sleeping pills, is a widespread issue within a number of 
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sports, as a result of athletes looking to find a ways to cope with pain while working around the strict alcohol 

and drug policies enforced in the elite sporting environment (Brown, 2014; Didymus & Backhouse, 2020).  

Recent research suggests that eating disorders related to negative body image are also a growing issue 
among young male rugby union players in New Zealand. There is a paucity of literature on body image and 

eating disorders among male athletes in New Zealand; however, existing research suggests that some male 

rugby union players may be at risk of eating disorders stemming from negative body image (Gibson et al., 

2017). Gibson et al. (2017) explored the risk of eating disorders in relation to body image among 26 

professional male rugby union players in New Zealand. Gibson et al. (2017) found that players held a diverse 

range of views towards body image, with most players holding positive views towards their own body image 

and only one player exhibiting behaviour indicative of bulimia. Gibson et al. (2017) emphasised that the pre-
season training period is a particularly challenging time for players as they must lose or gain weight 

dependent on their positional requirements, off-season diet, and training schedules; thus, players require 

additional nutritional support during this period. Joy et al. (2016) stated that eating disorders and body image 

among athletes varies significantly depending on the type of sport and the emphasis placed upon one’s body 

shape; for example, the prevalence of eating disorders increases considerably in sports such as gymnastics 

which views lean body mass as central to success. The majority of studies involving popular Pacific sports, 

such as rugby union, rugby league, and basketball, suggest that the risk of athletes developing eating 

disorders is low (Biggin et al., 2017; Gulliver et al., 2015; Joy et al., 2016; Reardon & Factor, 2010).  

3.8 PSYCHOSOCIAL FACTORS 
Athletes with a history of mental health issues require greater support to achieve and maintain mental 

wellbeing in elite sports settings (Biggin et al., 2017; Du Preez et al., 2017; Gulliver et al., 2015; Souter et al., 

2018). Bauman (2016) and Arnold and Flecther (2012) state that elite athletes can face more than 640 

stressors throughout their sports career, which can both induce and amplify mental health issues for athletes 

with a history of mental illness. Du Preez et al. (2017) surveyed 404 professional rugby league players, 
including 133 of Pacific ethnicity, and found that players with a history mental health issues, were 22 times 

more likely to suffer from depression during the season than athletes who had no history of mental disorders. 

These findings highlight the need for athletes’ support networks to be aware of the significant challenges 

facing elite athletes and how athletes with an history of mental illness will require additional support to cope 

with the stressors of a career in elite sports. 

As awareness around mental health in elite sports grows, organisations and talent development programmes 

are placing a greater emphasis on mental health and the psychosocial development of young athletes. 

Prioritising psychosocial development within talent development programmes and addressing the 
psychosocial needs of young Pacific male athletes has been linked to positive mental health outcomes 

(Hawkes, 2018; Keung, 2018; Marsters, 2017). Psychosocial development refers to the lifelong process of 

psychological development in response to one’s social environment, and the term is often used 
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interchangeably in sports literature with psychological development, mental skills training, and life skills 

training (Keung, 2018). Keung (2018) carried out her PhD research exploring psychosocial development for 

young Māori and Pacific rugby league players in New Zealand and found that the psychosocial aspects of 
elite sports can be just as challenging as the physical aspects for young athletes in elite talent development 

programmes. Several studies have also identified the unique psychosocial needs of young Pacific athletes 

face in elite sports and the importance of using culturally-relevant strategies to foster and reinforce 

psychosocial development among this group (Hawkes, 2018; Keung, 2018; Marsters, 2017). As with non-

Pacific youth athletes, determinants of positive psychosocial development for young Pacific male athletes 

centre around attitudes towards ‘failure’ and ‘success’, commitment, confidence, resilience, sacrifice, and 

preparation (Keung, 2018). Keung (2018) explained that positive relationships, trust, and spirituality are 
determinants of positive psychosocial development that are unique to young Pacific male athletes and stated 

that elite development pathways should use approaches that build upon these determinants in order to better 

develop the psychosocial capacities of young Pacific male athletes. 

3.8.1 Motivational climate 
Motivation can be both a protective factor and risk factor for mental wellbeing among elite athletes (Horton, 

2014; Lakisa et al., 2014; Murcia et al., 2007; Panapa & Phillips, 2014; Schaaf, 2006; Sheehan et al., 2018). 

While there is a plethora of research on motivation among elite athletes, only a few studies looked at the link 

between motivation and mental wellbeing (Sheehan et al., 2018). Sheehan et al. (2018) surveyed 215 elite 

team-sport athletes, 75 of whom were male, and found that motivational climate and motivation type were key 

determinants of mental health outcomes for these athletes. Deci and Ryan’s (2008) self-determination theory 
of motivation provides a foundation from which to explain Sheehan’s (2018) findings. Deci and Ryan (2008) 

state that an individual’s motivation can be categorised into two main categories: intrinsic forms of motivation 

and extrinsic forms of motivation. Intrinsic forms of motivation include autonomous motivation. Intrinsic 

motivation is the most self-determined form of motivation and is driven by internal rewards, where an 

individual is motivated to behave in certain ways because it is personally rewarding and/or aligns with their 

core values and sense of morality (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Extrinsic forms of motivation can 

be broken down in to four main types which include external regulation, introjected regulation, identified 

regulation, and integrated regulation, which can either be self-determined or non-self-determined (Ryan & 
Deci, 2000). The major difference being that self-determined motivation types are fully endorsed by the 

individual, whereas non-self-determined forms of motivation are imposed or coercive in nature (Ryan & Deci, 

2000). External regulation is a non-self-determined extrinsic form of motivation that is derived from external 

sources, such as a monetary reward or avoiding punishment (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Ryan & Deci, 2000). 

Introjected regulation is another non-self-determined extrinsic form of motivation in which a person is 

motivated to behave in a certain way in response to external expectations that have been internalised but not 

actively endorsed by the individual; for example, being motivated to behave a way that does not align with 
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your own personal values or beliefs in order to protect your public image and reputation (Deci & Ryan, 2008; 

Mageau & Vallerand, 2003; Ryan & Deci, 2000). The two self-determined forms of extrinsic motivation are 

identified regulation and integrated regulation. Identified regulation is a type of self-determined extrinsic 
motivation where an individual behaves a certain way out of choice and has fully endorsed the intrinsic value 

associated with their chosen behaviours. Integrated regulation refers to a self-determined extrinsic motivation 

type in which an individual is highly self-motivated to behave in a certain way as that behaviour aligns with 

their core values and sense of morality (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Sheehan et al. (2018) found 

that non-self-determined forms of extrinsic motivation reduced autonomy and was linked to increased 

depression and anxiety among athletes. Intrinsic and self-determined extrinsic motivation types were 

associated with reduced anxiety (Sheehan et al., 2018). Similarly, the majority of the literature highlighted the 
positive effects of intrinsic and self-determined extrinsic motivation types on elite athletes’ mental wellbeing, 

as well as the negative effects of non-self-determined extrinsic motivation when it comes to mental wellbeing 

(Mageau & Vallerand, 2003; Schaaf, 2006; Sheehan et al., 2018).  

There are a variety of factors that influence an athletes’ motivation type; for example, an athlete’s personal 

goals, their family’s goals, their sociocultural and economic background, the sport they play, and their coaches 

preferred coaching style, among others (Mageau & Vallerand, 2003). Mageau and Vallerand (2003) assert 

that different coaching styles can either promote or stifle a young athletes’ autonomy and self-determination. 

Mageau and Vallerand argued that coaching styles that promote intrinsic and self-determined extrinsic 
motivation types are most beneficial to performance and wellbeing. Intrinsic motivation types also tend to act 

as a protective factor against overtraining syndrome and burnout among young athletes (Goodger et al., 2007; 

Hodge et al., 2008; Jowett et al., 2016; Lemyre et al., 2007; Schaaf, 2006) (see also ‘3.6.2 Burnout ’). From a 

Pacific perspective, Schaaf’s (2003) study which involved Pacific professional rugby union players, identified 

that utilising intrinsic motivation strategies reduced the risk of burnout for participants. Athletes in Schaaf’s 

(2003) study also affirmed the importance of self-determined motivation types when it came to athletic 

development, personal development away from sports, and being resilient during challenging periods. It was 
also clear in the literature that self-determined and intrinsic motivation types were most common among 

young Pacific athletes, who were mostly self-motivated to succeed in elite sports in order to make their 

families proud, carry out God’s plan, and fulfil their kinship obligations (Hawkes, 2018; Horton, 2012; Lakisa et 

al., 2014; Marsters, 2017; Panapa & Phillips, 2014; Schaaf, 2006) (see also ‘3.2.1.1 Sports as service and 

reciprocity to the family’).  

3.8.2 ‘Mental toughness’ 
Mental toughness is often regarded as central to succeeding and performing at the elite level; however, little 

research has been undertaken on the link between mental toughness and mental health outcomes for elite 

athletes. From the limited research that has been conducted, mental toughness appears to have positive 

connotations for mental wellbeing; however, mental toughness is rarely a protective factor in itself as social 
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and organisational factors play a greater role in facilitating environment conducive to mental wellbeing, 

reducing mental health stigma, and promoting help seeking among athletes (Bauman, 2016; Connaughton et 

al., 2008; Gerber et al., 2012; Gucciardi et al., 2017; Jones, 2002; Mahoney et al., 2014). (Connaughton et al., 
2008) states that mental toughness is not merely a biological trait, but rather developed as a result of a variety 

of factors, such as one’s social support networks, life experiences, and moral values, which contribute to the 

long-term development of mental toughness among individuals. Mahoney et al. (2014) surveyed 121 elite 

youth cross-country runners and found that high levels of mental toughness were associated with positive 

affect, performance, and lower levels of negative affect. Gucciardi et al. (2017) similarly argued that mental 

toughness has the potential to promote mental wellbeing and resilience among youth. Mental toughness was 

also linked to an increased use of adaptive and problem-based coping strategies and reduced use of 
maladaptive coping strategies in a study by Nicholls et al. (2008) that involved 677 athletes. However, 

definitions of mental toughness varied within the literature and some studies actually found that the 

endorsement of mental toughness, particularly messages that preached extreme self-reliance and the 

suppression of emotional distress, was linked to higher levels of depression (Jakupcak et al., 2014). A study 

involving 20 young Pacific male rugby union and rugby league players found that the majority of athletes 

perceived mental toughness as central to achieving success and mental wellbeing as an elite athlete 

(Marsters, 2017). This study also identified that optimism, fulfilling kinship obligations, and one’s spiritual faith 

were key contributors to the development of mental toughness among young Pacific male athletes (Marsters, 
2017). 

3.9 DEPRESSION AMONG PACIFIC MALE ATHLETES  
Depression is the leading cause of disability in the world and contributes significantly to the overall global 

burden of disease (World Health Organisation, 2017). There are various forms of depression, such as major 

clinical depression, bipolar disorder, and psychotic depression, and each form has its own unique 

characteristics. However, every form of depression is characterised by persistent low mood, feelings of 
hopelessness, reduced energy, irritability, changes in eating and sleeping patterns, and a loss of interest in 

activities they once loved, amongst other symptoms; all of which significantly hinder an individual’s quality of 

life (Doherty et al., 2016; Frank et al., 2015; World Health Organisation, 2014, 2017). Causes of depression 

are complex and usually stem from a mix of biological, psychological, and social factors (World Health 

Organisation, 2017). Depression is closely linked to suicide, which is the second leading cause of death 

among 15-24 year olds in New Zealand and the world more generally (Tiatia-Seath et al., 2017; World Health 

Organisation, 2017). While there are a variety of effective treatments for depression, evidence shows that 

most Pacific youth experiencing depression are unable to access mental health services and when care is 
accessed, it is often of a lower quality in comparison to non-Pacific youth (Ataera-Minster & Trowland, 2018; 

Teevale et al., 2016; Tucker-Masters & TiatiaSeath, 2017) (see also ‘2.7 Mental health services and Pacific 

peoples’). Pacific views and perceptions of depression varied in the literature. Depression is a Western 
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medical term and there is no transliteral word for depression in Pacific languages, so most Pacific peoples 

were found to use terms such as ‘sick’, ‘crazy’, or ‘sad’ to define depression (Loan et al., 2016; Samu & 

Suaali’i-Sauni, 2009). While some of the Pacific terms used to define depression and other mental health 
issues are problematic and contribute to the stigma surrounding mental illness in Pacific communities, it is 

necessary to centre Pacific views of depression when working with and researching alongside Pacific 

communities.  

A study by Du Preez et al. (2017) study was the only study found that had captured the rates of depression for 

Pacific athletes. While sample size and response bias are to be considered, Du Preez et al. (2017) found that 

18.1 percent of Pacific professional rugby league players had depression in comparison to only 6.2 percent of 

European professional rugby league players; depression was measured as players scoring 10 or more on the 
Patient Health Questionnaire-9. Several studies involving Pacific athletes had also screened for depression, 

but did not break down their findings by ethnicity (Brown et al., 2017; New Zealand Rugby Players 

Association, 2013). These findings echo literature on New Zealand’s general Pacific youth population, who 

are twice as likely to experience depression in comparison to non-Pacific and non-Māori youth (Tucker-

Masters & TiatiaSeath, 2017). However, rates of depression among Pacific rugby league players in the study 

by Du Preez et al. (2017) was significantly higher than the prevalence rates among the general Pacific male 

youth population in New Zealand (9 percent) (Fa’alili-Fidow, Moselen, Denny, Dixon, Te’evale, et al., 2016); 

suggesting that young Pacific male athletes are at an increased risk of depression and face unique stressors 
in comparison to their non-athlete peers. The main risk factors for depression among young Pacific male 

athletes, such as injury, deselection, social pressures, and relocation, have been covered in the previous 

sections of this literature review. However, as an example, athletes who have suffered more than one severe 

injury during their career were up to seven times more likely to experience depression than athletes who had 

not suffered a severe injury during their career (Frank et al., 2015). Given the unique sociocultural context 

surrounding young Pacific male athletes and the significant methodological variance between studies, it is not 

possible to compare the rates of depression for Pacific and non-Pacific athletes in sports other than rugby 
league. However, studies involving non-Pacific elite athletes have identified depression rates as high as 68 

percent and as low as 1 percent (Biggin et al., 2017; Doherty et al., 2016; Du Preez et al., 2017; Frank et al., 

2015; Gulliver et al., 2015). Further research is required to develop a greater understanding of the aetiology 

and prevalence of depression among athletes in different sports and ethnic groups. 

3.10 HELP-SEEKING AMONG YOUNG PACIFIC MALE ATHLETES 
While there is a plethora of research around mental health help-seeking, there is currently no universal 

definition (Rickwood & Thomas, 2012). From a mental health perspective, however, help-seeking generally 
refers to the process in which an individual actively seeks support from another person and/or mental health 

service to cope with mental distress and/or get treatment for a mental health disorder (Gulliver et al., 2012; 

Rickwood & Thomas, 2012; Rickwood et al., 2007). Help-seeking was also referred to in the literature using 
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the following terms: support seeking, seeking instrumental support, seeking social support, and seeking 

support. The process of help-seeking can vary depending on the problem, the preferred source of help, the 

method used to seek help, and the type of help sought, but the main feature involves one person 
communicating with another person(s) to access support, advice, information, and treatment in response to 

acute and/or ongoing mental distress (Rickwood et al., 2007; Zimmer-Gembeck & Skinner, 2011). Help-

seeking is often dependent on the individual’s attitudes towards help-seeking, the sources of support available 

to the individual, and the individual’s ability to actually seek help; all of which are heavily influenced by the 

sociocultural and economic factors surrounding the individual (Barnard, 2016; Nagai, 2015; Rickwood et al., 

2007). Social relationships and interpersonal skills are key facilitators of help-seeking, and help can be sought 

from a variety of both formal and informal sources (Rickwood et al., 2007). Formal help-seeking refers to help 
sought from an accredited professional, such as a psychologist, general practitioner, and/or youth worker 

among others, and informal help-seeking refers to help sought from one’s informal social relationships, such 

as family and friends (Rickwood et al., 2007). Increasingly, technology and innovation, such as internet-based 

support services, are providing additional avenues for people to seek help without making face-to-face contact 

with another person (Gulliver et al., 2012; Rickwood et al., 2007).  

The literature affirmed that help-seeking behaviours are rarely isolated decisions, but rather the result of a 

long-term process moulded by a variety of complex interactions over time (Edwards, 2016). Individual, 

biological, and sociocultural factors all influence the process of help-seeking, with some factors helping to 
facilitate help-seeking and others acting as barriers (Edwards, 2016; Rogler & Cortes, 1993). There was no 

standardised explanation of the help-seeking process in the literature, but the following three phases were 

developed to better communicate the literature findings; first, there is the initial recognition of the problem, 

second, there is the conscious decision to seek help, and, lastly, there is the action of actively seeking help 

(Cauce et al., 2002; Edwards, 2016; Srebnik et al., 1996).  

The first phase of help-seeking is the initial recognition that an issue exists (Edwards, 2016; Nagai, 2015). 

Recognition of a mental health problem can be difficult depending on the type of disorder, its severity, and 
overall effect on one’s quality of life (Edwards, 2016). For most people, including youth, it is often someone 

from their social network that is the first to identify their mental health disorder, with parents playing a key role 

in the problem recognition phase for young adolescents (Cauce et al., 2002; Edwards, 2016; Srebnik et al., 

1996). In addition, an individual’s self-realisation that their behaviour has changed or is different in comparison 

to others in their social network is also a common form of problem recognition (Wills, 1987). 

After identifying that a problem exists, the second phase of help-seeking is the personal decision to seek help 

or not (Cauce et al., 2002; Srebnik et al., 1996). During this phase, an individual often analyses the efficacy of 

their internal coping resources to deal with the problem as well as weighing up the positive and negatives of 
seeking help from external sources (Cauce et al., 2002; Nadler, 1997; Srebnik et al., 1996). Cauce et al. 

(2002) argued that psychological and sociocultural factors are especially influential during this phase and play 
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a role in an individual’s decision to seek help; which may be concerning for young Pacific male athletes, given 

the substantial sociocultural stigma surrounding mental illness and help-seeking (see ‘3.2.4 Wider societal 

influences: stigma, hypermasculinity, hypervisibility, and racialisation’). Literature focussed on help-seeking 
among young men found, that these factors may be of less significance for young men seeking help from 

informal sources, such as family, friends, and significant others; mainly because of the added privacy and 

trust attached to these relationships (Gross & McMullen, 1983; Gulliver et al., 2012; Marsters, 2017; Seidler et 

al., 2018; Vaswani, 2011; Wood et al., 2017). However, sociocultural factors remain an important determinant 

for help-seeking among young men; particularly parental views towards mental illness and help-seeking 

(Barnard, 2016; Cusack et al., 2004; Edwards, 2016; Watson, 2005; Wood et al., 2017). 

The last phase of the help-seeking process is the action taken by an individual to approach their chosen 
source of support and ask for help (Barnard, 2016; Cauce et al., 2002; Edwards, 2016; Gross & McMullen, 

1983; Wood et al., 2017). Again, sociocultural determinants can act as either facilitators or barriers to an 

individual’s decision to actively seek help from someone and the manner and source in which they decide to 

approach (Ataera-Minster & Trowland, 2018; Cauce et al., 2002; Edwards, 2016; Gulliver et al., 2012; Srebnik 

et al., 1996). For example, both male athletes and Pacific male athletes have stated that they feel discouraged 

to seek external help for mental health problems due to the social pressures to avoid being perceived as 

‘weak’ or a ‘burden’ to potential employers (see ’3.2.4 Wider societal influences: stigma, hypermasculinity, 

hypervisibility, and racialisation’). The literature is clear that an individual’s cultural and social surroundings 
are the key drivers behind whether an individual chooses to seek help or not (Barnard, 2016; Cusack et al., 

2004; Edwards, 2016; Gulliver et al., 2012; Marsters, 2017; Rickwood & Thomas, 2012; Rickwood et al., 

2007; Srebnik et al., 1996; Watson, 2005; Wood et al., 2017). 

3.10.1 Help-seeking among young Pacific male athletes 
As has been strongly conveyed throughout this literature review, young elite male athletes encounter an array 

of unique and often compounding stressors that can hinder their mental wellbeing; yet, despite these 

stressors, the literature emphasised that Pacific male athletes and male athletes in general were more likely to 

hold negative attitudes towards mental health services and tended not to seek help when they experienced 

mental distress (Barnard, 2016; Carmen et al., 1968; Gulliver et al., 2012; Marsters, 2017; Pierce et al., 2010; 

Pierce, 1969; Watson, 2005; Wood et al., 2017). Young Pacific men in particular were found to be especially 
reluctant to seek help for mental distress, given the significant, and often cumulative, cultural and social 

stigma towards mental illness and help-seeking (Ataera-Minster & Trowland, 2018; Gulliver et al., 2012; 

Marsters, 2017; Ministry of Health, 2008; Rice et al., 2016; Sebbens et al., 2016; Teevale et al., 2016; 

Watson, 2005). For example, young Pacific male athletes have reported that they try to hide physical pain or 

mental distress in order to minimise the display of ‘weakness’ and many non-athlete Pacific youth have stated 

that they avoid seeking help for mental health issues as they do not want to be seen as an ‘embarrassment’ or 

‘burden’ (Ataera-Minster & Trowland, 2018; Bush et al., 2009; Doherty et al., 2016; Foliaki et al., 2006; Fuka-
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Lino, 2015; Marsters, 2017; Samu & Suaali’i-Sauni, 2009; Sinden, 2010; Steinfeldt & Steinfeldt, 2012; Tiatia-

Seath, 2014, 2015). Pacific youth were also more likely to provide false information to health professionals in 

an attempt to downplay their distress and tended to answer clinicians’ questions in ways that they deemed 
socially acceptable rather than expressing how they really felt (Tukuitonga, 2013). Further exploration around 

the facilitators of help-seeking for young Pacific male athletes and Pacific youth in general is urgently needed 

given the existing evidence that indicates a high level of unmet need and general reluctance to seek help 

among these population groups. 

The literature exploring people’s help-seeking behaviours is growing, showing that the number of people 

seeking help for mental health disorders is generally increasing around the world (Picco et al., 2016). Despite 

this trend, there are still particular population groups who choose not to seek help for mental health problems 
at a disproportionately high rate (Ataera-Minster & Trowland, 2018; Gulliver et al., 2012; Jorm, 2015; Picco et 

al., 2016; Tiatia-Seath, 2014). While there was no research on the patterns of help-seeking among young 

Pacific male athletes, research had been carried out on the help-seeking patterns of similar population groups 

such as non-Pacific elite male athletes, young peoples more generally, and Pacific peoples in New Zealand. 

Each of these population groups underutilised mental health services and appeared to have significant levels 

of unmet mental health needs; suggesting that similar trends may be prevalent among young Pacific male 

athletes (Ataera-Minster & Trowland, 2018; Cauce et al., 2002; Edwards, 2016; Putukian, 2016; Rice et al., 

2016; Rickwood et al., 2007; Wood et al., 2017). The literature did note, however, that levels of help-seeking 
behaviours had increased for Pacific peoples since the introduction of Pacific-specific mental health and help 

services; highlighting the importance and effectiveness of culturally-relevant services (Ataera-Minster & 

Trowland, 2018; Ministry of Health, 2008) (see also ‘2.7.3 Culturally responsive mental health services’). 

In regards to help-seeking patterns for Pacific peoples, (Ataera-Minster & Trowland, 2018) identified that 

Pacific peoples generally look to their family and friends as the first point of contact for help when 

experiencing depression. The 2016 New Zealand Mental Health Monitor found that, when experiencing 

depression, 52 percent of Pacific would seek help from their family or friends, 21 percent would seek help 
from a doctor, and 7 percent would seek help from the Church or another spiritual source (Ataera-Minster & 

Trowland, 2018) (see Figure 6). 
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Figure 6 First source of help for Pacific people experiencing depression (Ataera-Minster & Trowland, 
2018) 

Help-seeking patterns for the general youth population were also indicative of young peoples reduced access 

to mental health services and/or reluctance to seek help for mental health issues, with studies showing that 

only 18 to 34 percent of youth experiencing high levels of depression sought help (Gulliver et al., 2010; 

Jaycox et al., 2006; Rickwood et al., 2007). Suicide ideation was also linked to more negative views towards 

help-seeking among male youth, which is concerning given the high rates of suicide attempts and ideation 

among Pacific youth in New Zealand (Fa’alili-Fidow, Moselen, Denny, Dixon, Te’evale, et al., 2016; Rickwood 

et al., 2007; Teevale et al., 2016). Youth were most inclined to seek help when they understood their mental 

health disorder, were aware of the help available, felt comfortable expressing their true feelings, and had 
established relationships and trusted potential sources of help (Rickwood et al., 2007). 

There was no recent quantitative studies outlining the help-seeking patterns of elite athletes, however 

qualitative studies emphasised that male athletes’ negative views towards help-seeking, together with their 

young age and gender, deters help-seeking (Biggin et al., 2017; Gulliver et al., 2012; Rice et al., 2016). While 

most male athletes held more negative views towards formal help-seeking, non-Pacific athletes who had 

previously accessed professional help reported largely positive experiences and held positive views towards 

help-seeking and professional mental health support (Wood et al., 2017; Woolway & Harwood, 2015). 
Sebbens et al. (2016) found that team staff and the social support networks around young athletes can also 

be effective in facilitating help-seeking and early intervention when they are educated on common mental 

disorders and confident in their ability to recognise and act on mental health problems. Female support 

persons such as mothers and female partners were also commonly identified as the primary source of support 

for male athletes (Marsters, 2017; Wood et al., 2017). However, Maisel and Gable (2009) highlighted the 

importance of professional mental health support for young people, arguing that while informal help-seeking is 

generally a protective factor for mental wellbeing there are added risks associated with receiving generic, 

bias, or unwarranted support from informal sources such as family and friends. 
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In summary, stigma around mental illness, low mental health literacy, and negative attitudinal views towards 

help-seeking, believing the problem will sort itself out, and negative perceptions towards the benefit of mental 

health services and professionals were consistent barriers to help-seeking within the literature on Pacific 
youth, young athletes, and non-Pacific male athletes (Ataera-Minster & Trowland, 2018; Gulliver et al., 2012; 

Gulliver et al., 2010; Jorm, 2015; Loader, 2018; Marsters, 2017; Picco et al., 2016; Rickwood et al., 2007; 

Teevale et al., 2016; Thompson et al., 2004; Tiatia-Seath, 2014; Wood et al., 2017). Professional athletes 

faced additional barriers to seeking help, as many feared the negative professional connotations if they were 

to seek help for mental health issues (Horton, 2014; Marsters, 2017; MIND, 2014; Tengan & Markham, 2009; 

Wood et al., 2017). Age, gender, and socioeconomic factors were the primary determinants of mental health 

help-seeking, with more positive help-seeking attitudes being found among females, those with higher 
socioeconomic status, and individuals with higher educational levels (Cusack et al., 2004; Picco et al., 2016; 

Rickwood et al., 2007). Lastly, family networks, school or organisational support systems, and the quality and 

accessibility of health services also played a central role in determining when, where, and how people sought 

help for their mental health issues (Rickwood et al., 2007). 

3.11 GAPS IN THE LITERATURE 
In order to address the paucity of research on young Pacific male athletes’ mental wellbeing, this literature 
review explored international research involving non-Pacific elite male athletes in an attempt to provide a 

greater understanding of the key ideas, debates, issue, and theories relevant to the field of athlete wellbeing. 

Best attempts were made to ensure that the non-Pacific literature used in this review was relevant to the aims 

and objectives of this research, but it has yet to be confirmed whether these findings are applicable to young 

Pacific male athletes who appear to face distinct sociocultural stressors in comparison to non-Pacific athletes.  

There was a clear need for more systematic epidemiological and intervention-centred research in this field, 

with the majority of the literature being qualitative in nature and prone to self-report and self-selection bias 

(Rice et al., 2016). There were also gaps in the literature regarding Pacific youth understandings and 
experiences of common mental disorders such as depression and anxiety. There is also scope for more 

research on the help-seeking process for young Pacific male athletes; in particular, there is a need to 

understand who young Pacific male athletes see as the first point of contact when dealing with mental health 

issues. While anecdotal evidence was prevalent, little research had been undertaken to investigate how 

Pacific cultural factors influence mental wellbeing and help-seeking for this group.  

What is also less understood from the current literature is how sociocultural and wider societal factors 

influence the way in which young Pacific male athletes perceive mental wellbeing and how such perceptions 

influence their attitudes towards help-seeking. Furthermore, little has been captured in regard to how young 
Pacific male athletes’ relationships with coaches, team staff, and sports administrators affect their mental 

wellbeing and help-seeking behaviours. This research aims to fill these gaps and take the first steps towards 

understanding young Pacific male athletes’ views and experiences with mental health help-seeking by asking 
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young Pacific male athletes, coaches, team staff, sports administrators, agents, and managers directly. This 

research also aims to expand upon the aforementioned Master’s of Public Health research (see ‘1.4 Masters 

research and claim to originality’), to set a foundation for future research, and to inform the development of 
mental health interventions for are relevant to the sociocultural realities of young Pacific male athletes; for 

example, identifying the help-seeking pathways that young Pacific male athletes use and view as most 

effective allows organisations to recognise and better promote these pathways. Other gaps in the literature 

that are beyond the scope of this research include the need to evaluate how young Pacific male athletes 

respond to mental health campaigns and interventions, the need to investigate the mental health experiences 

of young athletes who have experienced indefinite de-selection or forced retirement, and the need to explore 

the wellbeing experiences of young athletes who have migrated from another Pacific country to New Zealand 
on high school sports scholarships. 

3.12 SUMMARY 
The findings from this literature review that are most relevant to the research aims and objectives of this 

research are summarised below: 

i. Parents, peers, and significant others have a significant impact on mental wellbeing for young Pacific 

male athletes. The literature acknowledged that young Pacific male athletes, like most Pacific men, 
hold a deep desire to provide for their family. While young Pacific male athletes were motivated to 

succeed in order to achieve their own personal goals, they also viewed success in professional sports 

as a way to give back to their families, provide financial security, and fulfil their obligations to family 

and wider kinship networks. Meeting these expectations had benefits for mental wellbeing; however, 

not meeting these expectations led to significant distress for some young Pacific male athletes. The 

hypervisibility of young Pacific male athletes within elite sports further amplified the pressure to 

succeed, as their behaviour in and away from sports was closely scrutinised by the public. 

ii. Elite athletes can face more than 640 stressors throughout their sports career. These stressors were 
found to hinder mental wellbeing for elite athletes, especially those who did not have the appropriate 

external support and support to develop their internal coping resources. Team staff and sports 

organisations play a crucial role in providing external support and the resources required to cope with 

these stressors. Stressors may be increased for young Pacific athletes given their unique 

sociocultural backgrounds; 

iii. Rates of depression for Pacific professional rugby league players were three times higher than non-

Pacific professional rugby league players. These rates were 22 times higher among Pacific athletes 

who had a history of depression. Rates of anxiety among Pacific professional rugby league players, 
while similar to non-Pacific professional players, who were two times higher than the non-athlete 
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Pacific population in New Zealand. Further research exploring young Pacific male athletes’ 

experiences of depression and anxiety is required; 

iv. Pacific males in New Zealand, elite male athletes, and Pacific youth in New Zealand all hold more 
negative views towards seeking help for mental health issues. Recent mental health campaigns had 

little, if any, effect on transforming New Zealand-based professional rugby union players’ views on 

mental health help-seeking. Stigma towards mental illness, negative views towards help-seeking, and 

hypermasculine norms discourage male athletes from seeking help for mental health issues and are 

deeply engrained within certain elite sports and among the male youth population more generally; 

and, 

v. There is an urgent need for Pacific-specific research exploring how mental wellbeing can be 
supported for both young Pacific male athletes and Pacific male youth alike in order to provide 

evidence for formal support, treatment, and potential interventions. 

The findings from this literature review helped to inform the development of this study’s aims and objectives, 

as well as it’s methodology and research design, in order to address the substantial gaps in the literature 

concerning young Pacific male athletes’ mental wellbeing and help-seeking experiences in elite sports.  
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4 METHODOLOGY 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 
This chapter outlines the Pacific epistemology and mixed methods-grounded theory methodology 

underpinning this research. It also explains the process that was undertaken to centre contemporary Pacific 

youth worldviews and develop innovative qualitative research methods that were relevant to the lived realities 

of young Pacific male athletes. The ‘Vai Niu’ framework is also introduced, with an emphasis on how it was 

used to embed Pacific worldviews, relational protocols, and research methods within the wider mixed 

methods-grounded theory methodology underpinning this research. Additionally, Tipi’s ‘Tamaloa’ lens is 
presented as a means to communicate the importance of taking a Pacific gendered approach to the design of 

this research. The interdisciplinary nature of this research is also summarised, with a particular focus on the 

strengths of Pacific Studies as a discipline. The researcher’s positionality is then discussed, as well as the 

overarching research principles that informed the relational approach of this research. Next, an in-depth 

summary of the three-phase data collection process is provided. The sampling, recruitment, and data analysis 

methods used for each phase is also described. Data integration and triangulation protocol are then 

summarised to illustrate how final analysis and theory development took place.  Lastly, this chapter highlights 

the approaches used to ensure this research was conducted in an ethical manner and discusses the potential 
methodological limitations of this research and the strategies that were taken to address these limitations.  

4.2 AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 
The aim of this study was to capture an understanding of the sociocultural and contextual factors impacting 

upon mental wellbeing, depression, and help-seeking for young Pacific male athletes in elite sports. To 

achieve this, experiences and perspectives from young Pacific male athletes across New Zealand and from 

different various sporting codes (e.g., rugby league, rugby union, basketball, boxing, mixed martial arts, and 
soccer among others) were examined. The experiences and perspectives of key stakeholders working 

alongside this group, such as coaches, managers, sports administrators, and agents, were also examined. 

Expert consultations, a review of news media interviews, and memoing were also used throughout this 

research. This research was carried out with the intention to contribute to the medium to long-term goal of 

improving mental wellbeing support and reducing suicidal behaviours among young Pacific male athletes and 

young Pacific men more generally. It is hoped that this research will also provide useful information to improve 

talent development pathways and help develop mental health and help-seeking frameworks grounded in the 

lived realities of young Pacific male athletes in New Zealand. Ultimately, this research aimed to: 



Chapter 4: Methodology 

 

 

    
 

 

83 

i. Better understand the sociocultural and contextual factors impacting upon the mental wellbeing of 

young Pacific male athletes competing at the professional and/or Olympic level or engaged in an elite 

talent development programme with the likelihood of competing at an Olympic or professional level;  

ii. Investigate depression, on and off the field, and explore the triggers of depression, athletes’ coping 

strategies, and the support that athletes require to cope with mental distress; 

iii. Identify strategies that will support and encourage positive mental wellbeing and help-seeking among 

Pacific athletes; 

iv. Provide information to help inform future approaches to supporting mental wellbeing among elite 

athletes with a particular Pacific youth focus; 

v. Develop a preliminary framework to represent the sociocultural and contextual factors underpinning 
mental wellbeing and help-seeking for young Pacific athletes, informed by young Pacific athletes 

themselves and with input from key stakeholders (coaches, managers, player agents, and other 

sports administrators); and, 

vi. Contribute new knowledge to the areas of Pacific mental health, suicide prevention, sports 

psychology, health management, and Pacific men’s health. 

4.3 PRIORITISING A PACIFIC APPROACH TO RESEARCH 
Grounded theory methodology was used in this mixed-methods study (see also ‘4.6 Mixed methods-grounded 

theory’). In line with traditional grounded theory methodology, theory was constructed through the methodical 

gathering and analysis of all available data sources, including focus group and interview transcripts, memos, 

expert consultations, and news media reports, to develop theory on the factors impacting upon mental 

wellbeing and help-seeking for young Pacific male athletes in New Zealand. Grounded theory uses inductive 

reasoning, making grounded theory unique from the traditional model of research in which an existing 

theoretical framework is used, and research is undertaken to explore how existing theory does or does not 

apply to the phenomenon under study. However, while the mixed methods-grounded theory methodology 
underpinning this research is founded upon Western forms of knowledge creation, this research challenged 

long-standing assumptions by advocating that grounded theory methodology can be flexibly integrated with 

contemporary Pacific worldviews to foster research methods that are responsive to the lived realities of the 

researcher and research participants. As an example, several frameworks, including Tiatia-Seath’s Vai Niu 

framework and Tipi’s Tamaloa lens, were used to centre Pacific qualitative research methods within the 

grounded theory methodology, in order to ensure the research methods used in this study were relevant to 

contemporary Pacific relational protocols and the way Pacific peoples in New Zealand experience mental 

wellbeing (see ‘4.5.1 The ‘Vai Niu’ framework: theorizing wellbeing for Pacific peoples in New Zealand’ and 
‘4.5.2 The Tamaloa lens: weaving gender, culture, and elite sports’). Prioritising Pacific approaches to 

research focuses on the promotion of Pacific worldviews and decolonising Pacific research by ensuring that 



Chapter 4: Methodology 

 

 

 
 

 

84 

researchers apply a culturally-relevant lens to critique the underlying epistemology, methodology, 

assumptions, and cultural values that inform their research practices (Anae, 2010; Smith, 1999). In order to 

develop Pacific solutions to Pacific issues and authentically include Pacific peoples within the research 
process, Pacific worldviews and methods must be prioritised in Pacific research and respected by Western 

tertiary institutions (Anae, 2010; Naepi, 2015; Smith, 1999; Tiatia-Seath, 2018; Vaioleti, 2006).  

Prior to the 1970s, Eurocentric research methodologies and assumptions dominated research involving 

Pacific peoples (Bennett, 2013). This supposedly ‘objective’ and ‘neutral’ gaze prioritised Western values and 

worldviews, and obscured Pacific ways of knowing and being (Said, 1978; Thaman, 2003). As a result, 

findings from early research involving Pacific peoples derived from a Western lens that marginalized 

indigenous Pacific narratives in favour of Western representations, such as the ‘noble savage’ and ‘dusky 
maiden’, which became accepted as universal truths and continue to influence Western discourse and 

attitudes towards indigenous Pacific peoples today (Hokowhitu, 2004; Said, 1978; Smith, 1999). However, 

new scholarship emerged in the 1970s that challenged the dominant positivist paradigms of the time. Feminist 

theory, critical race theory, and indigenous approaches to cultural studies, among others, advocated for the 

necessity of culturally-responsive research methods and emphasised the importance of knowledge 

development that centred research participants’ own lived realities and ideological positions (Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2017; Hooks, 2000; Pickering, 2008; Remenyi et al., 1998). These theories centred research 

principles that valued both individual and community empowerment, social construction, ‘anti-establishment’, 
intersectionality and anti-essentialism; a theoretical and methodological revolution that pushed back against 

the imposing of knowledge on ‘others’ and a movement that contributed to the prominent development of 

Pacific methodologies in the 1990s and 2000s (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Hooks, 2000). 

Since the 1990s and 2000s, Pacific scholars have developed a range of Pacific research methods and 

methodologies in efforts to decolonise current research and address the need for research that reflects the 

values, guiding principles, and ethical orientations of the communities taking part (Naepi, 2015). Pacific 

methodologies and methods are diverse and refer to a range of frameworks and tools developed by Pacific 
scholars, all of which are founded upon ethnic-specific Pacific cultural protocols, values, ethical principles 

which emphasise reciprocity, generosity, mutual respect, humility, spirituality, and community obligation 

(Bennett, 2013; Health Research Council of New Zealand, 2014; Naepi, 2015). There is an increasing volume 

of pan-Pacific and ethnic-specific Pacific research methodologies, most prominently Vaioleti’s (2006) Talanoa 

methodology, Anae’s (2010) Teu Le Vā methodology, Nabobo-Baba’s (2008) Vanua methodology, and Maua-

Hodges’ (2000) Tivaevae methodology, among others. However, recent Pacific methodologies such as 

Ofanoa’s (2015) Talanga methodology and Naepi’s (2019) Masi methodology are indicative of the relatively 

new emergence of Pacific methodologies and the dynamic nature of Pacific researchers and Pacific diasporic 
contexts. In this research, a mix of New Zealand diasporic-specific and ethnic-specific Pacific research 

methodologies were drawn upon in order to meet the diverse needs of the target population group who come 

from various Pacific and non-Pacific ethnic backgrounds and presented differing levels of acculturation and 
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cultural insight. In addition, the Health Research Council of New Zealand’s (2014) Pacific Health Research 

guidelines were also used to inform this research. It was important that this research did not privilege one 

particular Pacific worldview or epistemology over the others, as centring only one cultural lens could lead to 
false assumptions and would be disrespectful and unethical to any cultures that were overlooked (Naepi, 

2015). Ultimately, this research chose to prioritise a Pacific approach to research in order to complement 

existing Pacific mental health research, make space for Pacific forms of knowledge sharing, and to ensure 

that all research activities were undertaken in a respectful and culturally-responsive manner. The 

‘contemporary Pacific’ epistemology underpinning this research is explained further in the next section. 

4.4 EPISTEMOLOGY 
Epistemology refers to the nature, scope, and theory of knowledge and how it relates to knowledge building 

processes and concepts such as justification, truth, and justified belief. In a nutshell, epistemology governs 

how knowledge is created and how we perceive and justify ‘truth’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Reflecting on 

epistemology is important, because how we perceive and generate knowledge governs our views towards the 

legitimacy of existing ‘knowledge’ and what is considered ‘truth’ or justified belief in our own research (Gringeri 

et al., 2013). Reflecting on our epistemology also helps us to clarify how our values as researchers shape 

knowledge creation and helps to justify the approach we take towards certain research questions (Gringeri et 
al., 2013; Pascale, 2010). 

There is no clear-cut definition for what a ‘contemporary Pacific’ epistemology comprises; however, generally 

it is founded upon an ontology that is subjective and values based, centring reciprocity, holism, generosity, 

mutual respect, humility, spirituality, and diasporic community obligation. As with other indigenous 

epistemologies, Pacific epistemologies centre on the belief that all knowledge systems are socially 

constructed, subjective in nature, and validated through cultural values, socioeconomic factors, and historical 

processes (Arno, 1990). From a Western perspective, the contemporary Pacific epistemology used in this 

research would be categorised as an interpretivist epistemology. An interpretivist epistemology is one in which 
the researcher is part of the research, interprets data, and, thus, can never be fully objective and removed 

from the research (Schwandt, 1994). It is commonly argued that while ‘objective’ and ‘neutral’ research 

methods underpinned by positivist epistemologies are useful and necessary, they have historically 

marginalised the experiences and worldviews of Pacific peoples and individuals with mental health issues 

(Carless, 2018). In addition, serious critique is emerging over the legitimacy of positivist research, with 

scholars questioning whether research can ever truly be ‘objective’ and ‘neutral’ (Latour, 2004). As a result, it 

was crucial that this research not only included but elevated participants’ voices and experiences and adopted 

an appropriate Pacific epistemology. Drawing upon the ideas of Epeli Hau’ofa (1993), Manulani Aluli Meyer 
(2008), Konai Helu Thaman (2003), Teresia Teaiwa (2010), Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2013), and many other 

Pacific scholars, we must not simply adopt the forms of knowledge in our existing realities which are largely 

derived from colonial ways of knowing and being, but take seriously, support, engage, and produce forms of 
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knowledge that are of our own making as Pacific researchers and derived from both localised and indigenous 

Pacific knowledge systems. Hau’ofa explains that the knowledge we create becomes the reality we live; thus, 

if we fail to create our own knowledge and realities, ‘others’ will do it for us. Ultimately, the epistemology used 
in this research is underpinned by the belief that Pacific forms of knowledge and knowledge creation must be 

learnt, applied, and shared. It is about decolonising dominant epistemological ideas in the field and moving 

away from derogation and forging towards Pacific epistemological empowerment – from ‘islands in a far sea’ 

to ‘a sea of islands’ (Gegeo & Watson-Gegeo, 2001; Hau'ofa, 1994; Meyer, 2008; Thaman, 2003). 

Whilst Pacific epistemologies have gained traction in a variety of historically Western-dominated fields, there 

is a need to use more localised and contemporary Pacific epistemological approaches when doing research 

with the diverse Pacific youth diaspora in New Zealand (Macpherson et al., 2001; Thaman, 2003). This 
research addresses this need, taking seriously Pacific epistemologies in research, but also reckoning with the 

epistemic and methodological complexities posed by migration, transnationalism, and diaspora and the wider 

societal factors relevant to research in and with Pacific communities in New Zealand. It builds upon the 

foundations set by Pacific predecessors who have worked to ‘decolonise’ their epistemologies and knowledge 

building processes by exploring Pacific ways of knowing and being and ‘push back’ against the limiting 

Eurocentric epistemologies that have historically dominated mental health research in elite sports. The 

following section will outline the frameworks that were used to inform this process, explain why these Pacific 

frameworks were required to address the aims of this research, and discuss why it is important to reflect on 
what is considered ‘knowledge’ and ‘truth’ when it comes to mental health research. 

4.5 GUIDING THEORETICAL BASE 
Despite taking a grounded theory approach, where theoretical frameworks are often not used, the principal 

investigator felt that it was both ethical and beneficial to use existing Pacific frameworks to inform the research 

methods used in this study, given the significant research that has been undertaken and repeatedly validated 

in the field of Pacific mental health. It is important to note that, despite the use of these frameworks, the theory 
formed from this research was strictly grounded in the memos and data collected from the survey, focus 

groups, and interviews undertaken with participants, in line with the tenets of grounded theory (Charmaz, 

2006) (see ‘4.6 Mixed methods-grounded theory’). This study could have been designed without these 

frameworks; however, it would be naïve to ignore the frameworks derived from years of Pacific mental health 

research, most of which has informed the principal investigator’s development as a student and researcher 

(see also ‘4.7 Researcher positionality’). This research would not have been as informative, nor culturally-

responsive, in the absence of these frameworks. Tiatia-Seath’s Vai Niu framework, for example, helped to 

centre Pacific understandings of mental wellbeing, while Tipi’s Tamaloa lens provided a uniquely Pacific male 
athlete lens that shaped the data collection methods used and was a key reference point throughout the data 

analysis process. Furthermore, the multidisciplinary nature of this research is supported by the 
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multidisciplinary approach of Pacific Studies. A summary of each of these guiding frameworks is provided in 

the following sections. 

4.5.1 The ‘Vai Niu’ framework: theorizing wellbeing for Pacific peoples in New 
Zealand 
Tiatia-Seath’s (2018) Vai Niu framework presents a new strengths-based vision for mental wellbeing and 

Pacific peoples in New Zealand and represents a paradigm shift towards Pacific solutions for Pacific peoples. 

The Vai Niu framework informed the research methods used in this research and is based on the need to 
privilege Pacific voices in conversations around wellbeing in New Zealand, particularly within the mental 

health and addiction sectors (Government Inquiry into Mental Health and Addictions, 2018). It is underpinned 

by self-determination theory, which requires current power imbalances to be addressed in order to facilitate 

empowering environments of self-determination for Pacific peoples in New Zealand (Government Inquiry into 

Mental Health and Addictions, 2018). There are four key facets which underpin the Vai Niu framework. First, it 

aims to empower Pacific ways of knowing and doing, which includes prioritizing the plethora of Pacific 

realities, worldviews, and philosophies rather than relying solely on medicalized and individualized 
approaches. Second it is about achieving equity for Pacific peoples, which requires addressing current income 

disparities, discrimination, institutional racism, and barriers to accessing mental health services. Thirdly, an 

investment in the Pacific health workforce is required, as Pacific cultural competence is needed to empower 

Pacific ways of doing and knowing in both community and clinical settings. The last facet is fostering future 

Pacific momentum in New Zealand, primarily as it is estimated that 20 percent of New Zealand’s youth will be 

of Pacific heritage by 2038, so there is an urgent need to build upon the strengths of these Pacific youth and 

their communities to nurture culturally-relevant services in adequately serving this population (Government 

Inquiry into Mental Health and Addictions, 2018). Tiatia-Seath uses the following extract from Samoa’s former 
Head of State, Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Ta’isi Efi (2009) to articulate the worldview underpinning the Vai Niu 

framework:  

I am not an individual; I am an integral part of the cosmos. I share divinity with my ancestors, the 

land, the seas and the skies. I am not an individual, because I share a tofi with my family, my 

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

and my village belongs to me. I belong to my nation and my nation belongs to me. This is the 

essence of my sense of belonging (Efi, 2009). 

Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Ta’isi Efi explains that these are the reference points that define who he is as a 
Samoan, which also resonates with other Pacific cultures and communities (Government Inquiry into Mental 

Health and Addictions, 2018). The Vai Niu framework helped to ensure that the research methods used in this 
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study were responsive to Pacific relational protocols and prioritised the holistic and collective way in which 

Pacific peoples in New Zealand view and experience mental wellbeing (Anae, 2016; Suaalii-Sauni et al., 

2009; Tiatia-Seath, 2014). 

4.5.2 The Tamaloa lens: weaving gender, culture, and elite sports 
It is important to take a gendered approach to mental health research, as there are many gender-specific 
factors that impact upon mental health and help-seeking (Tiatia-Seath et al., 2017; World Health Organisation, 

2005). While awareness around mental health is increasing, stigma around the topic remains for young Pacific 

men; and much of this stigma stems from cultural and hypermasculine norms that shun emotional expression 

and any signs of ‘weakness’ (Ministry of Health, 2008; Tiatia-Seath, 2015). It is argued that these norms 

contribute to Pacific males’ general reluctance to disclose mental health issues and low rates of mental health 

service use (Marsters, 2017; Ministry of Health, 2008; Tiatia-Seath, 2015). While Western gender theory 

provides a solid foundation for carrying out gendered research, crucial cultural nuances regarding how 
masculinity is exhibited and perceived in Pacific contexts were missing. Tipi’s (2013) ‘Tamaloa lens’ (see 

Figure 7) addressed this gap and informed the development of research methods that acknowledged the 

intersections between gender, culture, and elite sports and how these intersections influence masculine 

identity and sociocultural norms for Pacific male athletes. This framework informed a deeper understanding of 

the influence that masculinity has on the lives of young Pacific male athletes and their experiences with 

mental health (Marsters & Tiatia-Seath, 2019; Rosenfield & Mouzon, 2013; Tiatia-Seath, 2015; World Health 

Organisation, 2005).  
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Figure 7 The 'Tamaloa' Lens (Tipi, 2013) 

Fa’amalua George Tipi developed the Tamaloa lens using both Pacific and Western literature as well as his 

own ‘insider’ experiences of being a Samoan professional rugby union player. This lens is centred on the roles 

and obligations bestowed upon Pacific men, even from a young age, and is underpinned by Pacific men’s 

place within the vā, or the relational space between all things. The Tamaloa lens outlines seven interrelated 

traits that underpin the hegemonic form of masculinity for Pacific men in elite sports and within wider societal 
contexts. These traits include strength, courage, spontaneity, patience, respect, intelligence and the spirit of 

the warrior (Tipi, 2013). The Tamaloa lens was developed in the context of Pacific male professional rugby 

union players, shining light on the masculine expectations that heavily influence Pacific male athletes’ 

experiences in elite sports and their life away from sports. While Tipi refers to these aspects from a Samoan 

perspective, this lens and these traits provide insightful understandings of the complex and multi-layered 

realities attached to the hegemonic form of masculinity for young Pacific male athletes in New Zealand. It 

proved especially relevant to understanding Pacific male athletes’ perceptions of mental wellbeing and help-
seeking, as this cultural masculine lens helped to foster a more accurate interpretation of the data collected. 
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Reflecting on the influence of cultural gender norms for young Pacific male athletes was central to developing 

research processes that took these norms into account. For instance, the stigma around certain emotional 

expressions, such as sadness and fear, and mental health in general shaped how focus groups were 
organised, structured, and carried out in order to foster an environment that cultivated authentic connections 

and meaningful engagement between the researcher and the Pacific men that took part in this research (see 

‘Summary of the focus group’). This framework also provides practical implications and highlights the 

hegemonic masculine values that sports administrators and organisations can draw upon to more effectively 

engage with Pacific athletes and support mental wellbeing in a manner that is relevant to the lived realities of 

Pacific men. It is important, however, to be mindful of the where these masculine norms are beneficial and 

where they may actually be harmful for mental wellbeing. Furthermore, this thesis aims to foster greater 
discussion over the origins of these masculine norms, how they play out for young Pacific male athletes in 

elite sports, and what they mean for the mental wellbeing of Pacific men more generally. 

4.5.3 Pacific studies: an interdisciplinary approach 
In line with the praxis of Pacific studies, this research takes an interdisciplinary approach. Definitions of Pacific 

Studies as a discipline remain fragmented, but Pacific Studies generally revolves around interdisciplinary and 

indigenous-centred intellectual approaches to studying issues pertaining to the Pacific and Pacific diaspora 

(Kauvaka, 2016; Teaiwa, 2017; Thaman, 2003; Wesley-Smith, 2016). Pacific Studies at the University of 

Auckland, for example, aspires to be a national, regional and global leader in indigenous knowledges, 

languages, and cultures. Pacific Studies centres Pacific communities and their lived realities in weaving 

together research, teaching and community engagement. It is interdisciplinary, transnational, critical, 
decolonial and solution-seeking (University of Auckland, 2019). At the University of Auckland, courses taught 

at the Centre for Pacific Studies include indigenous forms of Pacific knowledge, Pacific wellbeing, Pacific 

sports, and contemporary Pacific youth issues in New Zealand. These courses helped to inform the 

epistemology and methods used in this research. Pacific Studies is innovative and ever-changing in its 

theoretical and pragmatic approaches to indigenous and contemporary Pacific research issues (Teaiwa, 2010, 

2017). Hau’ofa (2008a), for example, advocates for the ‘humanisation’ of research in the Pacific, arguing that 

Pacific research must leverage rather than suppress subjectivity in order to truly acknowledge and ‘feel’ the 

subtleties of Pacific cultures. There is also immense diversity in the Pacific, evident in the plethora of 
worldviews held and approaches taken by Pacific Studies scholars (Wesley-Smith, 2016). As an example, 

Hereniko warns against homogenising Pacific studies and Pacific research approaches; suggesting that 

Pacific cultures and realities are fluid, dynamic, contested, and negotiable and that attempting to essentialise 

Pacific research methods only obstructs Pacific self-determination at both the community and regional levels 

(Hereniko, 1994). Nevertheless, Pacific Studies stands as an empowering response to the rigid and 

authoritarian nature of traditional Western disciplines that previously underpinned academic research in the 

Pacific (Thaman, 2003; Wesley-Smith, 2016). The influence of the researcher’s Pacific Studies background 
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can be found throughout this research, most evident in the way it centres Pacific epistemologies and 

communities. The holistic and interdisciplinary nature of Pacific Studies was a constant reference point for this 

research, from its conception, right through to dissemination and ongoing stakeholder engagements. 

4.6 MIXED METHODS-GROUNDED THEORY 
A mixed methods-grounded theory, or ‘mixed grounded theory’ [MGT], methodology was used in this study. 

MGT is a form of grounded theory that follows the rules of constructivist grounded theory, where data is 

collected from multiple methods and sources and analysed using comparative analysis in order to generate 

explanatory theory to better understand a particular social, cultural, and/or psychological phenomena 

(Charmaz & Belgrave, 2012; Johnson, 2019). The constructivist nature of MGT lies within the interpretivist 
tradition and sees the data collection and analyses process and shared experiences of participants, 

researchers, and other sources of data as inherently intertwined; in this way, MGT merged well with the 

Pacific interpretivist epistemology underpinning this research (Mills et al., 2006). It was for this reason that 

MGT was chosen, as it provided a systematic and rigorous methodology that centred the researcher and 

participants’ diverse Pacific worldviews and experiences (Johnson, 2019). 

A mixed methods approach was used to build upon findings from the Master of Public Health research (see 

(Marsters, 2017)), develop greater generalisability, and provide a better understanding of young Pacific male 
athletes’ experiences with mental wellbeing and help-seeking. Mixed methods research is built upon the 

premise that using a combination of qualitative and quantitative approaches will more effectively answer 

research questions and provide a greater understanding of research topics than using qualitative or 

quantitative approaches on their own (Creswell, 2014). A particular strength of mixed methods is that it 

facilitates triangulation (the use of multiple methods and data sources), which helps to enhance the credibility 

and accuracy of the research findings (Creswell, 2014). A mixed methods approach can also help to minimise 

the effect of bias given the diverse data collection and analyses processes that are required to carry out 

mixed-methods research (Creswell, 2014; Johnson, 2019). 

There are no underlying rules that govern how quantitative and qualitative methods should be combined; 

however, (Johnson, 2019) outlines six common approaches to data collection and analysis when using mixed 

methods (see Figure 8). The mixed-methods design of this research followed an explanatory sequential 

design, where a quantitative survey based on the literature and findings from the Master of Public Health 

study was followed up by qualitative focus groups with athletes and interviews with key stakeholders (i.e. 

coaches, managers, and other sports administrators). The quantitative survey was conducted and analysed 

first to confirm the validity or generalisability of existing literature and findings, followed by the qualitative focus 

groups and interviews that aimed to better define the research problems, understand key phenomena, and 
theorise a framework grounded in participants’ views and experiences.  
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Figure 8 Basic designs of mixed grounded theory studies (Johnson, 2019) 

In line with grounded theory, an iterative constant comparative approach to data collection and analysis was 

taken during the qualitative phase of this research. An iterative constant comparative approach is the data-
analytic process where data collection and analysis inform subsequent data collection and analysis; a process 

which eventually informs theory development (Charmaz, 2006). For example, emerging issues that were 

identified in the first interview informed data collection and analysis in the second interview, and this cycle 

continued for each subsequent interview (Charmaz, 2006; Mills et al., 2006). There was a constant movement 

between data collection and analysis throughout this research, as each phase and data set informed the 

other. Another fundamental procedure of grounded theory is the use of theoretical purposive sampling, which 

was used in this research to recruit participants. The unique criteria for participation in this research meant 
that this purposive sampling technique was necessary to answer the research aims and objectives. 

Ultimately, the interpretivist nature of MGT aligned well with the Pacific epistemology underpinning this 

research. As a result, this research assumed a fixed, yet subjective and ever-changing world made up of 

many diverse cultures, worldviews, and lived realities (Naepi, 2015; Ravulo, 2016). This research 

acknowledged the complexities, limitations, and nuances involved in developing grounded theory that may 

align with certain worldviews and clash with others (Mills et al., 2006). For this reason, it was important as a 

researcher to reflect on ‘positionality’ in order to outline any personal presumptions and minimise bias during 

data collection, analysis, and theory development. 
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4.7 RESEARCHER POSITIONALITY 
An important part of grounded theory research is reflecting on the researcher’s positionality to acknowledge 

the researcher’s worldview and lived realities in order to minimise any potential bias that the researcher may 

bring to the research process. Reflecting on positionality also ensures theory development explicitly takes into 

account situated knowledges, which refers to the idea that all forms of knowledge reflect the particular context 

in which they are produced and, whether intentional or not, reflect the positionality of the knowledge producer 

(Rose, 1997). This reflection process also helped to identify potential gaps in the researcher’s knowledge so 

that work could be done to address these gaps in order to foster more holistic understandings of the research 

topic. Positionality refers to the position that the researcher stands in relation to participants, their lived 
realities, and the context surrounding the research topic (Bourke, 2014; Qin, 2016). Reflecting on positionality 

is about acknowledging that ‘who we are’ as researchers influences the research design, methodology, data 

collection, and the way data is analysed and interpreted. Historically, it has been argued that researchers 

occupy an ‘insider’ or ‘outsider’ or ‘insider/outsider’ position in relation to their research and research 

participant. An ‘insider’ researcher refers to an investigator who has a direct connection with research 

participants and the research context, and is usually defined through shared experience, whereas an 

‘outsider’ researcher is someone who does not share any commonalities with participants (Dwyer & Buckle, 
2009). While some may still use insider/outsider framing, Ryan (2015) challenges the usefulness of using 

these terms, explaining that researchers and participants hold multiple interrelated positionalities that cannot 

be categorised under such fixed categories. Ryan (2015) also states that making such ‘black-or-white’ 

assumptions of shared experience and collectivity undermines the multiple identities that individuals hold and 

overlooks how these multiple identities may be enacted within different contexts and research settings. In this 

research, for example, each interaction differed dependent on participants’ multiple positionalities, governed 

by factors such as gender, age, class, religion, ethnicity, educational backgrounded, acculturative status, 

language, and athletic status among others. For this reason, it was not possible to assume a fixed position as 
an ‘insider’ or ‘outsider’ or even an ‘insider/outsider’. Rather, I had to acknowledge the multiple identities held 

by each participant and reflect on what aspects of my identities as a person and researcher may strengthen or 

diminish the development of empathy, understanding, and rapport in order to cultivate authentic relationships 

and meaningful connections. Being a 25-year-old Pacific male, born and raised in Auckland, and of Cook 

Islands Māori heritage, I occupied a number of identities that aligned with participants, such as age, gender, 

upbringing, and ethnicity, as well as a number of identities that differed to participants, such as not being an 

elite athlete myself and my educational background. Additionally, I had to negotiate the complex power 

dynamics linked to my position as the researcher and participants’ position as the ‘researched’. 

Mohammed (2001) affirms the importance of exploring the power dynamics present in research relationships 

by using the concepts of difference and sameness. Sameness is when the researcher and participants share 

and connect over some sort of common ground. In this research, for example, I commonly drew upon where I 
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lived, where I grew up, gender, school, mutual friends, ethnicity, and/or church to construct a feeling of 

sameness with participants. In a conversation regarding mental health stigma and masculinity with focus 

group participants, I was able to build a connection and sense of sameness between myself and participants 
by using my shared experiences with the hypermasculine norms and emotional stoicism that is so often 

expected of young Pacific men growing up in New Zealand. Difference is essentially the absence of 

sameness within the research relationship. A balance between both is seen as ideal, as a degree of difference 

produces greater objectivity and helps to legitimise interactions while sameness cultivates a sense of 

connection and enables authentic communication and knowledge sharing (Mohammad, 2001). Similar 

protocols were applied when interacting with Pacific stakeholders; however, these interactions were 

underpinned by a different power dynamic given my positionality as ‘teina’ (younger sibling) and the elevated 
status of key stakeholder participants who held the position of ‘tuakana’ (older sibling or elder). Smith (1999) 

affirms the commonality of this dynamic for indigenous researchers, explaining that indigenous researchers 

are “inside and outside of their own communities, inside and outside the academy, and between all those 

different worlds” touching on the privilege as well as the responsibilities we hold as indigenous researchers 

and the complexities associated with being inside and outside two very different worlds (Smith, 1999, p. 14). 

Nevertheless, Anae (2002) affirms that there are many strengths to having Pacific researchers researching 

with Pacific communities on Pacific issues. In particular, Anae argues that Pacific researchers hold unique 

worldviews, lived realities, and cultural values that benefit the development of research processes that align 
with Pacific relational protocols. For instance, one of the strengths of my multiple positionalities was being 

able to provide research participants with a face, mannerisms, and style of communication that they could 

relate to, thereby providing the platform for deeper relationships to emerge. Furthermore, the talanoa-style 

focus groups and interviews required me to embed myself in the research experience and develop 

connections with participants that went further than simply answering research questions (Vaioleti, 2006). It 

was common, for example, to have informal ‘catch up’ sessions, to attend team or community events, and 

identify and explore common social, cultural and/or geographical ties with participants. The construction of 
sameness and common ground helped to build connections that encouraged participants to be their authentic 

self and share their genuine views and experiences. Making these connections proved crucial to cultivating 

talanoa (discussion) that reached the cultural, contextual, and spiritual depths required to build meaningful 

relationships and develop authentic research findings. Building and maintaining authentic connections and 

relationships with participants and the wider Pacific community who contributed to this research was also 

crucial; indicative of the Pacific values and research principles embedded in this research, which are outlined 

in the following section. 

4.8 OVERARCHING RESEARCH PRINCIPLES 
The overarching research principles embedded in this research were based on developing, maintaining, and 

protecting respect, reciprocity, and relationships between the researcher, participants, and the wider 
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community groups involved in this research. These research principles were heavily inspired by the Samoan 

ontology of ‘teu le vā’ (loosely translated to ‘nurture the relational space’). Bringing attention to the vā is about 

recognising how we are connected to all things around us, human and non-human, physical, spiritual, and 
cultural, and acting in a way that develops, maintains, and, if necessary, heals these connections (Anae, 

2010). While the vā is a Samoan ontology, its underlying holistic and relational principles are central to the 

formation of trusted relationships in most Pacific cultures. The vā is an incredibly nuanced and complex 

ontology, but in this research it was a useful reference point as it emphasised the importance of building and 

sustaining positive relationships with Pacific and non-Pacific people alike - both within and outside of the 

research context (Anae, 2010). Nurturing relationships in the Pacific context is not just about what is done, but 

how it is done. As a young male Cook Islands Māori researcher, my ranking, or lack thereof, within certain 
Pacific communities and social settings informed the way I approached specific groups, their leaders, and 

certain individuals, as well as the language, mannerisms, and actions I took. Reflecting on my multiple 

positionalities and using ‘teu le va’ as a reference, I was able to reflect and act in a way that nurtured these 

relationships and did not harm the relational space between myself and others. For example, dissemination of 

research findings was done in traditional academic formats, but also through community networks and not 

always voiced by me as the researcher but people of influence in sporting and Pacific communities who have 

the appropriate social status to share this knowledge in a more meaningful way. Furthermore, consulting with 

Pacific communities and relevant leaders when formulating research questions, data collection processes, 
and dissemination activities, helped to strengthen relationships and was key to establishing mutual respect 

and reciprocity. It is important to note, however, that there remains significant room to further develop Pacific 

relational frameworks that are more responsive to Pacific diasporic communities and the diversity within these 

communities regarding ethnicity, age, language, gender, and sexual orientation, among others. 

4.9 THE RESEARCH PROCESS 
There were three distinct phases to this research, which are outlined below (see Figure 9). A literature review 
was also undertaken prior to the data collection process. With traditional research, the literature leads to the 

research question; however, in grounded theory research, research data takes precedence and is used to 

reflect on the literature’s values and limitations (McGhee et al., 2007). As a result, memos were taken 

throughout the literature review process to track how the literature influenced the researcher’s ideas in an 

attempt to maintain the researcher’s ‘grounded theory’ perspective. 
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Figure 9 Research design map 

4.9.1 Phase one: online survey 
An online survey was employed using a structured questionnaire with 33 close-ended items (see Appendix A). 

The survey was informed by the literature review and findings from a Master of Public Health study (Marsters, 

2017). Surveys were administered online via Qualtrics. The target population was young Pacific male athletes, 

aged 16 to 24 years, performing at the Olympic or professional level and/or who are members of elite sport 

institutes/training centres and/or on an athletic scholarship with the likelihood of competing at an Olympic or 
professional level. A purposive sample was recruited through personal and professional networks with the 

goal of a final sample size of 100-200 participants to ensure an acceptable level of representation and to 

enable sub-group analyses. The true size of the target population was largely unknown, so setting an exact 

recruitment timeframe was difficult. Survey questions were related to specific risk and protective factors for 

mental wellbeing, support systems, views towards help-seeking, and common coping strategies. The data 

was exported from Qualtrics and processed into a data set in IBM SPSS Statistics. Data was analysed using 

the IBM SPSS Statistics computer software, a program designed to carry out statistical functions such as data 

entry, data analysis, and formulating graphs and tables. This program allowed for the use of descriptive 
statistics and non-parametric inferential statistics, which is regarded as best practice for analysing quantitative 

data (Bryman & Cramer, 1997). 

4.9.1.1 Sampling 

Research aims and objectives

Phase 1:
Online survey to validate 

and explore athletes' 
views and experiences 

around mental wellbeing 
and help-seeking

n=99

Quantitative

Phase 2:
Focus groups with 

athletes to gain a deeper 
understanding of athletes’ 

views and experiences

n=24

Qualitative

Phase 3:
Interviews exploring the 

views and experiences of 
key informants such as 

coaches, managers, 
agents, and sports 

administrators

n=12

Qualitative

Data integration and interpretation:
Methodological triangulation (QUAN+QUAL+QUAL)

Respondent group triangulation (athletes, key stakeholders, and experts in the field)
Literature and media triangulation (Literature review and media review findings)

Triangulation protocol: convergence coding matrix
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In line with mixed grounded theory, theoretical sampling was used to recruit participants who met the research 

criteria and who could effectively contribute to achieving the research aims and objectives. Theoretical 

sampling is a purposive sampling strategy in which the researcher purposely chooses which data to collect 
and from whom in order to develop theory around a certain topic (Johnson, 2019; Palinkas et al., 2015). Since 

this was the initial data collection phase, sampling criteria was done in a way that would allow as many 

responses as possible from the target population. The target population being young Pacific male athletes, 

aged 16 to 24 years, performing at the Olympic or professional level and/or members of elite sport 

institutes/training centres and/or on an athletic scholarship with the likelihood of competing at an Olympic or 

professional level. The main strength of theoretical sampling is that it provides a structured, yet flexible 

approach to data collection based on ensuring representativeness so that the theory generated will accurately 
represent the target population (Johnson, 2019). It was an effective sampling strategy for this research, as it 

has both inductive and deductive characteristics which was important given the findings from the researcher’s 

preceding Master of Public Health study (Johnson, 2019; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 

4.9.1.2 Recruitment 

In order to recruit participants, an online advertisement with a link to the survey (see Appendix B) was shared 

among the researcher’s personal and professional networks. Professional networks included a variety of 

professional and elite sports organisations from a variety of sports including rugby union, rugby league, 

weightlifting, boxing, mixed martial arts, and basketball. This advertisement was also shared on social media 

platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. A number of reputable athletes, managers, and former 

athletes were also asked to share the advertisement among their own sporting networks. This approach 
proved effective, as there were a number of ‘shares’ that broadened the reach to potential participants and, 

given their status in their respective communities, these ‘connectors’ helped to develop greater transparency 

and trust among potential participants. This approach aligned with both the Health Research Council of New 

Zealand’s (2014) Pacific health research guidelines and also Pacific protocols around acknowledging social 

hierarchy and building positive relationships and rapport. A Participant Information Sheet (PIS) that explained 

the study in lay terms and in greater depth was embedded in the first page of the survey with contact 

information available for participants who had questions regarding the survey and overall research project 
(see Appendix A). It was made clear on the first page of the survey that completion and submission of the 

online questionnaire signalled consent. The main questions that were asked by participants revolved around 

the aims of the research project and to show support for the project. 

4.9.1.3 Data collection instrument 

This survey was solely quantitative, with no open-ended questions (see Appendix A). It used standardised 

and quantifiable measures to investigate the external validity of the literature review, media review, Master of 

Public Health findings and to examine key issues related to the research aims and objectives. These survey 
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findings were an important part of the final theoretical development and ‘set the scene’ for the talanoa and 

questions guides used in phases two and three. The survey was designed using a variety of questions unique 

to this research as well as questions derived from pre-existing scales, including Manuela’s (2015) Pacific 
Identity and Wellbeing Scale (PIWBS-R), the ‘Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale’ (WEMWBS), and 

Wagnild’s (2009) 14-Item Resilience Scale (RS-14). The survey was designed this way so that it 

acknowledged the unique sociocultural context of this research whilst also allowing for comparison and 

discussion of the findings in relation to the literature. The original survey included a total of 41 items and 

included open-ended questions, with many items removed from as the survey took too long to complete. From 

the initial pilot testing with eight participants, certain questions were misinterpreted and needed revising and it 

was clear that and the original survey took far too long to complete, which may have led to a low response 
and completion rate if left unchanged. The survey was revised by removing all open-ended questions and 

rewording some of the multi choice items. Pilot testing feedback emphasised the need to use lay terminology 

and the importance of developing surveys that are not time-consuming and that can be completed using a 

smartphone. After testing the revised survey with the same eight participants, the final version of the survey 

went live. The survey that went live had 33 multi choice items, largely made up of five-point likert scale 

questions (see Appendix A). Despite these revisions the average response time was 22 minutes, slightly 

longer than pilot testing where the average response time was 15 minutes.  

4.9.1.4 Data analysis 

The survey data was exported from Qualtrics and processed into a data set for use in IBM SPSS Statistics. 

Data was analysed using the IBM SPSS Statistics computer software, a program designed to carry out 
statistical functions such as data entry, data analysis, and formulating graphs and tables. This program 

allowed for the use of descriptive statistics and non-parametric inferential statistics, which is regarded as best 

practice for analysing quantitative data (Bryman & Cramer, 1997). Data was analysed in line with the research 

aims and objectives and to also ‘set the scene’ for the focus group and interview question guides.  

There were 128 total responses, however 29 responses (22.66%) were removed from the final analysis as 

they were incomplete, that is, less than 80 percent complete. These responses were removed as too many 

missing responses may have skewed data analysis; particularly the validity of cross tabulation analyses which 
was used during analysis to identify possible variable associations (Kalton, 1983). Means and standard 

deviations were calculated using SPSS to describe characteristics of the total and sub-samples of 

participants. Chi-square and T-tests were used to assess differences and associations between a multitude of 

variables captured in the survey. P-values (p) of 0.05 and alpha levels (α) of 0.05 were used to indicate 

statistical significance. Intragroup analyses were also performed separately based on sport, ethnicity, age, 

and birthplace variables, assuming potential overlap of athletes between these groups. Triangulation was 

achieved by reviewing data against the data collected from phases two and three, personal communication 
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with experts in the field, as well as relevant local and international literature and news media interviews with 

Pacific male athletes (see ‘4.11 Triangulation protocol’). 

4.9.2 Qualitative research overview 
Building upon the quantitative survey findings, the final two qualitative data collection phases aimed to 

supplement the survey findings, give additional meaning to the survey findings, and explore certain significant 
issues in greater detail. Qualitative methods have long been used to explore mental wellbeing, in particular 

the social and cultural dimensions of mental wellbeing (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Ultimately, they allow the 

researcher to gain an insight that is often missed when reliant on only quantitative methods (Rich, 2017). 

Qualitative approaches allow different experiences, meanings, and understandings of social phenomena to be 

captured, which was beneficial for this research, given the unique and rich context surrounding this issue 

(Kristiansen et al., 2012). In this way qualitative methods aligns well with the Pacific epistemological 

underpinnings of this research, which recognises differences in worldviews. Moreover, qualitative methods 
provide the opportunity to build key relationships with the research community including those who are directly 

affected by the research issue and can such conversations can act as a health promoting intervention in its 

own right (Rich, 2017). 

4.9.3 Phase two: mini focus groups 
Seven mini focus groups took place with a total of 24 participants, who self-identified as Pacific, were aged 16 

to 24 years, were in New Zealand at the time of the focus group, and were performing at the Olympic or 

professional level and/or members of an elite sport institutes/training centre and/or on an athletic scholarship 

with the likelihood of competing at an Olympic or professional level (see also ‘6.1 Participant demographics’). 

The following sections provide an overview of the methods and processes used to carry out these focus 

groups. 

4.9.3.1 Sampling 

The sampling procedure for collecting quantitative and qualitative data did not differ (see ‘4.9.1.1 Sampling’). 
The same theoretical purposive sampling used for the survey was used to recruit focus group participants. 

The target population was young Pacific male athletes, aged 16 to 24 years, and who performed at the 

Olympic or professional level and/or members of an elite sport institutes/training centre and/or on an athletic 

scholarship with the likelihood of competing at an Olympic or professional level. This sampling strategy was 

used in order to recruit participants who met the criteria for this study and could effectively address the 

research aims and objectives. 

4.9.3.2 Recruitment 
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The recruitment strategy used for the focus groups did not differ to the strategy used for the survey (see 

‘4.9.1.2 Recruitment’). Again, an advertisement (see Appendix C) was disseminated among the researcher’s 

personal and professional networks. A Participant Information Sheet (see Appendix D) was sent via email 
and/or Facebook messenger to those who expressed their interest to participate. The Participant Information 

Sheet explained the research in lay terms and detailed the overall research process. The research project 

was also discussed with potential participant via phone calls, text messages, and/or Facebook messenger. 

This process ensured participants were well informed before volunteering to take part. Once it was confirmed 

that participants had read, and fully understood the Participant Information Sheet, focus groups were arranged 

at a time and place convenient to the participants. Participants were notified that the focus groups would last 

no longer than 60 minutes. Participants were also informed that they could contact the researcher at any time 
to ask questions or withdraw their participation. 

Additional steps were taken to ensure group composition was appropriate to the sensitivities around mental 

health, as factors such as age, ethnicity, sport, and competition level were found to influence participants’ 

willingness to participate. There were no strict rules regarding focus group composition, however, in line with 

respecting autonomy and nurturing relationships, participants were given the choice to decide who they would 

like to be in a focus group with. This process led to a form of snowball sampling, whereby participants would 

ask their friends and teammates whether they would like to participate in a focus group together and these 

participants would then volunteer to take part. This also helped to speed up the planning and carrying out of 
focus group sessions. Ultimately, focus group composition was driven by participants’ preference for smaller 

sized groups. As a result, focus groups were often small ranging from two to five participants per group (see 

‘6.1 Participant demographics’). Initially this was a concern, as traditional focus groups comprise 6-10 

participants per group; however, it quickly became clear that mini focus groups were advantageous, given the 

small potential pool of participants and the specialist insight of the athletes taking part – two key prerequisites 

for successfully implementing a mini focus group approach (Nyumba et al., 2018). Mini focus groups proved 

an effective and feasible way to address the research aims and objectives.  

4.9.3.3 Data collection  

Focus group schedule 

The focus group schedule (see Appendix E) consisted of seven discussion points, which aimed to explore 
participants’ experiences, understandings, and views towards the research topic and aims. Questions focused 

around five key categories: risk and protective factors for mental wellbeing, coping strategies and behaviours, 

depression, barriers to seeking help for mental health issues, and facilitators to seeking help for mental health 

issues. Initial demographic information and opening remarks also preceded the use of this schedule to help 

‘break the ice' and nurture the relational space within the group. The focus group schedule was developed in 
consultation with young Pacific male athletes themselves, experts in the field of Pacific athlete wellbeing, the 

researcher’s supervisors, and a review of national and international literature. This semi-structured question 
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guide was developed in line with the talanoa approach to data collection to ensure focus groups were 

structured, yet flexible enough for participants to share their experience and thoughts freely. Despite this 

seemingly short question guide, the average length of focus groups was 60 minutes. Moreover, the open 
dynamic of the focus groups meant that additional issues such as potential initiatives and health promotion 

strategies were discussed despite not being part of the question schedule. This approach allowed for the 

cultivation of a number of emerging themes, merging well with the grounded theory methodology underpinning 

this research. 

A ‘talanoa-style’ approach to focus groups 

Vaioleti’s (2006) Talanoa method provided the Pacific cultural reference point for qualitative data collection in 
this research. It is important to note, however, that a contemporary New Zealand Pacific youth form of talanoa 

was used in this research in line with the research context and participant demographics. The Talanoa 

research framework is based on the Tongan definition of talanoa, which refers to a personal encounter where 

people story their issues, their realities, and aspirations and is premised on Tongan epistemologies, practices, 

and protocols. Vaioleti (2006) argues that although Talanoa was theorised using a Tongan perspective, the 

thinking, concepts, and values underpinning Talanoa are transferable to other Pacific communities in New 

Zealand. The strength of Talanoa, in the context of this research, was that it incorporates Pacific indigenous 
values, while being flexible enough to align with the worldviews that many Pacific youth share growing up in 

New Zealand. Talanoa acknowledges that Pacific peoples may behave differently depending on the age, 

gender, cultural rank, and/or community standing of the researcher; for example, it was vital that the focus 

group facilitator in this research had lived experience as a young Pacific man in New Zealand and understood 

the social, cultural, gender, and age-based nuances that can either enhance or hinder the development of 

authentic relationships and knowledge sharing (see also ‘4.7 Researcher positionality’).  

The researcher’s positionality (see ‘4.7 Researcher positionality’) and multiple points of ‘sameness’ with 

participants, helped to facilitate connections and a positive group dynamic that was relevant to the research 
aims but still relatable to the everyday lived realities of participants. The researcher commonly drew upon 

where he lived, grew up, gender, school, mutual friends, ethnicity, and/or church to build an affinity with 

participants. Moreover, in focus group discussions regarding mental health stigma and masculinity, the 

researcher was able to use his own experiences with these masculine expectations as a young Pacific man in 

New Zealand to build a connection and sense of sameness with participants. Even the language and 

vernacular the researcher uses on a daily basis was a point of sameness and immediate comfort for many 

participants, who expressed a sense of relief that they could discuss these issues in a way that resonated with 
them and related to their lived realities and backgrounds. The key skill to facilitating this contemporary style of 

talanoa used in this research was being authentic and transparent with participants, and not trying to force a 

connection or sense of sameness through tokenistic means. While the use of fellow athletes and teammates 

to facilitate these focus groups would have been the ideal scenario, the researcher’s multiple shared identities 
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with the participants helped facilitate high levels of trust, rapport, and a shared sense of purpose with 

participants and, thus, enabled athletes to ‘open-up’ and share their authentic stories as young Pacific male 

athletes in New Zealand. However, while Talanoa is widely used in Pacific research, there are emerging 
arguments around the ‘correct’ application of talanoa as an indigenous research tool given the contemporary 

manner in which it is often applied and the different philosophical and cultural systems that influence its 

application in practice (Farrelly & Nabobo-Baba, 2014; Fa’alili-Fidow, Moselen, Denny, Dixon, Te’evale, et al., 

2016). Despite these arguments, the talanoa-style approach used in this research proved especially effective 

and helped to facilitate a ‘safe’ and positive group dynamic, which was essential given the sensitive nature of 

the research topic. 

Summary of the focus group process 

The pilot phase comprised the first two focus groups. The pilot phase explored whether the sampling and 
recruitment approach was effective and tested the appropriateness of the focus group schedule and overall 

focus group process. Participants preferred smaller sized focus groups, which proved effective in facilitating 

in-depth discussion of the research questions and topics. These two groups were made up of four Tongan 

athletes who were aged 20-22 years and played rugby union in New Zealand’s premium domestic 

competition, the Mitre10 Cup. All but one athlete was born in New Zealand (see ‘6.1 Participant 
demographics‘).  Both of these focus groups were face-to-face and carried out in Auckland. The first focus 

group was held at one of the participants homes and the second focus group was held at the participants’ 

local club room. Focus groups lasted between 45-60 minutes and were audio recorded, with participants’ 

permission. All focus groups were conducted in English. These two focus groups ran smoothly, and the 

methods proved effective. Small changes were made to the focus group schedule, which was reordered to 

ensure focus groups flowed naturally and revised to explore the barriers and facilitators of help-seeking 

barriers in greater depth. No other changes to the focus group process were made. Preliminary data from 

these focus groups was used in the final data analysis. 

Prior to commencing each focus groups, hardcopies of the PIS and consent forms (see Appendix F) were 

read through as a group and participants were encouraged to raise any questions or concerns that may have 

had about the focus group or overall research project. Participants were informed that they could pass on any 

questions of their choosing without giving a reason, and that they could leave the focus at any time without 

giving a reason. Participants were then asked if the focus group could be digitally audio-recorded and were 

informed that recording could be stopped at any time at their request and that all audio recordings from the 

focus group would be handled as per ethics approval guidelines. Participants were assured that all identifiable 
information they gave during the focus group would be anonymised in order to protect their privacy and 

identity. To ensure participants’ privacy and identity were protected, all audio recordings of focus groups were 

securely filed once transcribed, and all identifiable information such as names, sports teams and 

organisations were omitted from the final transcript and analysis. Once participants confirmed that they 
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understood the focus group and ethic processes and were happy to take part, they signed the Consent Form. 

All consent forms were completed and signed by participants prior to the focus groups taking place. 

It was important that participants felt comfortable sharing their stories, experiences, and opinions about the 
sensitive subject matters discussed in the focus groups. There were a number of simple, yet effective 

methods implemented to facilitate this. Offering food and drinks at the beginning of focus groups helped to 

develop an informal and positive atmosphere and led to general small talk related to participants’ days, sports, 

education, work, and other general topics. The provision of food also has significant cultural significance and 

is an important gesture to show respect, service, and reciprocity to participants for volunteering to share their 

time, knowledge, and wisdom (Health Research Council of New Zealand, 2014). Participants were also 

informed of the rationale for the study and the value of their experiences and knowledge towards supporting 
mental wellbeing for athletes like themselves and other young Pacific men more generally. This was done to 

show an appreciation for participants’ decisions to share their valuable knowledge, views, and experiences. 

Lastly, the reassurance that all information from focus groups would be anonymised helped to communicate a 

sense of trust and openness. Following each focus group, pākau aro’a (gifts) were given to participants as a 

token of appreciation for their time, knowledge, and contribution to the study. The provision of gifts is standard 

protocol in Pacific cultures as a means to show appreciation, reciprocate one’s service, and sign of one’s 

willingness to maintain relationships moving forward; all of which are central to developing and maintaining 

meaningful and long-lasting relationships in the Pacific world (Health Research Council of New Zealand, 
2014). Additional field notes were made immediately after each focus group, which outlined the general 

atmosphere of the focus group and documented the aspects that worked well, and those that did not, as well 

as other notable observations. No information personally identifying participants were recorded. Each focus 

group was transcribed soon after the focus groups took place and transcribed verbatim by the researcher. 

This same process was undertaken for each focus group. 

Data analysis 

Focus group transcripts and field notes were analysed using a grounded theory approach with a Pacific lens. 
Grounded theory is an inductive methodology involving the use of constant comparative analysis to analyse 

data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). A key feature of constant comparative analysis is that data analysis and data 

collection occur simultaneously, which cultivates greater exploration of emergent themes and helps to identify 

when theoretical saturation has been achieved (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). Grounded theory uses open, axial, 

and selective coding procedures to identify developing themes and create theoretical models that explain the 

data collected in the context of the research aims and objectives (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). 

Open coding is the initial process where common concepts within the data are identified and placed into 

comparable groupings, which guides development of preliminary categories that aim to describe the topic of 

interest (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Open coding was achieved by highlighting thematically significant excerpts 

from each focus group transcript, which guided the grouping of common themes and concepts into main 
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categories (e.g., family factors) and subcategories (e.g., financial (in)security). In order to ensure that the 

categories presented were representative of the talanoa that took place during focus groups, no categories or 

subcategories were overemphasized, nor omitted by the researcher. 

The second stage of analysis, known as ‘axial coding’, centres around comparing the groupings identified in 

the open coding phase (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Axial coding was undertaken by exploring the main 

categories and subcategories in greater depth and identifying any links between the two. In order to achieve 

this, focus group excerpts were copy and pasted into the categories derived from the open coding process 

and then grouped under the most relevant research aim. Excerpts that overlapped into multiple categories 

were re-read and compressed into the single most relevant category. Data from focus group transcripts were 

colour coded within a word document in order to keep track of the data source as links arose between 
themes. 

Selective coding refers to organising and integrating the categories, subcategories, and common concepts 

into a coherent structure, or theoretical framework, to describe the areas of investigation (Strauss & Corbin, 

1990). Selective coding was carried out by crafting the main categories and subcategories in a clear and 

concise manner that appropriately theorized the key factors promoting and supporting mental wellbeing and 

help-seeking for young Pacific male athletes. While this research focused on supporting athletes’ mental 

wellbeing, certain factors were found to be both risk and protective factors depending on time and context.  

This process was conducted after each focus group and then again after all focus groups were completed to 
ensure rigorous analysis of the data. Triangulation was achieved by reviewing data against the data collected 

from phases one and three, personal communication with experts in the field, as well as relevant local and 

international literature (see ‘4.11 Triangulation protocol’). 

4.9.4 Phase three: key respondent interviews 
Twelve in-depth, one-on-one interviews were carried out with coaches, managers, support staff, sports 

administrators, and agents, who were living in New Zealand at the time of the interview and worked in a 

professional capacity with young Pacific male athletes participating at the elite/representative/professional 

level. Key respondents worked within rugby league, rugby union, cricket, boxing, and mixed martial arts (see 

also ‘7.1 Participant demographics’). The following sections will provide an overview of the methods and 

processes used to carry out these interviews. 

4.9.4.1 Sampling 

The same theoretical purposive sampling used for the survey and focus groups was used to recruit 

participants for the key respondent interviews (see ‘4.9.1.1 Sampling’). This sampling strategy was used in 

order to recruit participants that met the criteria for this study and who could effectively address the research 

aims and objectives. The criteria for participation included: living in New Zealand and working in a 
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professional capacity with young Pacific male athletes participating at the elite/representative/professional 

level. Quota sampling was also used to ensure a diverse representation of participants from various sports, 

roles, ages, genders, and ethnic backgrounds. 

4.9.4.2 Recruitment 

The recruitment strategy used for the key respondent interviews did not differ to the strategy used for the 
survey and focus groups (see ‘4.9.1.2 Recruitment‘). Again, an advertisement (see Appendix G) was 

disseminated among the researcher’s personal and professional networks. A Participant Information Sheet 

(see Appendix H) was sent via email and/or Facebook messenger to those who expressed their interest to 

participate. The Participant Information Sheet explained the research in lay terms and detailed the overall 

research process. The research project was also discussed with potential participant via phone calls, text 

messages, and/or Facebook messenger. This process ensured participants were well informed before 

volunteering to take part. Once it was confirmed that participants had read and fully understood the Participant 
Information Sheet, interviews were arranged at a time and place convenient to the participant. Participants 

were notified that the interviews would last no longer than 60 minutes. Participants were also reminded that 

they could contact the researcher at any time to seek clarification or withdraw their participation. 

4.9.4.3 Data collection  

Interview schedule 

The interview schedule (see Appendix I) consisted of 11 semi-structured questions, which explore 

participants’ understandings and experiences regarding key and emerging themes relevant to the research 

aims and objectives. A semi-structured format was chosen to provide guidance and consistency between the 
interviews, but also to allow room for flexibility given participants’ diverse experiences, backgrounds, and 

areas of expertise. Questions were grouped under five key categories: current approaches to supporting 

mental wellbeing, past experiences supporting Pacific athletes in and away from sports, depression and 

identifying depression, promoting help-seeking among athletes, and views towards what could be improved 

moving forward. Given the sensitive nature of the research topic, it was important to first establish a relaxed 

environment, therefore a set of opening questions enquired about the key respondent’s role and career 

journey to build the connection between the participant and myself. The interview schedule was developed in 
consultation with experts in the fields of elite sports and Pacific mental wellbeing, findings from the survey and 

focus groups, and a review of national and international literature. Interviews lasted on average 60 minutes. 

Carrying out the interviews 

The pilot phase comprised the first three interviews. It aimed to assess whether the sampling approach was 

effective, to test the interview schedule, to collect preliminary data, and to evaluate the overall interview 

process. Evaluation of the entire interview process and analysis of the preliminary themes was used to guide 



Chapter 4: Methodology 

 

 

 
 

 

106 

the remaining interviews. As a result of the pilot phase, the interview schedule was reordered to ensure 

interviews flowed naturally and revised to explore approaches to supporting mental wellbeing in greater depth. 

No other changes were required. Data from these pilot interviews were included in the final data analysis. 
Interviews were one-on-one and carried out at a location and time convenient to the participant. Locations 

included participants’ workplaces, local cafes or restaurants, online via video calling, and participants’ homes. 

Interviews lasted between 60-90 minutes and were audio recorded, with the participant's permission. All 

interviews were conducted in English. 

At the beginning of each interview, the researcher verbally outlined the study and went through hardcopies of 

the Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form (see Appendix J) with participants. During this process 

the participants were encouraged to raise any concerns they may have had and were given the opportunity to 
ask questions related to the study or interview process. Participants were then asked if the interview could be 

digitally audio-recorded and were informed that recording could be stopped at any time at their request and 

that all audio recordings from the interview would be handled as per ethics approval guidelines. Participants 

were assured that all identifiable information they gave during the interview would be anonymised in order to 

protect their privacy and identity. To ensure participants’ privacy and identity were protected, all audio 

recordings of interviews were securely filed once transcribed, and all identifiable information such as names, 

sports teams and organisations were omitted from the final transcript and analysis. Participants were informed 

that they could pass on any questions of their choosing without giving a reason, and that they could withdraw 
from the study at any time within one month after the interview and without giving a reason. Once participants 

confirmed that they understood the study processes and were happy to take part, they signed the study 

Consent Form. All consent forms were completed and signed by participants prior to the interview.  

Following interviews, pākau aro’a (gift) were provided to participants as a token of appreciation for their time, 

knowledge, and contribution to the study. While the provision of gifts is a sign of respect, appreciation, and 

reciprocity in Pacific cultures, many Pacific participants declined the gift, not out of disrespect, but to show that 

they were participating out of support and aro’a for the research and the need for greater mental health 
support for Pacific athletes. Field notes were also made following interviews. Field notes described the 

general vibe of the interview and documented what aspects worked well in the interview and what aspect did 

not work so well, as well as other notable observations. Other than the participants’ interview number, no 

information personally identifying participants were recorded. Each interview was transcribed verbatim by the 

researcher directly after the interview took place. 

Data analysis 

Data analysis replicated the constant comparative grounded theory approach used for the focus groups (see 
‘Data analysis’). As with the focus groups, data analysis was conducted after each interview and then again 

after all 12 interviews were completed to ensure rigorous analysis of the data. Triangulation was achieved by 
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reviewing data against the data collected from phases one and two, personal communication with experts in 

the field, as well as relevant local and international literature (see ‘4.11 Triangulation protocol’). 

4.10 DATA INTEGRATION AND REPRESENTATION 
Data integration refers to the process of merging quantitative and qualitative data in mixed methods research 

in preparation for final analysis and theory development. There are three basic approaches that can be used 

to integrate data in mixed methods research: exploratory sequential; explanatory sequential; and convergent 

(see Figure 10). The approach used in this research followed an explanatory sequential design, with the 

quantitative survey being followed up by the qualitative focus groups and interviews. In explanatory sequential 

research, the quantitative data is analysed first, which then informs qualitative data collection and analysis 
(Fetters et al., 2013). In this research, the quantitative survey was carried out first to confirm the validity of 

existing literature and knowledge, followed by the qualitative methods that aimed to better define the research 

problems, understand key phenomena, and theorise frameworks grounded in participants’ views and 

experiences with mental wellbeing and help-seeking. The triangulation protocol in the next section provides an 

overview of how final data analysis and theory development was carried out after the data integration process. 

 

Figure 10 Basic designs of mixed grounded theory studies (Johnson, 2019) 

In order to represent the integrated data in this thesis, a ‘weaving’ approach was used. Fetters et al. (2013) 

refer to the weaving approach as a way to discuss both qualitative and quantitative findings together based on 
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common themes and shared research aims. While this format of presenting findings varied from that of my 

public health background, this method was deemed appropriate given the diverse research scope and sheer 

depth of data collected. 

4.11 TRIANGULATION PROTOCOL 
Triangulation, in the context of research, refers to the process of implementing strategies to overcome any 

potential bias that may be present in any single method, data source, or theoretical framework (Hussein, 

2009; Mertens & Hesse-Biber, 2012). Triangulation is often carried out to gain a deeper understanding of the 

research topic and increase study validity (Hussein, 2009; O’Cathain et al., 2010). The use of multiple 

methods, data sources, theoretical frameworks, and investigators are among the most common triangulation 
strategies implemented in mixed methods research (Hussein, 2009). This research implemented three 

triangulation strategies to increase the validity and rigour of its findings. First, a ‘convergence coding matrix’ 

(see Appendix K) was used to triangulate findings from all three phases of this study. A convergence coding 

matrix requires researchers to display the findings from each phase of the study on one page and analyse 

where findings are the same, complementary, ‘silent’, or contradictory (O’Cathain et al., 2010). In this case, 

‘silent’ refers to findings that are present in one phase of the study, but not in one of the other two. However, 

contradictions or disagreements between the phases does not necessarily represent a fault in the study but 
point to ‘inter-method discrepancy’, highlighting how different methods can produce different understandings 

of the same research question or topic. This triangulation process helps to guide the researcher to move away 

from seeing each method as separate and facilitates the development of ‘meta-themes’ derived from each 

phase of the study (Farmer et al., 2006). These meta-themes were used to guide the reporting and 

presentation of the findings and discussion chapters in this research.  

The second strategy was to consult with experts in the field of both elite sports and Pacific mental wellbeing, 

which included colleagues, my supervisors, and other professionals who worked in or had experience working 

within these fields. For example, an ‘insider’ was able to help identify which themes resonated with her 
experiences of working in the field of professional sports and what was outside of the ‘sporting realm’. This 

triangulation strategy is referred to as a form of ‘member checking’, where findings are shared with 

participants and experts in the field to check for validity and resonance with their experiences (Birt et al., 

2016). These experts each had their own understandings of the research process, research topic, and 

emerging findings, all of whom were vital to establishing a practical research process centred around critical 

analysis and evaluation. The final strategy was to compare the findings with relevant local and international 

literature. This strategy was not weighted as heavily as the first two given the nature of grounded theory, in 

that the literature has the potential to add ‘external bias’ to the final theory development (Strauss & Corbin, 
1990). While the literature did not impact upon theory development, it did help with contextualising the findings 

and the comparisons made throughout the discussion section. 
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4.12 DISSEMINATION 
Dissemination of research findings is a key principle of the Health Research Council of New Zealand’s (2014) 

guidelines, aligns with the researcher’s own values, and aligns with the Pacific values underpinning this 

research. Dissemination is a key part of maintaining positive and meaningful relationships with participants 

and nurturing the vā between myself, the participants, and the wider community connected to this research 

and research topic. The process and manner in which findings were disseminated took into account the 

diverse social protocol and values of young Pacific male athletes, their families, the wider Pacific community, 

elite sporting organisations, and various academic institutional contexts. For the young athletes and wider 

Pacific youth community, findings were shared on social media platforms such as facebook, twitter, and 
Instagram. While the researcher posted these findings himself, understanding the hierarchy that exists in both 

Pacific communities and various sporting communities, it was important that ‘influencers’ within these social 

networks also shared the findings in order to increase the engagement and significance of these findings for 

young Pacific athletes and Pacific youth alike. Several young athletes and former athletes helped to share 

these research findings to help raise awareness and further nurture the relational space with those who may 

not have participated or been directly involved with this study. It would be beneficial to have a youth-led 

conference or athlete-led conference centred around this topic in future. 

For elite sporting organisations, ‘one pagers’ and shorter reports summarising the key research findings were 

provided via email, with the offer to present and discuss the findings with them at any time free of charge. 

Most organisations took up the offer, with most discussions taking place via phone or video calls. There were 

also some organisations who invited the researcher to present the findings and provide a broader overview of 

the research topic to their group of athletes – both Pacific and non-Pacific. As an example, the researcher 

presented the research topic and some findings to a professional rugby union team as part of their pre-season 

preparations. These relationships were especially significant given the influence and decision-making power 

of these elite organisations to support mental wellbeing among young athletes. 

For families and the wider Pacific community, findings were shared on social media platforms namely 

facebook. As with the younger athletes, findings were shared with prominent local community and church 

leaders from a variety of Pacific communities in New Zealand who helped to give the research credibility 

within their respective communities. These leaders were respectfully asked if they would be able to help share 

the social media posts which had a link to a short report outlining the research and its key findings. This report 

was developed in consultation with colleagues to target and inform parents in our Pacific communities about 

the research topic and findings. A number of presentations were also made within the community at schools, 

sports clubs, and community-led fono (meetings) when the researcher was invited to speak about this 
research. The researcher plans to attend more community-led fono to share the research findings and raise 

awareness around mental health and help-seeking; particularly for the Pacific male population. 
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For academic institutions and audiences, this research has been and will continue to be shared in local and 

international conferences, seminars, guest lectures, presentations, academic publications in peer-reviewed 

journals, and any other publications that may arise. 

4.13 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
Ethics approval was granted for this research by the University of Auckland Human Ethics Committee on the 

19th of February 2018 (See Appendix L). The welfare, rights, privacy, wellbeing, and safety of participants was 

of paramount concern throughout this research. Ethics approval from an accredited institution is central to 

ensuring research conducted with human participants does not violate the human rights and moral principles 

of those who take part (Streubert & Carpenter, 2011). The key values underpinning this research such as 
respect, autonomy, beneficence, and non-maleficence helped to facilitate ethical and well-informed research 

practices from beginning to end. Examples of these ethical considerations are evident in the Participant 

Information Sheets [PIS] (see Appendix D) and Consent Forms [CF] (see Appendix F), which outlined the 

research procedures and any potential risks to participants given the sensitive nature of the research topic. 

For example, contact information for mental health support services and helplines were provided in the PIS 

and CF documents to aid participants should they want to access mental health support or require more 

information on mental health in general. Written and verbal discussion also took place with participants 
throughout the research process to ensure they understood the nature of the study and to address any 

questions or concerns they may have had regarding this research. The Pacific-centred nature of this research 

and the overarching principles of this research, particularly respect and nurturing relationships, also proved 

valuable to undertaking an ethical study in line with Pacific protocols and worldviews (see also ‘4.3 Prioritising 

a Pacific approach to research’). Suggestions from the Health Research Council of New Zealand’s (2014) 

Pacific research guidelines were closely adhered to and also aligned with the researcher’s own personal 

values as a Pacific person. Holistic principles related to cultural protocols, respect, protection, and reciprocity 

were used alongside the other Pacific frameworks underpinning this research to ensure culturally appropriate 
and ethical research processes were implemented from beginning to end (see also ‘4.5 Guiding theoretical 

base’ and ‘4.8 Overarching research principles’).  

4.14 METHODOLOGICAL LIMITATIONS 
As with other research, this research had its own methodological limitations that must be addressed. Despite 

a number of strategies employed to improve methodological validity and reduce the risk of methodological 

limitations, it is important to identify potential limitations so that they can be addressed to inform any future 
comparative studies and adjusted for appropriately during the final discussion section (McGrath, 1995). 

There is an urgent need for further research to develop culturally responsive methodologies that are sensitive 

to specific contemporary Pacific diasporic communities and the diversity within these communities such as 

age, language, and gender. Many of the Pacific research methods used in this research were adapted to fit 
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the contemporary Pacific youth context in New Zealand; with these methods adopting an ‘urbanesian’ 

aesthetic so to speak. While effective, there is great scope to theorise contemporary forms of indigenous 

protocols and knowledge and merge them with traditional Pacific protocols to develop research methods the 
are relevant to the lived realities and everyday lives of Pacific youth in New Zealand. 

While the survey included items from a number of widely-used scales, the adjusted wording, order, and 

exclusion of certain items means that findings from these survey scales cannot be accurately compared to 

other studies who have used the scales in their original and/or validated forms (Tsang et al., 2017). 

Furthermore, these widely-used scales, apart from Manuela’s (2015) PIWBS-R, were developed for use in 

Western societies that conceptualise wellbeing different in comparison to Pacific cultures; for example, very 

few mental wellbeing scales acknowledge the holistic and interconnected construct of wellbeing that can be 
found in Manuela’s PIWBS-R scale (Vaingankar et al., 2012). 

Self-selection bias may also be present as participants volunteered themselves to take part in this study. 

Thus, the characteristics and perspectives of participants who volunteered to take part in this study may be 

different to athletes and stakeholders that did not take part in this study. For example, focus group participants 

may be representative of a subgroup of the target population who are more open to talking about mental 

health compared to other athletes. However, the completely anonymous survey may have helped to reduce 

this bias, as athletes who did not want to participate in face-to-face focus groups were still able to contribute to 

the study by completing the survey. There were also a number of potential participants who were unable to 
attend or take part in the focus groups, due to logistical reasons, mainly because of conflicting schedules and 

commitments.  

It is also important to note that despite the significant number of athletes who had lived overseas during their 

career, this specific sample group of Pacific male athletes were from New Zealand or competing in New 

Zealand at the time in which data collection took place. Thus, while these findings can be used to make 

theoretical links and hypotheses, generalising these findings to Pacific male athletes from other countries or 

based outside of New Zealand should be done with caution and consideration. 

Self-report bias was also a potential limitation of this study, as people in general may be selective in their 

recollection of events or feel the need to give socially acceptable responses to certain research questions 

(Althubaiti, 2016). For example, questions regarding depression and other forms of mental illness relied on 

self-identification which may hinder construct validity. This limitation highlights the need for further research on 

this topic involving diagnostic surveys and interviews to remove this bias. 

There were also limitations related to coding of the data, given the need to protect participants’ privacy and 

anonymity. In mixed methods research, it is recommended that the coding process is carried out by two or 

more people in order to increase validity and remove the influence of any personal bias. However, 
triangulation strategies were implemented to address this limitation and improve study validity (see ‘4.11 

Triangulation protocol’). 
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4.15 CHAPTER SUMMARY 
This chapter described the Pacific epistemology and mixed methods-grounded theory methodology used in 

this research to explore the views and experiences of young Pacific male athletes and key stakeholders such 

as coaches, managers, agents, and sports administrators in relation to mental wellbeing and help-seeking in 

elite sports. ‘Vai Niu’ was introduced as a guiding framework for this research, which took a unique Pacific 

masculine approach and an interdisciplinary stance in line with Pacific Studies as a discipline; disrupting 

dominant Western research paradigms which do not always align with the worldviews and lived realities of 

Pacific research participants and topics. The researcher’s multiple positionalities were discussed in order to 

acknowledge both the strengths and potential limitations associated with these positionalities. An in-depth 
summary of the three phases of data collection used in this research was also provided. Sampling, 

recruitment, and data analysis methods were outlined for the survey, athlete focus groups, and key 

respondent interviews, with a focus on the benefits of using socioculturally-relevant research methods and 

protocols to nurture the relational space with research participants and communities. Data integration and 

triangulation protocol were then summarised to illustrate how data was integrated and final analysis took 

place.  Lastly, this chapter highlighted the importance of conducting research that is ethically sound and 

discussed methodological limitations with an emphasis on the strategies that were taken to address these 
limitations. 
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5 SURVEY FINDINGS 

5.1 AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 
In short, the aims and objectives of this research were to: 

i. Better understand the sociocultural and contextual factors impacting upon the mental wellbeing of 

young Pacific male athletes competing at the professional and/or Olympic level or engaged in an elite 

talent development programme with the likelihood of competing at an Olympic or professional level;  

ii. Investigate depression, on and off the field, and explore the triggers of depression, athletes’ coping 

strategies, and the support that athletes require to cope with mental distress; 

iii. Identify strategies that will support and encourage positive mental wellbeing and help-seeking among 

Pacific athletes; 

iv. Provide information to help inform future approaches to supporting mental wellbeing among elite 

athletes with a particular Pacific youth focus; 

v. Develop a preliminary framework to represent the sociocultural and contextual factors underpinning 

mental wellbeing and help-seeking for young Pacific athletes, informed by young Pacific athletes 

themselves and with input from key stakeholders (coaches, managers, player agents, and other 

sports administrators); and, 

vi. Contribute new knowledge to the areas of Pacific mental health, suicide prevention, sports 

psychology, health management, and Pacific men’s health. 

5.2 PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS 
This section summarises the demographic characteristics of the athletes that participated in the online survey 

(see Appendix M). This survey was completed by 99 young Pacific male athletes from 16 different sports and 

27 unique Pacific ethnic backgrounds. The median age of the 99 participants surveyed was 21-22 years of 
age. Just under half of participants (n = 45/99) were of mixed ethnicity. Just over half of participants (n = 

51/99) had Samoan heritage, followed by Cook Islands Māori (n = 23/99), Tongan (n = 23/99), Fijian (n = 

10/99), and Niuean (n = 7/99). Although New Zealand Māori (NZ Māori) and European populations were not a 

target of this research, it is important to note that a significant proportion of participants had mixed Pacific and 

European heritage (n = 21/99) and mixed Pacific and NZ Māori heritage (n = 19/99); highlighting the ethnic 

diversity within this population group and the wider Pacific youth population. The ethnic diversity of these 



Chapter 5: Survey findings 

 

 

 
 

 

114 

participants is representative of the ethnic diversity found within New Zealand’s general Pacific youth 

population (Statistics New Zealand, 2019). 

Most athletes that participated (n = 65/99) were involved at the professional or Olympic level. Over 57 percent 
of participants were born in New Zealand, and 57 percent of participants lived in Auckland, New Zealand. 

Most of the New Zealand-based participants residing outside of Auckland played rugby union. Around 23 

percent of participants resided outside of New Zealand; 16 out of 17 Australian-based athletes played rugby 

league and 16 out of 23 athletes based overseas were born in New Zealand. There are no reasons to believe 

that there are any statistically significant anomalies in the demographic data collected, as the data was 

indicative of the overwhelming popularity of rugby union and rugby league in New Zealand and the large 

Pacific presence in Auckland. 

Rugby union and rugby league were by far, the most popular sports played by participants at 36 and 32 

percent respectively. Basketball, 8 percent of participants, mixed martial arts (MMA), 6 percent of participants, 

and boxing, 4 percent of participants, were the next most popular sports played by participants. Appendix M 

provides a full breakdown of the sports played by participants. 

5.3 FAMILY WELLBEING AND SUPPORT  
Family support and wellbeing were measured by asking participants how happy they were with their family’s 
financial security, happiness, and communication. Participants were also asked if they were expected to help 

their family financially, if they were able to cope with familial expectations to provide financially, and if they 

believed that their family understood the pressures, commitments, and expectations of being an elite athlete. 

All family support and wellbeing measures were closely associated with one another (p = <0.05). 

The majority of participants (n = 71/99) reported being happy or very happy with their family’s happiness. 

There was a significant association (p = 0.002) between familial financial security and receiving a primary 

income from sports (p = 0.0002), as 68.7 percent of participants (n = 33/48) whose main source of income 

derived from sport were happy or very happy with their family’s financial security in comparison to only 23.4 
percent among participants (n = 12/51) whose main source of income did not come from sports. Age was also 

linked to self-reported familial financial security (p = 0.309), with older participants reporting higher levels of 

familial financial security; again, this finding was closely linked to sports being one’s primary source of income. 

There was no significant link between familial financial security and expectations to help family financially (p = 

0.4070). 

Similar trends were prevalent in relation to participants’ perceptions towards familial happiness. There was a 

significant link between familial happiness and having sports as a main source of income (p = 0.0373). 

Familial happiness and familial financial security were also closely associated (p = >0.0001), with higher 
levels of familial happiness correlated with higher levels of familial financial security. There was also a positive 

correlation between familial happiness and familial communication (p = >0.0001).  
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Again, there was a significant association between familial communication and being a professional or 

Olympic-level athlete (p = 0.0362). Familial communication, familial financial security, and familial happiness 

were all positively correlated. There was also a positive correlation between familial communication and being 
able to cope with familial expectations (p = 0.0008), as 74.6 percent of participants who agreed or strongly 

agreed that they were able to cope with familial expectations (n = 47/63) also reported they were happy or 

very happy with their family’s communication. Family communication was closely associated with disclosing a 

mental health problem with family (p = 0.0009), as 100 percent of participants (n = 19/19) that were very 

happy with their family’s communication reported that they would be inclined to share with their family if they 

were experiencing a mental health problem.  

Participants who reported high levels of familial happiness (p = 0.0089) and familial communication (p = 
>0.0001) were more likely to feel that their family understood the pressures, commitments, and expectations 

of being an elite athlete. Having family who understood the pressures, commitments, and expectations of 

being an elite athlete was strongly associated with deciding to share a mental health problem with family (p = 

>0.0001), as 100 percent of participants (n = 53/53) who felt that their family understood the pressures, 

commitments, and expectations of being an elite athlete reported that they would be inclined to share with 

their family if they were experiencing a mental health problem.  

Most participants (n = 67/99) reported being able to cope with the expectations their family placed on them. 

Participants who felt that their family understood the pressures, commitments, and expectations of being an 
elite athlete were also more likely to report that they were able to cope with the expectations their family place 

on them (p = 0.0010), as 88 percent of participants (n = 22/25) who felt that their family understood the 

pressures, commitments, and expectations of being an elite athlete agreed or strongly agreed that they were 

able to cope with the expectations their family placed upon them. 

Family expectations to help financially were positively correlated with older age (p = >0.0001), being born 

outside of New Zealand (p = 0.0191), sport being one’s main source of income (p = 0.0003) and having lived 

outside of New Zealand during one’s sport career (p = 0.0254). For example, 84.21 percent of participants 
born outside of New Zealand (n = 16/19) strongly agreed that they were expected to help their family 

financially, while only 41.25 percent of participants born in New Zealand (n = 33/80) reported the same. 

Interestingly, there was no correlation between sports being one’s main source of income and participants 

ability to cope with their family’s expectations to help financially (p = 0.0635). 

5.4 CLUB, SCHOOL AND ORGANISATIONAL SUPPORT 
Organisational support was measured by asking participants how happy they were with the support they 

receive from their sports club, school, or organisation in relation to both sporting performance and life away 
from sports. Participants were also asked how happy there were with the relationship they had with their 

sports club, school, or organisation. Participant responses to these questions were all positively correlated (p 
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= >0.01), and participants who were happy or very happy with the relationships and support they received 

from their sports club, school, or organisation were also more likely to report that they would discuss a mental 

health problem with their coach or team staff (p = >0.003). The majority of participants (n = 77/99) were either 
happy or very happy with the support they received from their sports club, school, or organisation (see Figure 

11). There was a positive association (p = 0.0262) between age and perceived support from sports club, 

school, or organisation, as older participants were more likely to report being happy or very happy with the 

support they received from their sports club, school, or organisation. Professional and Olympic level athletes 

were also more likely to report being very happy with the support they received from their sports club, school, 

or organisation (n = 31/66) in comparison to non-professional, non-Olympic-level athletes (n = 5/33).  

 

Figure 11 How happy are you with the support you get from your sporting organisation/club/school 

Most participants (n = 74/99) were happy or very happy with the relationship they had with their sports club, 

school, or organisation, with only 5.05 percent (n = 5/99) reporting that they were unhappy with the 

relationship they had with their sports club, school, or organisation; no participants reported being ‘very 
unhappy’ with the relationships they had with their sports club, school, or organisation. Age was not a 

significant factor in the way participants responded to this question (p = 0.2295). 

Furthermore, the majority of participants, 54.5 percent (n = 54/99), were happy or very happy with the support 

they received from their sports club, school, or organisation away from sports (see Figure 12). However, there 

was a small number of participants (n = 11/99) who were unhappy or very unhappy with the support they 

received from their sports club, school, or organisation away from sports. Age was a significant correlate (p = 

0.0001), as athletes aged 16 to 18 years of age were more likely to report being unhappy or very unhappy 
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with the support they received from their club, school, or organisational away from sports, 31.58 percent (n = 

6/19), in comparison to participants aged 19 to 24 years of age, 6.25 percent (n = 5/80). 

 

Figure 12 How happy are you with the support you get from your sporting organisation/club/school 
away from sports 

5.5 BALANCE AND IDENTITY 
Enrolment in formal education or trade school was linked to age, with older participants less likely to be 

enrolled in formal education or trade school (see Table 3).  

Table 3 Are you currently enrolled at a school, university, or trade school 
 

Total 16 - 18 19 - 20 21 - 22 23 - 24 

No 55 0 10 15 30 

Yes 44 19 11 5 9 

The majority of participants were neutral or disagreed when asked if they found it easy to balance everything 
going on in their lives (n = 79/99). Participants were asked to state how strongly they agreed or disagreed with 

the following statement: ‘I find it easy to balance everything that is going on in my life’. The majority of 

participants, 50.50 percent (n = 50/99), reported being neutral when it came to this statement, with 26.26 

percent of participants (n = 26/99) disagreeing, and 18.18 percent of participants (n = 18/99) agreeing.  
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There were no significant associations between other variables measured in the survey. Participants’ ability to 

balance non-sporting endeavours was largely influenced by whether sports was their main source of income 

or not (p = 0.009), as only 12.5 percent of participants (n = 6/48) whose main source of income came from 
sports agreed that they find it easy to balance everything going on in their life. For participants whose main 

source of income did not come from sports, 27.4 percent (n = 14/51) of participants reported that they find it 

easy to balance everything going on in their life.  

Nearly half of all participants (n = 45/99) agreed or strongly agreed that they regularly felt burned out or 

overworked, while only 6.06 percent of participants (n = 6/99) disagreed and no participants strongly 

disagreed with the statement that they regularly feel burned out or overworked (see Figure 13). Professional 

and Olympic level athletes were more likely (p = 0.0178) to agree or strongly agree that they regularly felt 
burned out or overworked, 66.66 percent (n = 22/33), in comparison to non-professional and non-Olympic 

level athletes, 38.84 percent (n = 23/66). 

 

Figure 13 How much you agree with the following statement: ‘I regularly feel burned out or 
overworked’ 

Not being supported by one’s sporting organisation, club, or school away from sports was also associated 

with regularly feeling burned out or overworked (p = 0.0004), with 90.91 percent of participants (n = 10/11) 

who reported being unhappy or very unhappy with the support they received from their sporting organisation, 

club, or school away from sports also reporting that they regularly felt burned out or overworked in comparison 

to 32.69 percent of participants (n = 17/54) who reported being happy or very happy with the support they 
received from their sporting organisation, club, or school away from sports. Feeling regularly burned out or 

overworked was positively associated with participants reporting that had low to no energy to spare in the last 

two weeks (p = 0.0411). 
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Just over half of all participants, 53.53 percent (n = 53/99), agreed or strongly agreed that they had a backup 

career option(s) in mind regarding life after sports. Having a backup career option(s) in mind was not 

associated with any variables measured in the survey. For example, being enrolled in school, university, or 
trade school had no significant impact (p = 0.1192) as to whether participants had a backup career option(s) in 

mind should their sporting career end. 

5.6 CULTURAL IDENTITY 
Cultural identity and wellbeing were measured by asking participants how important being a Pacific person is 

to their identity. The majority of participants, 79.79 percent (n = 75/94), strongly agreed that being a Pacific 

person is an important part of their identity. Of the remaining participants, 17.02 percent (n = 17/94) agreed 
with the statement and 3.19 percent (n = 3/94) were neutral. Age was the only variable measured that was 

associated with cultural identity (p = 0.0013). Participants aged 16 to 18 years old were more likely (n = 11/18) 

to be neutral or agree that being a Pacific person was important to their identity in comparison to those aged 

19 to 24 years of age (n = 8/76). 

Participants were also asked if they felt that their team and coaching staff respected their cultural values and 

beliefs. The majority of participants either agreed (n = 27/94) or strongly agreed (n = 29/94) that their team 

and/or coaching staff respected their cultural values and beliefs. There were, however, a relatively significant 
number of participants (n = 33/94) who were neutral regarding this statement and a small percentage of 

participants (n = 5/94) who disagreed with this statement (see Figure 14). There were no significant 

associations with the other variables measured in the survey. 

 

Figure 14 My team and/or coaching staff respect my cultural values and beliefs 
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Religious centrality was measured by asking participants how important going to church was to them and if 

they had a strong connection with God. Participants’ responses were divided in regard to the importance of 

attending church, as 31.31 percent of participants (n = 31/99) strongly agreed that going to church was 
important to them while 31.31 percent of participants (n = 31/99) were neutral. The remaining participants 

agreed (n = 18/99), disagreed (n = 17/99), or strongly disagreed (n = 2/99) (see Figure 15).  

Ethnicity was closely associated (p = 0.0022) with participants’ responses, with Fijian, Samoan, and Tongan 

participants more likely to agree or strongly agree, that going to church is important to them in comparison to 

participants with Cook Islands Māori, Papa’a, or New Zealand Māori heritage. Participants born outside of 

New Zealand were also more likely (p = 0.0113) to strongly agree that attending church is important to them 

(n = 12/19) in comparison to participants born in New Zealand (n = 19/80). Participants who agreed or 
strongly agreed that attending church was important to them were more likely to view God as a key source of 

support if they were to experience a mental health problem (p = <0.0001). 

 

Figure 15 Going to Church is important to me 

The majority of respondents either agreed (n = 24/99) or strongly agreed (n = 50/99) that they had a strong 

connection with God. Having a strong connection with God and perceiving church attendance as important 

were closely linked (p = <0.0001). Participants who agreed or strongly agreed that they had a strong 

connection with God were more likely (p = 0.0397) to report being happy or very happy with their family’s 

happiness (n = 66/74). 

Participants were asked whether their club and/or coaching staff respected their religious or spiritual beliefs 

(see Figure 16). The majority of respondents, 57.57 percent (n = 57/99), were neutral in their response to this 
question. A large proportion of participants either agreed (n = 24/99) or strongly agreed (n = 13/99) that their 

club and/or coaching staff respected their religious and spiritual beliefs, while a small number of participants 
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(n = 5/99) disagreed with this statement. No participants strongly disagreed with this statement. Positive 

responses to this statement were closely associated (p = 0.0027) with higher levels of perceived support from 

one’s sporting organisation, club, or school. 

 

Figure 16 My club and coaching staff respect my religious/spiritual beliefs 

5.8 MEDIA AND SOCIAL MEDIA  
The majority of participants (n = 77/99) reported that they used social media regularly. Younger participants 

were more likely to use social media regularly (p = 0.1644). When asked if they felt confident talking with the 

media, the majority of participants were neutral (n = 39/99), with a significant number of participants reporting 

that they disagreed (n = 23/99) or strongly disagreed (n = 10/99) with this statement.  

Professional athletes were more likely (p = 0.2676) to report that they felt confident talking with the media. 

Participants who felt confident talking with the media were less likely to report that negative comments on new 

media or social media caused distress (p = 0.0036). Organisational support away from sports was also 

positively associated with feeling more confident talking with the media (p = 0.0103). 

Participants were asked if negative comments about them on news media or social media made them angry 

or sad. The majority of participants were neutral (n = 29/99), disagreed (n = 21/99) or strongly disagreed (n = 

25/99) with this statement. However, a significant number of participants (n = 20/99) agreed that negative 
comments about them on news media or social media did make them angry or sad. There was a significant 

association (p = 0.0094) between being a professional athlete and experiencing less distress due to negative 

comments on news media or social media. There was also a significant association (p = 0.0003) between the 

amount of time spent on social media and the distress caused by negative comments on news media or social 

media. 

The majority of participants were neutral (n = 49/99) when asked if they find it easy being a public figure. 

There were, however, a significant number of participants (n = 26/99) who disagreed with this statement. 

Participants born outside of New Zealand were more likely (p = 0.0072) to disagree (n = 7/19) or strongly 
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disagree (n = 5/19) with this statement. Participants who found it easy being a public figure were less likely to 

report that negative comments on new media or social media caused distress (p = 0.0154). 

5.9 UNDERSTANDINGS OF DEPRESSION AND ANXIETY 
In order to quickly explore participants’ understandings of depression and anxiety, and given the significant 

length of this survey, participants were asked whether they could explain what depression or anxiety is to a 

friend. Participants were far more aware of depression compared to anxiety. The majority of participants (n = 

69/99) stated that they could explain what depression is to a friend; however, the majority of participants (n = 

70/99) reported that they would not be able to explain what anxiety is to a friend. Being able to explain what 

depression is was positively associated (p = 0.0002) with being able to explain what anxiety is. Ethnicity (p = 
0.0270) and birthplace (p = 0.0001) were positively associated with participants’ understandings of 

depression, as Island-born and Fijian participants were less likely to be able to explain what depression is in 

comparison to participants from other ethnic groups. Age was not a significant factor in participants’ 

responses. 

Understandings of depression were significantly associated (p = 0.0318) with not seeking help from anyone, 

as all four participants who stated that they would never seek help from anyone if they were experiencing a 

mental health problem also reported that they would not be able to explain what depression and anxiety are. 
Understandings of depression (p = 0.0002) and anxiety (p = 0.0112) were also associated with less stigma 

towards others who sought help for mental health issues. 

5.10 RESILIENCE 
Resilience was measured using a condensed version of the 14-item Resilience Scale (RS-14) (see Appendix 

A). Participants demonstrated very high resilience tendencies (a score above 25), with an average score of 

26.78 out of 30 (see Table 4). While most participants (n = 80/99) scored above 25, a number of participants 
(n = 17/99) scored between 20-24, illustrating high resilience tendencies, and one participant scored between 

15-19, indicative of average resilience tendencies. 

Table 4 Resilience responses 
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The majority of participants strongly agreed that they usually find something to laugh about (n = 80/99); they 

can get through difficult times because they have experienced difficulty before (n = 70/99); their belief in 

themselves gets them through hard times (n = 69/99); when they are in a difficult situation, they can usually 

find their way out of it (n = 69/99); and they usually manage one way or another (n = 57/99). 

Higher resilience scores were linked with higher subjective wellbeing (p = <0.001). There was also a positive 

association (p = 0.001) between age and resilience scores, with participants aged 16 to 18 years averaging 

scores of 24.84 in comparison to 28.26 for participants aged 19 to 24 years. Having a strong connection with 

God was closely associated (p = <0.001) with strongly agreeing that one’s belief in themselves gets them 

through hard times.  

Positive family wellbeing was also linked (p = 0.0008) with being friends with one’s self. Participants who 

strongly agreed that they were friends with themselves were more likely to report that they would seek help 
from both social and clinical sources. No significant differences were observed between resilience scores and 

other demographic factors such as sport played and birthplace.  

5.11 SUBJECTIVE WELLBEING 
Subjective wellbeing was measured using a shortened version of the Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-being 

Scale (WEMWBS-14) (see Appendix A). The average score for the 99 participants was 33.55 out of 45, 

suggesting average levels of mental wellbeing comparative to the general United Kingdom population (see 
Table 5). However, a moderate number of participants (n = 23/99) scored 38 or more suggesting, high mental 

wellbeing and a small number of participants (n = 11/99) scored 26 or less indicating, low mental wellbeing 

and depression.  

Table 5 Subjective wellbeing responses 
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Participant responses were skewed towards positive wellbeing in almost all items except for item three, ‘I’ve 

been feeling relaxed’, and item four, I’ve had energy to spare (see Table 6). A significant number of 

participants (n = 51/99) stated, that they rarely had energy to spare over the past two weeks and a small 

number of participants (n = 6/99) stated that they never had energy to spare over the past two weeks. 

Similarly, 24.24 percent of participants (n = 24/99) reported that they had rarely been feeling relaxed over the 

past two weeks. 

Table 6 Subjective wellbeing responses 

 

There was a positive association between age and subjective wellbeing (p = <0.001), as participants aged 16 

to 18 years scored a mean score of 26.26 in comparison to the mean score for 19 to 24-year-old participants 

of 33.83. Positive family wellbeing (p = <0.001) and club support (p = <0.001) were associated with higher 
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subjective wellbeing scores. There were no significant differences based on ethnicity, birthplace, or type of 

sport played. 

5.12 SUPPORT NETWORKS 
Exploration of participants’ support systems were evaluated by asking participants: ‘If you were having mental 

health problems, how likely would you share it with the following sources?’ (see Table 7). The majority of 

participants, 71.7 percent (n = 71/99), reported that they would not discuss their mental health problems with 

anyone most of the time, and 4.04 percent (n = 4/99) of participants stated that they would never seek help 

from anyone if they were experiencing a mental health problem (see also ‘5.13 Attitudes towards help-

seeking’). 

God was the leading reference source, with 41.4 percent (n = 41/99) of participants asserting that they would 

always share their mental health problems with God, and a further 9.1 percent (n = 9/99) stating that they 

would share their mental health problems with God most times. Intimate partners were also a common 

reference source with 12.1 percent of participants (n = 12/99) affirming, that they would always share their 

mental health problems with an intimate partner and 37.4 percent (n = 37/99) expressing that they would 

share their mental health problems with an intimate partner most of the time. 

Table 7 If you were having mental health problems, how likely would you share it with the following 
sources? 

Reference source Never Rarely Sometimes Most times Always 

Intimate partner (n=99) 12  12.12% 9 9.09% 29 29.29% 37 37.37% 12 12.12% 

Family (n=99) 12 12.12% 47 47.47% 23 23.23% 13 13.13% 4 4.04% 

Friend (n=99) 4 4.04% 32 32.32% 45 45.45% 17 17.17% 1 1.01% 

Teammate (n=98) 8 8.16% 35 35.71% 50 51.02% 3 3.06% 2 2.04% 

Coaches or team staff (n=99) 42 42.42% 36 36.36% 17 17.17% 2 2.02% 2 2.02% 

Religious or spiritual leader (n=99) 64 64.65% 21 21.21% 10 10.10% 3 3.03% 1 1.01% 

God (n=99) 4 4.04% 12 12.12% 33 33.33% 9 9.09% 41 41.41% 

Mental health professional (n=99) 77 77.78% 17 17.17% 4 4.04% 1 1.01% 0 0.00% 

Phone helpline (n=99) 97 97.98% 0 0.00% 2 2.02% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 

Online support (n=99) 86 86.87% 6 6.06% 5 5.05% 2 2.02% 0 0.00% 

I would not seek help from anyone (n=99) 3 3.03% 4 4.04% 17 17.17% 71 71.72% 4 4.04% 
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Informal sources of support such as family and friends were also popular reference sources, however 

participants held slightly more positive views towards friends in comparison to family. Teammates were 

another popular reference source for participants, with 55.56 percent of participants (n = 55/99) stating that 
they would disclose mental health problems to a teammate at least some of the time.  

Formal sources of support such as mental health professionals, phone helplines, and online support were 

unpopular reference sources for participants. The majority of participants (n = 77/99) reported that they would 

never share their problems with a mental health professional, with similar trends prevalent for phone helplines 

(n = 97/99) and online support (n = 86/99). 

While all participants held more negative views towards disclosing mental health problems with coaches and 

team staff, participants playing rugby union (n = 23/36) and basketball (n = 5/8) were most likely to state that 
they would never disclose a mental health problem with their coach or team staff. 

Younger participants aged 16 to 18 years were less likely (p = <0.001) to view intimate partners as a 

preferential reference source in comparison to participants aged 19 to 24 years. Family communication was 

associated with more positive views towards family as a reference source (p = 0.001). Similarly, being happy 

or very happy with organisational support away from sports was associated (p = 0.003) with more positive 

views towards sharing mental health problems with coaches and team staff. Cultural identity had no effect on 

participants’ views towards certain reference sources. 

5.13 ATTITUDES TOWARDS HELP-SEEKING 
Participants’ attitudes towards mental health help-seeking were generally more negative. Felt, or perceived, 

stigma was measured by asking participants whether they felt like they would be ‘judged negatively’ if they 

were to seek help for a mental health problem. The findings were convincing, with 89.89 percent of 

participants agreeing (n = 23/99) or strongly agreeing (n = 66/99) with this statement (see Figure 17). Stigma 

towards others seeking help for mental health problems was also captured. Participants were asked if they 

would view someone differently if they knew that person sought help for a mental health problem. The findings 
were divided, with 45.45 percent of participants disagreeing (n = 20/99) or strongly disagreeing (n = 25/99) 

with this statement and 35.35 percent agreeing (n = 33/99) or strongly agreeing (n = 2/99) with the statement 

(see Figure 18). Taking into account those who would feel neutral, it could be stated that the majority of 

participants, 64.64 percent, held low or no stigma towards others who sought help for mental health problems. 

These findings are significant, considering that 64.64 percent of participants felt neutral or non-judgemental 

towards others seeking help, yet 89.90 percent of participants held significant levels of perceived stigma when 

it came to seeking help for themselves. 



Chapter 5: Survey findings 

 

 

    
 

 

127 

 

Figure 17 I would view someone differently if I knew that they sought help for mental health issues 

 

Figure 18 I feel like I would be 'judged' differently if I sought help for any mental health issues 

Stigma towards others seeking help for mental health problems was linked to a lack of understanding of 

depression (p = <0.001). The majority of participants, 75.36 percent (n = 52/69), who stated that they could 

explain what depression is to a friend held low, to no stigma towards others seeking help for mental health 

problems, whereas only 40.00 percent of participants (n = 12/30) who reported being unable to explain what 

depression is to a friend held low to no stigma towards others seeking help for mental health problems. 

Similarly, high levels of perceived stigma were positively associated with not seeking help from external 
sources (p = <0.001). The majority of participants who agreed or strongly agreed that they would be judged 

differently if they sought help for any mental health issues also reported that they would not share their mental 

health problems with an external source most of the time (n = 68/71) or always (n = 4/4). This finding 

definitively links perceived stigma to reduced help-seeking behaviours among participants. There were no 

significant differences between age, ethnicity, or the type of sport played when it came to stigma and attitudes 

towards help-seeking among this group. 

5.14 SUMMARY 
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This chapter has presented and examined findings from the online survey with 99 young Pacific male athletes 

from 16 various sports and representing 5 Pacific ethnic groups, with 27 unique ethnic combinations reported. 

It has summarised the centrality of family wellbeing and support for athletes’ mental wellbeing and help-
seeking behaviours and attitudes. Similarly, the importance of organisational relationships and sports for 

athletes’ mental wellbeing was outlined. Findings related to balance and identity were presented, highlighting 

the challenges athletes experience trying to balance their athletic and non-athletic commitments. Athletes’ 

affinity to their culture and religion were also presented, highlighting the influences of age and ethnicity on 

cultural identity and religious centrality. Athletes’ regular use of social media and the distress caused by 

negative social media and media comments was also outlined. Understandings of depression and anxiety 

were presented in light of mental wellbeing and help-seeking, and athletes’ high levels of resilience and 
subjective wellbeing were also presented. The importance of social support networks and athletes’ preferred 

sources of help were summarised. Lastly, this chapter outlined the low levels of stigma athletes held towards 

others seeking help for mental health issues, but the high levels of perceived stigma and discrimination that 

athletes believed they would experience if they sought help for their own mental health issues. These survey 

findings, alongside the literature review, guided the development of the focus group discussion points and 

interview questions. 
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6 ATHLETE FOCUS GROUP FINDINGS 

6.1 PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS 
Twenty-four Pacific male athletes from five different ethnic backgrounds and three different sports participated 

in seven mini focus groups (see Table 8). An athletes level of ‘eliteness’, or expertise, was categorised in line 

with Swann’s (2015) four classifications: semi-elite, competitive elite, successful elite, and world class elite 

(see Figure 19). 

 

Figure 19 Swann’s (2015) model for classifying elite athletes in research 

The following formula was used to calculate athletes’ ‘eliteness’ (see Equation 1).  

Equation 1 Swann’s (2015) equation for calculating athletes ‘eliteness’ in research 

 

Table 8 Participant demographic information 
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Group Partici. Age Ethnicity Area of residence Sport Elite level 

1 1 20 Tongan Hamilton Rugby Union Semi-elite 

1 2 20 Tongan Hamilton Rugby Union Semi-elite 

2 3 22 Tongan Christchurch Rugby Union Competitive-elite 

2 4 22 Tongan Christchurch Rugby Union Competitive-elite 

3 5 24 Tongan Auckland Rugby League Semi-elite 

3 6 20 Fijian Auckland Rugby League Semi-elite 

3 7 23 Samoan/European Hamilton Rugby Union Competitive-elite 

3 8 23 Tongan Hamilton Rugby Union Semi-elite 

4 9 24 Samoan Sydney Rugby League Competitive-elite 

4 10 24 Samoan Sydney Rugby League Competitive-elite 

4 11 17 Tongan Auckland Rugby League Semi-elite 

4 12 17 Tongan Auckland Rugby Union Semi-elite 

4 13 18 Samoan Auckland Rugby Union Competitive-elite 

5 14 24 Tongan Auckland MMA Competitive-elite 

5 15 18 Tongan Auckland MMA Semi-elite 

5 16 24 Cook Islands/European Auckland MMA Competitive-elite 

6 17 18 Samoan Wellington Rugby Union Semi-elite 

6 18 19 Samoan Wellington Rugby Union Semi-elite 

6 19 18 Samoan Wellington Rugby Union Semi-elite 

6 20 18 Cook Islands Wellington Rugby Union Semi-elite 

7 21 24 Samoan/Māori Brisbane Rugby League Successful-elite 

7 22 24 Tongan/European Auckland Rugby League Competitive-elite 

7 23 24 Tongan/Māori/European Wellington Rugby Union Successful-elite 

7 24 24 Cook Islands/Māori Auckland Rugby League Competitive-elite 



Chapter 6: Athlete focus group findings 

 

 

    
 

 

131 

6.2 FACTORS IMPACTING UPON MENTAL WELLBEING FOR YOUNG PACIFIC 
MALE ATHLETES 

Building upon findings from the literature review and survey, focus groups were undertaken to better 

understand the factors that promote and protect mental wellbeing for young Pacific male athletes. Several 

themes emerged in relation to research objective one and will be presented under the following categories: 

organisation factors, athletic career and performance factors, education factors, family factors, social factors, 

cultural factors, spiritual factors, individual factors, and identity factors. It is important to note that many of 
these findings were interrelated and could have fit within more than one category ; however, findings were 

categorised in this way to ensure continuity with the literature and clarity for the reader. The 

interconnectedness of these findings is discussed further in Chapter Eight (see ‘Discussion’). 

6.2.1 Organisational factors 
Support provided by athletes’ sporting organisations proved valuable to participants’ mental wellbeing. 

Coaches in particular played a key role in fostering a supportive team environment and facilitating positive 

social networks, with all participants detailing the positive and negative interactions they had with coaches and 

how these experiences affected their mental wellbeing: 

I reckon coaches have a big impact on our mental health, cos that’s where we go to most of the 

time for help. I think the motivation and inspiring words from them help a lot. That bond and 

reassurance from them is a big thing. (Tongan, 17, Semi-elite, Rugby League, Participant 11, 

Focus Group 4) 

Most participants believed that coaches were best placed to cultivate a ‘culture of care’ for athletes in the elite 

environment given their influence over young athletes. The following quotes sums up the substantial benefits 

for athletes’ performance and wellbeing when coaches are able to foster a more caring and personal 

connection with young athletes: 

All my coaches since I turned pro have been amazing. Just so selfless. They’re always there to 

help. I’ll be in the gym and they’ll always be there. Even if they’re holding the pads all day getting 

sore. So I’ve been lucky to have coaches who are so heavily invested in me. Even when I wasn’t 

making much money. It’s a culture in here. Everyone’s trying to make each other better. (Cook 

Islands/European, 24, Competitive-elite, MMA, Participant 16, Focus Group 5) 
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However, not all interactions with coaches and team staff were positive, as many participants reported 

interactions that demonstrated the significant power and influence that coaches, team staff, and elite 

organisations hold over athletes and their wellbeing: 

With top level rugby, they want you to put rugby first. And it’s hard to do that when you’re not 

getting paid that much and have other responsibilities. I remember one of the boys put his family 

before rugby and almost got black listed. The coach, to be quite honest about it… was a dick 

about it. He tried to get the boys into the mentality that it’s us or his family and that if you can’t 

mix both then you don’t have a spot in the team. So, he struggled to try and get his spot back and 

look after his family. That just adds to the stress he’s already going through as well. (Samoan, 

18, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 17, Focus Group 6) 

While some athletes were critical of coaches, most athletes believed that elite talent development 

programmes prepared them well for the senior level. Athletes who had been part of junior high-performance 

programmes from a young age were more likely to report more positive interactions with team staff and the 

senior elite environment, as demonstrated by the following quote: 

I think coming from the school I came from it wasn’t too much of a big step up, cos our coaching 

and resources and setup was quite similar. I feel like I was well prepared for the elite 

environment because of school and just growing up in this type of environment. 

(Samoan/European, 23, Rugby Union, Competitive-elite, Participant 7, Focus Group 3) 

Furthermore, most participants were happy with the mental health support provided by their respective 

coaches and clubs/organisations. All participants stated that awareness around mental health was increasing 

among their peers and their wider sporting networks, asserting that mental health was becoming more of a 

priority for athletes. In contrast, however, the majority of athletes simultaneously reported that mental health 

was not something that they took care of or prioritised in their lives. The following quote sums up how many 

participants felt in relation to being aware of mental health, but not actively invested in practicing ‘self-care’ or 

tending to their own mental health: 

I never really thought too much about mental health growing up. We’ve started learning about it. 

We’ve started going into the environment with high performance and stuff and they try to drill us 

and teach us different scenarios and how to deal with it. So, it’s definitely up there now, but 
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there’s still other things that are higher for me personally. (Tongan, 22, Rugby Union, 

Competitive-elite, Participant 3, Focus Group 2) 

Moreover, despite athletes being satisfied with the support they received at the elite level, some participants 
argued that this support rarely filtered down to the club or amateur level. As one participant reported, there is 

significant room to improve the wellbeing support provided to athletes at the sub-elite level: 

It’s good being with [professional club] now, cos they keep in touch and help with everything. But 

when I wasn’t with [professional club] it was pretty hard. Like last year when I did my knee there 

was no support at all - no workers or anything. There was nothing at all. After getting injured I’d 

just turn to drinking and stuff. So that was a downer for me. But this year when I got injured, I had 

the support from the club and heaps of people. Just having people communicating and just 

helping. (Tongan, 22, Rugby Union, Competitive-elite, Participant 4, Focus Group 2) 

This finding also tied in to a few participants who stated that they struggled when they were released from 

their elite/professional contract. These participants highlighted the challenges associated with being detached 

from organisational support systems and feeling isolated once they were released from an organisation, as 

illustrated in the following quote: 

It took me a whole season to rehab back to strength. If the club contributes more to the players 

that they have sitting on the sideline or that they have released, just to keep them informed and 

not just throw you out to the wilderness. Like we’re releasing you, but we’d still like to keep in 

touch and stuff. (Samoan, 24, Rugby League, Competitive-elite, Participant 10, Focus Group 4) 

6.2.2 Athletic performance and career factors 
Numerous factors linked to career progression and athletic performance were raised by participants during 

focus group discussions. The often-swift and unexpected transition to and from the elite level, relocating away 

from home, injuries, concussion, and managing career and performance expectations were among the most 

prominent career and athletic performance factors affecting mental wellbeing for participants.  

The most prominent challenge for most athletes was related to job insecurity and the short-term nature of 

sporting contracts. Participants found that the realities of a career in elite sports did not always align with their 
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own expectations; particularly in relation to the difficulties of attaining a professional contract and maintaining 

a career in professional sports. The following quotes summed up the concerns of participants well: 

It hasn’t been a smooth transition. Cos you think once you make first 15 it will be easy to make 

any rep team and so on. But that’s not the reality in professional rugby. You’re lucky if you even 

get a run [opportunity to play]. (Samoan, 19, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 18, Focus 

Group 6) 

There’s like 3000 other players trying to crack one team. To get noticed you have to put in the 

work - training three, four, five times a week. It takes a toll physically, especially playing with 

players bigger and faster. I was only 14 when I played at the national’s tournament. I was able to 

make [International Age-Group Representative Team]. It was hard though. 40 of the best players 

from around New Zealand trialled. A lot of good players missed out. (Tongan, 17, Rugby League, 

Semi-elite, Participant 11, Focus Group 4) 

While most athletes treasured the opportunity to participate at the elite level, they also understood the 

business of professional sports. As illustrated by the following quote, all participants were very aware of the 

cutthroat performance-centred nature of elite sports: 

You just have to appreciate how much fun footy is and you get to play professionally. But I do 

know that when you become a professional player, there becomes a difference from having fun 

with mates to now it’s a business and your job. (Samoan, 24, Rugby League, Competitive-elite, 

Participant 10, Focus Group 4) 

As with the literature, most participants in this study reported that the transition to the elite level was both 

fulfilling and challenging. Most participants stated that their transition to the senior elite level was fast and 

unexpected. While most participants praised talent development programmes in preparing them for this 

reality, some participants noted that this transition was a ‘blessing’, but also a major challenge 

psychologically: 

Getting a professional contract kind of came out of nowhere. I was just playing last year and 

wanted to perform for myself and my family. And out of that came the [super rugby team] camp 
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and now I’m here. And once you start getting into those higher grades you see how things 

change - the coaching, the skill level, the pressures. I can see why it can get to some of the boys. 

(Tongan, 20, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 1, Focus Group 1) 

The transition from amateur to professional ranks was also confronting for some participants, as they started 

questioning their own athletic ability and experienced an initial loss of confidence. However, as the following 

quote demonstrates, participants were able to overcome these challenges over time through the support of 

coaches and by learning from more experienced athletes: 

I went to Thailand at 18 and the other guys were like 24 so it was crazy. I was training hard, but 

not as hard as I could have. I didn’t really take it as serious as I do now. I never saw it as a 

career at the time. But once I came back home, I joined a new gym with like ten pro fighters. At 

first, they were just bashing me and were just too good for me, which was hard cos I was only 20 

and when I started, I never lost coming up in the ranks. But they actually ended up being the 

most helpful in becoming pro and just motivated me hard. (Cook Islands/European, 24, MMA, 

Competitive-elite, Participant 16, Focus Group 5) 

Nevertheless, performance pressures had a big impact on mental wellbeing for all participants. Even for 

participants who had secured professional contracts, the pressure to perform was a major source of distress. 

Such an intense focus on performance meant that coping with failure was challenging. Coping with failure was 

harder for some more than others, with athletes from individual sports appearing especially vulnerable to 
depression after losing or experiencing career setback; as illustrated by the quote below: 

I’ve been at the lowest of lows. When you lose and it feels like the lowest time of your life. In a 

team sport you share that burden with your mates. In fighting it feels like it’s you against the 

world win you lose. And when you win, you’re on top of the world. But when you lose and you’re 

down and out you think everyone on the street is judging you – but they’re not. It’s a hard thing to 

push pass. It took me a long time to be able to accept a loss, cos I didn’t lose a lot in my career 

beforehand. I had 40 fights before I lost – I was just dumbstrucked. And I think people just put too 

much pressure on themselves when they lose, like I did, but losing is part of any sport. You just 

have to learn from it. (Cook Islands/European, 24, MMA, Competitive-elite, Participant 16, Focus 

Group 5) 
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Participants stated that the pressure to perform can be overwhelming at times, especially when these 

pressures came from people that athletes viewed as key sources of support such as teammates, family, 

and/or team staff. The following quote illustrates the significant effect that these external pressures can have 
on young athletes’ mental wellbeing: 

I think most of the pressure is external. Cos you can be real solid inside, but if there’s constant 

external pressure just hammering you down it can crack you inside. I think if there was less 

pressure externally and more support instead… man the internal will just build and build and get 

stronger. (Samoan, 24, Rugby League, Competitive-elite, Participant 10, Focus Group 4) 

Participants who had relocated for sports explained the added expectations to succeed from their family back 

home and the increased distractions and ‘temptations’ that they faced in their new environment. This was 
especially true for rugby league athletes who had once played in Australia, as illustrated by the two quotes 

below where participants outlined the challenges they faced away from sports: 

When you go over for footy, you kind of feel the pressure from back home to make it. You get a 

bit of freedom and it kind of tests you as a person – things away from the field is the hardest. 

Where it tests you to see how mature you are. Especially going over when you’re young. A lot of 

temptations. The number one thing is party life [in Sydney]. You need the right people around 

you to keep you in check. (Samoan, 24, Rugby League, Competitive-elite, Participant 10, Focus 

Group 4) 

Yea moving to Sydney was probably the hardest thing in my life. I went over by myself. The 

culture shock and just everything… A different life. It was me and one of my other mates. We 

came over by ourselves. I think we became close because of why we wanted to come over. Like 

every other Pacific Islander we want to get a better future to provide for the family. So we had like 

tons of pressure. (Samoan, 24, Rugby League, Competitive-elite, Participant 9, Focus Group 4) 

All participants acknowledged that the pressure to perform is always going to be there for athletes, and that it 

is important for young athletes to have the right people around them and support systems in place to 
overcome performance setbacks when they arise. The following quote typifies participants’ views towards the 

performance pressures they face: 
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There’s always a lot of pressure. Especially coming out of a gym with a lot of champions and 

people expect you to do the same. But you’ve just got to accept it. That’s the package. It’s always 

gonna come, so you need to have the right people around you to support you.  You have to be 

careful who you pick. (Cook Islands/European, 24, MMA, Competitive-elite, Participant 16, Focus 

Group 5) 

Some participants argued that it is important for athletes to manage their own expectations and be realistic 

about their athletic potential in order to minimise the distress caused by performance setbacks and 

deselection. The following participant outlined his experiences with performance setbacks and how he has 

adapted his mindset to better cope with the performance pressures athletes face at the elite level: 

The pressure to perform can sometimes make you go out on the field and try and do too much 

and that’s the worst thing you could do. The way I take any game is to go out there, run hard and 

tackle hard and have fun doing that. You got to just try and keep it simple you know. In the game 

of footy it won’t always go your way, but you’ve got to learn to bounce back - mistakes happen in 

games, you got to learn from it. Putting pressure on yourself just doesn’t help. It’s about knowing 

your limits and knowing who you are as a player. What your strengths are. Just being realistic 

about things… not trying to be a Jesse Bromwich or Taumalolo, just being me. (Samoan, 24, 

Rugby League, Competitive-elite, Participant 9, Focus Group 4) 

A few athletes also touched on the fact that it is possible to ‘fall out of love’ with elite sports as a result of the 
constant pressures and expectations, which led to mixed feelings for these participants. Some recalled 

feelings of indifference towards their own performance and sporting outcomes, while one athlete was left 

distressed and confused as to how he ‘fell out of love’ with something he was previously so passionate about:  

I mean if you love what you do, you will always be happy and it doesn’t matter how hard it is you 

will find a way to get through it… and I think sometimes we push a lot of people to play rugby and 

to this and that and if your hearts not in it then your head won’t be and you will only be able to do 

it for so long before you hate it. (17, Tongan, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 12, Focus 

Group 4) 

The intense media attention garnered by certain sports, such as rugby union and rugby league, was also 

found to further amplify the pressure participants felt as they entered the elite level. This heightened visibility 
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exposed athletes to additional critique from both their own local Pacific communities as well as the general 

public. While participants found this visibility daunting, they were able adapt over time: 

It wasn’t something I thought I’d be getting into, but I’ve gotten used to it over time. Sometimes it 

can be awkward when people want to follow you and you don’t do the right thing. It’s just those 

little points in time that you can find it a bit awkward, but there’s points in time when you’ve got to 

just stand up and I guess like show why you’re a leader - just do what’s right. (Samoan, 18, 

Rugby Union, Competitive-elite, Participant 13, Focus Group 4) 

Participants also discussed the importance of keeping a ‘clean image’ given the ‘spotlight’ they are under and 

the potential embarrassment and family shame associated with controversy in and away from sports, as 

illustrated in the following quote:  

I’m pretty proud of the decisions and actions vie made in life cos I’ve always made the right 

decisions and haven’t tarnished my name or done stuff wrong cos life is about choices and I’ve 

just been lucky that I’ve made the right ones. (Samoan/Māori, 24, Rugby League, Successful-

elite, Participant 21, Focus Group 7) 

While participants accepted the heightened visibility of being an elite athlete, some struggled with being seen 

by others as only an athlete, object, or commodity rather than another human being. The following two quotes 

captured this phenomenon well:  

Sometimes you put up that guard cos you’re treated like an object cos you play footy but sharing 

with others like through social media helps to humanise yourself. (Samoan/Māori, 24, Rugby 

League, Successful-elite, Participant 21, Focus Group 7) 

Yea, it’s been pretty out of it like real strange. It all happened pretty quick. The whole seeing 

myself as a role model. And also being out there and commercialised. I think it’s been hard 

because of the judgement associated with putting yourself out there and being up there. 

Worrying about what other people think – it’s hard. It goes against what you’re used to doing like 

you’re trying to promote yourself when you don’t really want to. I find that hard a lot of the time. 

Like am I doing the right thing. I have to check myself sometimes and see where things align with 
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my personal values and beliefs and who I want to be. (Tongan/Māori/European, 24, Rugby 

Union, Successful-elite, Participant 23, Focus Group 7) 

Being perceived as a ‘leader’ and role model was a common expectation associated with the added visibility 
of being an elite athlete, with many participants sharing their experiences of taking up and being bestowed 

leadership roles within their social circles: 

My mates see me as a leader now. I run a programme at [gym] and I just see my mates and they 

just follow me everywhere. They look up to me more now. I find it alright. I don’t like telling them 

what to do, so I try to just lead by example. It helps me to stay disciplined knowing they’re looking 

up to me. And I just try to be like others who I look up to in that same way. (Tongan, 18, MMA, 

Semi-elite, Participant 15, Focus Group 5) 

They try and put the leader and role model thing on to you, but it’s not really something I worry 

about. I just try to do my job the best I can and just help the boys when they need help and just 

support them. I’m not the leader type of guy I’m more of just a do it type of guy and just do my 

thing and if others see me doing my best they will probably see it and it will push them to go hard 

too. (Samoan, 18, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 17, Focus Group 6) 

When participants were asked how they coped with these pressures and the pressures to perform, the 

majority looked towards themselves. Most participants believed that it was up to the individual athlete to adapt 

the right mindset, character, and discipline to grow and improve as an athlete and a person, as evidenced by 
the following quotes: 

My discipline has helped me stay positive. When I started with [coach], he would always make us 

do extras and I would always feel like giving up. But you just have to keep going and turn up the 

next day and the next day and the next day. Because at this level they’re going to keep giving it 

to us and you just have to get used to it. So, a big mindset change is needed and discipline. 

(Tongan, 18, MMA, Semi-elite, Participant 15, Focus Group 5) 

If you wanna make it, it isn’t just about playing. It’s about what your like and it’s your character. 

They say that your footy skills only get you so far, but it’s your character that takes you beyond. I 
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was kind of shocked cos I thought they were just looking for players with skill, but they’re mostly 

focussed around who you are. They want someone who is committed 100% to the team and 

getting better. (Tongan, 17, Rugby League, Semi-elite, Participant 11, Focus Group 4) 

Many participants also highlighted that this same mindset and discipline is beneficial to other areas of life as 

well: 

I’ve learned those sorts of things through sports - staying disciplined and not changing your 

routine. Those same things apply to church so when I’m waking up every morning, I’ve gotta get 

there on time and that applies to church – I’ve got to get to church every Sunday. You got to do 

your homework when you get home. It’s all the same sort of disciplines you learn, so sports isn’t 

just about sports its teaching you good things off the field too. (Samoan, 18, Rugby Union, Rugby 

Union, Participant 13, Focus Group 4) 

Furthermore, some athletes argued that their cultural upbringing aligned well with the values central to 

success in elite sports. Cultural values and traits related to respect, discipline, and courage were viewed as 

important strengths that athletes carry into the elite environment as a result of their upbringing. These athletes 

believed that these values were central to their successes at the elite level, as demonstrated by the following 

quote: 

I reckon it’s a benefit being Tongan, cos like respect and that is naturally taught. And with respect 

you can’t just get in and fake it. Going into the camp it really helped cos that’s the type of values 

they’re looking for. There was like five values that they wanted in players - integrity, passion, 

respect, leadership and courage. So those were the five values they told us about and that’s 

something that we as Tongans try to do. (Tongan, 17, Rugby League, Semi-elite, Participant 11, 

Focus Group 4). 

Although concussion was not a primary concern for most participants, a few participants recalled experiences 

with concussion that do raise warnings around the adherence of concussion protocol and the long-term risks 

for athletes who prematurely return to full-contact sports after serious head injuries: 



Chapter 6: Athlete focus group findings 

 

 

    
 

 

141 

Last year I had a head injury. I got into a big collision. But then I kept playing and didn’t know I 

had anything wrong. Took some little shots and tackles. then after the game I went straight to the 

hospital and I was there for two weeks. it was a concussion and pretty serious. I couldn’t even 

remember some stuff and they told me I couldn’t play rugby no more and that was pretty bad. 

They were doing scans and saying don’t risk it and stuff and I had to do tests once a month. And 

just got cleared two months ago. I had to keep coming to the test day and grinding it out and 

when I failed, they kept telling me to do this and that and practice this for the next test. Then I 

would go back and fail and do it all over again. (Tongan, 20, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 

2, Focus Group 1) 

6.2.3 Educational factors 
Secondary and tertiary education had a significant effect on participants’ mental wellbeing and development. 

However, athletes were divided on the short-term importance of formal education. For example, educational 
pursuits provided balance for some participants, while others placed greater emphasis on the role of elite 

secondary school talent development programmes in preparing athletes for a career in elite sports. The 

following quotes sum up the views of most participants who emphasised the importance of attaining formal 

qualifications and having ‘back-up’ career plans: 

My studies keep me busy off the field. That’s what I see as a problem with a lot of boys, you 

know putting all your eggs in one basket and that’s kind of a bad thing to do. I’ve always been a 

firm that there’s other parts of your life you have to focus on. (Samoan, 24, Rugby League, 

Competitive-elite, Participant 9, Focus Group 4) 

I’m familiar with it cos they keep emphasising that it’s important to have a plan off the field just in 

case. From previous examples they know that if you don’t have a backup it can be quite hard for 

people if you had to leave the game. I have an agent as well and we have a mentor within that 

agent who works with us a lot and he helps a lot with off the field stuff. Their philosophy is to get 

an education cos you’re only one injury away. (Samoan, 18, Rugby Union, Competitive-elite, 

Participant 13, Focus Group 4) 

Whereas, the following quote exemplifies the views of a few participants who argued that schools should 

place greater emphasis on athletic development and preparing young elite athletes for the senior elite level: 
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It would be good if we could somehow make young players realise that if they want to take sport 

or rugby as a career they can. So, sort of like Aus how they tell people early in school that sports 

is a career. In school they drill into you to go to university and get a degree and rugby is seen as 

a hobby type of thing. But some boys see it as a career option. If we get them to know earlier that 

it’s a real career pathway then it will make the transition easier into professional rugby. Cos they 

drill into you about uni and teach you all this stuff that you need UE and that, but what about 

rugby. Rather than drilling into them that they need uni entrance maybe they could say you need 

to be this fit to be a professional athlete. So just supporting them that it can be a realistic career. 

That it is possible. (Samoan, 18, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 17, Focus Group 6) 

For some athletes, the short window of opportunity to chase a career in elite sports was cited as a key 
motivation to defer or forego educational pursuits, as illustrated in the following quote: 

Study is in the future. Definitely rugby is the higher priority right now. The study will always be 

there. It can kind of wait. (Samoan/European, 23, Rugby Union, Competitive-elite, Participant 7, 

Focus Group 3) 

However, many participants recalled the experiences of teammates who struggled with the transition away 

from elite sports as a result of not having any formal qualifications or alternative career options to ‘fall back 

on’: 

Sometimes I feel sorry for some of the boys, cos they don’t have anything else but rugby. So, if 

they don’t succeed, they turn to drugs and alcohol and crime a lot. But you just need to see the 

statistics… there’s not a lot of boys making it. You’ve always got to have a back-up plan and not 

having a back-up plan leads to more pressure and if rugby is the only one career choice it can go 

bad… you need to have that backup plan. (Samoan, 18, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 19, 

Focus Group 6) 

Athletes who were pursuing formal education reported that they often struggled to balance their education, 

sporting, and other social commitments. The following quotes typify participants’ experiences of undertaking 
formal studies while participating at the elite level: 
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I personally want to become a youth worker. So, I’m studying towards that. Doing my social 

practice papers. But it’s pretty tough aye. I find it real challenging balancing everything. Sports, 

family, and then study as well. (Fijian, 20, Rugby League, Semi-elite, Participant 6, Focus Group 

3) 

The biggest stress for me is trying to balance everything. Right now, it’s probably half sports and 

half school. I find it hard cos I have [professional academy] training Monday and Wednesday. 

Then a game Wednesday and another training on Friday and then gym on Thursday. It’s only 

really Tuesday that I have off from sports. So trying to finish all my assignments on that day is a 

challenge. Especially with other things like friends and church and that. (Tongan, 17, Rugby 

League, Semi-elite, Participant 11, Focus Group 4) 

Participants who did not come from ‘elite’ schools with talent development programmes suggested that these 

less pressurised environments enabled them to focus on other areas of their life such as education and 

personal development away from sports: 

It’s always been easy to find a balance for me. Coming from a B grade school, you kind of don’t 

have that same pressure when you’re young. You just enjoy your footy. There’s a lot of talent in 

the B grade schools, but you know there not the biggest schools and most boys end up going to 

the big schools. But the talent is always there. (Samoan, 18, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 

19, Focus Group 6) 

In contrast, athletes from elite secondary schools explained the considerable pride and sense of belonging 

derived from representing their school. The following quote summed up the views of these athletes well: 

The best thing about school was just the people you met and mates you made along the way. A 

big reason I loved playing schoolboy footy was the pride and the atmosphere – money can’t buy 

that. You wouldn’t trade that for the world and that really helped me to stay positive back then. 

(Tongan, 17, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 12, Focus Group 4) 

In summary, secondary education played a pivotal role in athlete development for all participants. However, 
while most athletes saw the benefits of formal education, some participants were willing to defer or forego 
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formal education in order to focus on their athletic careers. Furthermore, many athletes expressed the 

struggles they faced in balancing education, sporting, and other social commitments. In relation to the 

literature, these findings are concerning given the importance of education for developing balanced athletic 
identities for young athletes (see ‘3.3 The importance of athletic and cultural identities’). 

6.2.4 Familial factors 
Family, including partners, kids, parents, siblings, and extended family members, were central to mental 

wellbeing for all participants. A number of subthemes related to family were raised during focus groups 

including the general love and support provided by family, the role of family in promoting personal 

development and balance, family as a key motivator for sporting success, financial obligations, and the 

importance of family in coping with challenges such as relocation, deselection, and injury rehabilitation. Mental 

wellbeing, for example, centred around the love and support provided by family for all participants, with 

intimate partners playing a key role in supporting athletes’ wellbeing: 

She [my partner] just helps to keep my mind off any troubles. I get to talk with her about anything 

and everything. And just the things you get from girlfriends… or boyfriends if you’re into that. 

(Samoan, 24, Rugby League, Competitive-elite, Participant 9, Focus Group 4) 

In addition, participants with children reported the central importance of being with their kids, which is not 

always possible given the transient nature of some elite sports. These athletes reported the changes they 

made in their lives in order to adopt habits conducive to the wellbeing of themselves and their families. The 

following quote summarises how athletes balanced their parental and sporting obligations at the elite level: 

I think having kids helped me adapt to the limelight. It gave me a bit more motivation and thought 

behind what I was doing and sharing and posting online. And growing up I’ve always known what 

I’ve wanted to do in life and be in life and that’s playing professional sports. And I’m pretty proud 

of the decisions and actions I’ve made in life cos I’ve always made the right decisions and 

haven’t tarnished my name or done stuff wrong cos life is about choices and I’ve just been lucky 

that I’ve made the right ones. (Samoan/Māori, 24, Rugby League, Successful-elite, Participant 

21, Focus Group 7) 

For younger participants, parental support was the central source of support and was crucial to younger 

athletes’ mental wellbeing, as illustrated in the following quote:  
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They know how much I train and stuff, but I think they don’t sometimes understand how hard it 

can be. Just physically it can fatigue you and mentally you might not be as fast as you are at 

school and then when you come home you know they’re expecting you to do things. I think my 

parents are pretty good with me, take away some of the load and that. They understand I’m really 

busy and stuff, so they help. (Tongan, 17, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 12, Focus Group 

4) 

Family also played a key role in keeping athletes grounded and helped to facilitate the development of a 

balanced athletic identity and well-rounded sense of self for most participants: 

A lot of it is really grounding me, I’m not this [professional club] player when I’m with them. I’m 

just me… I’m just another member of the family, their brother or cousin. A lot of it is just telling 

me when I’m playing up but also when I’m doing well. They feed that back… so just helping me 

grow as a person, not just a rugby player but as a person. (Samoan, 18, Rugby Union, 

Competitive-elite, Participant 13, Focus Group 4) 

Family’s big for me and where I come from. Just being around my nieces and nephews and 

being around people is something that I’ve always liked and something that comes naturally. 

That’s where the giving back and wanting to inspire the next generation stems from – my family, 

my upbringing and just seeing myself in a lot of the other kids out there. 

(Tongan/Māori/European, 24, Rugby Union, Competitive-elite, Participant 23, Focus Group 7) 

I see myself as more than an athlete. I’m a father to my kids. A husband to my wife. I know that 

being an athlete is a pretty tough gig and people expect a lot from you. But I’ve been pretty lucky 

to have a family, so you know… and my faith as well to always refer back to. Footy will be around 

for only so long and I’ve been lucky enough to find my faith and have family and go up from 

there. (Tongan/European, 24, Rugby League, Competitive-elite, Participant 22, Focus Group 7) 

At the same time, however, family was also identified as a key source of pressure for some participants. 

These participants stated that they were motivated to succeed and dedicate more time towards sports in order 
to secure a professional contract and provide for their family financially. The following quotes demonstrate 

how deeply embedded these views were among these participants: 
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My mum keeps me motivated aye. Always complains to me every day about my brothers and 

how they’re not working enough, so I’m like flip ill make the money then. I’ll be the one. (Tongan, 

18, MMA, Semi-elite, Participant 15, Focus Group 5) 

The main motivation for my whole life is my family, cos we’re not the richest family and 

sometimes we had no lunch and no money. So that’s my ultimate goal to provide for all my 

family. (Tongan, 17, Rugby League, Semi-elite, Participant 11, Focus Group 4) 

I think some boys put their mindset on getting contracts and making money, but for me I kind of 

put that aside and just aim to do my best and see what comes out of it. A lot of boys do focus on 

contracts, but then it effects their performance and kind of puts pressure on themselves and they 

might stumble in the game and then it has a massive impact on them. They start thinking I have 

to get this contract, my families here watching and kind of stumble. I put that away cos that’s a lot 

to put in your head and I just focus on the game… but it depends on who you are I think and how 

you handle pressure. (Samoan, 19, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 18, Focus Group 6) 

Additionally, these motivations to succeed for family were closely linked to pressures around not wanting to 

‘let the family down’. Participants noted the sacrifices that their family had made and felt that it was their duty 

to succeed in order to repay their family for these sacrifices. This often led to participants adopting a mindset 

founded on not wanting to ‘let their family down’, as illustrated by the following quote: 

I didn’t want to feel like a let people down. I feel like I let people down if I’m not successful. My 

family, we don’t have a lot of money. My Grandma who’s one of my biggest influences was 

paying for my school fees so that I could play at the academy, so I don’t want to let her down. 

(Tongan, 17, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 12, Focus Group 4) 

Participants also explained that there is a certain sense of shame associated with not succeeding or attaining 

a professional contract. This sense of shame derived from participants feeling like they let their family down, 

as expressed in the following quotes: 

Those family pressures can feel real shaming if you don’t make it. Rather than face the music, 

some boys see ending their lives as a way out - which is really tragic. I think that’s what we need 



Chapter 6: Athlete focus group findings 

 

 

    
 

 

147 

to be discussing when we travel on tour and stuff. When we go out to schools and communities 

and that. (Samoan, 24, Rugby League, Competitive-elite, Participant 9, Focus Group 4) 

I think those external factors can affect you. Just the pressure of trying to get that jersey and 

everything is distracting you and this leads to bad negative thoughts which can be too much and 

can just over fill your mind. (Samoan, 19, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 18, Focus Group 

6) 

Financial obligations were also a common concern among participants who had recently left secondary 

school. These participants found it difficult to adapt to the new financial obligations placed upon them by their 

parents since they had left secondary school, explaining the tensions caused by trying to chase their sporting 

dreams while finding a job to meet their familial financial obligations: 

I guess coming out of high school your parents look to you for that extra income, so trying to find 

a job has affected my rugby a bit. But that’s the reality of professional rugby. An example is in the 

team we just got picked for. Cos some boys get paid and don’t even have to trial. They’re more 

secure than us. And we don’t get paid near as much as them. (Samoan, 18, Rugby Union, Semi-

elite, Participant 17, Focus Group 6) 

Parents played a key role in alleviating the perceived pressure for younger athletes to ‘make it’ professionally: 

I think for some of us the pressure is there. I don’t feel pressured to perform though, as my 

parents are always telling me to not feel pressured… just go out and do what you do best and 

enjoy yourself. But I know some of the boys, their parent’s kind of push them a bit too hard and 

are just real negative about their performance even if they’re playing good there’s always 

something. And it’s true that you can always improve, but it wasn’t put in that way. It doesn’t help 

the boys, some of them get sick of it and don’t want to play anymore and start doing things they 

wouldn’t normally do like drinking and all that. (Tongan, 20, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 

1, Focus Group 1) 
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In contrast, familial financial security appeared to be key to alleviating many of these self-imposed pressures. 

Naturally, participants who came from financially secure families felt that there was less pressure on them to 

‘make it’ professionally, as indicated in the quote below: 

My family is quite stable. So my family does drive me, it does, but in a different way. To pay off 

this house, cos you can make good money out of footy. So with my family, the motivation is a bit 

different to other boys. I’m trying to help pay off this house and help retire my mum. (Samoan, 24, 

Rugby League, Competitive-elite, Participant 9, Focus Group 4) 

6.2.5 Other social support factors 
A number of non-familial social support networks were also deemed central to mental wellbeing for 

participants. Positive social relationships with mentors, teammates, and close friends were among the most 

prominent non-familial and non-coaching sources of support reported by athletes during focus groups. The 

following two quotes illustrate how important positive social relationship are for participants: 

It’s a lot harder to make it if you have no support. I definitely found that you can’t do it alone in 

this process. It’s gonna take your mates, your family, your girlfriend… cos everyone’s part of your 

success. (Tongan, 17, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 12, Focus Group 4) 

Just surround yourself with good people. Be. around people that want to see you be the best you 

and succeed. The saying is true - you are who you hang out with. So if you want to be positive 

just hang out with positive people. (Samoan, 24, Rugby League, Competitive-elite, Participant 9, 

Focus Group 4) 

In particular, relatable role models and mentors appeared to be very beneficial to athletes’ mental wellbeing 
and overall development, as demonstrated by the following quote:  

Working with [mentor] has been mean. Whether it’s his story or background. When we catch up, 

he’ll just say stuff about his story and it immediately resonates with me. So that whole relatability 

side of things is what I’ve found really mean. Someone who’s been there done that. He’s been 

through his stuff and come out the other side. All the lessons that he’s learned. And that’s what I 

look for in mentors – someone who’s walked the talk. And he’s always available. If I need to 
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reach out to him, no matter the hour of the day we will jump on a call. (Tongan/Māori/European, 

24, Rugby Union, Successful-elite, Participant 23, Focus Group 7) 

Teammates were also a common source of support for participants. As in the literature, the brotherhood 
between athletes and their teammates/peers was commonly noted as a key source of support and resilience: 

The boys keep me going aye. They have my back during the ups and downs. Boys and family 

are the most supportive people for me. My faith as well. Those are the main things that keep me 

motivated and positive. (Tongan, 20, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 1, Focus Group 1) 

Another area of social support was the church. The overarching sociocultural influence of the Christian faith 

and the church community was clear, as some participants recalled the benefits of the church community for 

their development and wellbeing. The following quotes best exemplify the centrality of religion and the church 
community for these participants: 

I go to church every week. Just keeping in touch and staying strong in my faith is a big part of my 

life. It’s probably the main reason I chose to go to [school] cos they support that side as well… 

not just sports or academics. (Samoan, 18, Rugby Union, Competitive-elite, Participant 13, Focus 

Group 4) 

Probably my faith is the biggest thing, coming from a strong Samoan background it’s always 

you’re a Christian that plays rugby not the other way around. So outside of rugby that’s one of the 

main things I try to live by. Also, my culture as well. I feel like everywhere you go you represent 

your culture. (Samoan, 18, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 17, Focus Group 6) 

Yea, I’ve actually heard someone tell me to keep going in my head… I was training and just on 

the ground and like dying and everyone was still going and the coaches were just saying like 

hurry up and I couldn’t really hear it and all I could hear was a voice that said ‘keep going’ and to 

this day I don’t know who that voice was and I haven’t really told anyone but it was just one of 

those spiritual moments… Religion for me played a huge part in my rugby and everything I have 

now is from God and all the talent he gave me is why I do what I do now. To give back to him, my 
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family and everyone that has supported me. (Samoan, 18, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 

19, Focus Group 6) 

6.2.6 Identity and dual-career factors 
Athletic identity was found to be a strong determinant of mental wellbeing in the literature. As a result, focus 

group discussions around athletic identity development were prioritised. For the most part, participants were 
aware of the need to live balanced lives and have ‘backup’ career options in mind should they transition away 

from the elite level; however, some athletes reported that they struggled to identify non-athletic career 

pathways that they were passionate about. All participants framed ‘dual-career pathways’ in a positive light, 

but it was apparent that participants were a lot more passionate about their sporting careers than their non-

athletic pursuits: 

I’m not that balanced aye. I dropped out of tec. It just isn’t really for me. Plus, I want to be serious 

with my rugby and try and do extras and use Monday to Friday to put in work and get a contract. 

That’s the main focus at the moment. I will go back to tec if rugby doesn’t work out but it’s not 

something I’m into. (Tongan, 20, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 2, Focus Group 1) 

In addition, athletes discussed the lengthy and often arduous journey they undertook to, first, recognise the 

importance of developing a balanced athletic identity and, second, work towards cultivating a balanced 

athletic identity while competing at the elite level. For most athletes in this study, the development of a 

balanced athletic identity was a ‘trial and error’ process, as the quote below demonstrates:u 

Finding that balance is a process. I had to eat a lot of crap first. I did it wrong so many times. But 

when you get it wrong you learn and start to know where to go or what to change. I was a 

professional at 21 and first competed at 16. In my mind I was only good if I won medals. Do you 

know how stupid that is for a kid. I even tell younger guys that you don’t have to be just a fighter - 

you can be whatever you want to be and the reason I say that is because I didn’t have that 

mindset. At 22, I was travelling the world as a professional international fighter… missing home, 

battling with myself, asking ‘am I good enough’ ‘is this all worth it’ and young guys just don’t need 

that battle in their life. I mean we were fresh off the boat and then I was travelling the world and I 

wasn’t able to step back and appreciate how massive that is. (Tongan, 24, MMA, Competitive-

elite, Participant 14, Focus Group 5) 
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It’s probably been a time thing. As I’ve gone through my career I’ve become more comfortable in 

my skin. It didn’t happen overnight. So getting a little bit older and putting myself out of my 

comfort zone. Meeting new people and trying different things and exploring my inner being and 

who I am as a person.  I think my injuries have been a big one that made me step back. And sort 

of copping it from people and you have to build resilience in that respect and that’s helped with 

not being afraid to speak my truth and what I believe in. The more I search within the more I’m 

sure of who I am and what’s inside of me. It’s a continual journey. There’s no end point. You just 

keep searching and evolving. (Tongan/Māori/European, 24, Rugby Union, Successful-elite, 

Participant 23, Focus Group 7) 

A few older participants also believed that younger athletes need to experience the ‘real world’ in order to gain 
a broader perspective on life. As the following quotes indicates, these participants argued that experiencing 

the ‘real world’ helps young athletes to develop their identity away from sports and see that a career in 

professional sports is not the be all and end all of life: 

I reckon all young athletes should work. I don’t mean work in the gym – that’s an obligation in any 

professional sport in the world, everyone has to put hours and hours and hours into their craft 

and in the gym. What I mean is work like a normal 9 to 5 job. Experience the pain of having to get 

up 5am and train and then work and then train again at night. That will test if you’re really hungry 

for this. A lot of young guys expect a silver spoon and to just train and then get sponsored and 

make money but aren’t ready for that grind and that pain. Cus that’s what makes you. It will set 

you apart from the rest. It takes years to get good, especially in fighting cus you will just get 

outskilled for years as you develop. So you need that mindset that you’re going to be humbled 

and you just have to learn from it rather than ‘aw stuff this’ and give up. (Cook Islands/European, 

MMA, Competitive-elite, 24, Participant 16, Focus Group 5) 

Similarly, some athletes developed a greater sense of purpose by leveraging their status in their communities 

and ‘giving back’ to their communities. Aligning with Pacific cultural values of service and reciprocity, 
participants recognised the influence they had as a result of their visibility and status as elite athletes and a 

number of athletes were proactive in using their platform and position to support positive change in Pacific 

communities and wider society. The following quotes capture this phenomenon well: 
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At the start of my career I used to dread it cos I didn’t like talking in front of people. But when I 

was injured and I hadn’t played any games, but my point of view now looking back on it I was 

teaching them a lot just by sharing by story and the tough times I had been through and 

overcome. And when you get older as an athlete you realise how much you can help the 

community and your influence. So now every time I go to these things especially talking to young 

kids I go there with a positive attitude and try to leave behind a message to a few people to help 

them succeed whether in footy or another career. (Samoan/Māori, 24, Rugby League, 

Successful-elite, Participant 21, Focus Group 7) 

Like every other Pacific Islander respect is a big thing for me. Samoan culture, giving back. 

Doesn’t matter how far you go in your life always give back to where you come from. Paying 

respect to your elders and the ones that helped you along the way. It keeps you grounded, 

especially when you get to that top level. (Samoan, 24, Rugby League, Competitive-elite, 

Participant 10, Focus Group 4) 

Entrepreneurship was also a common talking point in relation to ‘backup’ careers, and the more established 

professional athletes were keen to make the most of the commercial networks they had access to. These 

participants noted that it is important for younger athletes to leverage their profile as elite athletes early so that 

they can develop business and commercial opportunities away from the game and better prepare themselves 

for life after sports: 

I wish I had gotten in to the business things way earlier and that’s what I try and encourage the 

other boys – rather than waiting until you’re at the back end of your career to use your voice and 

find your passion and pursue that. Try and use your time while you do have quite a bit of visibility 

and credibility as a player to do these things. (Tongan/Māori/European, 24, Rugby Union, 

Successful-elite, Participant 23, Focus Group 7) 

For some participants, organisational and contractual restraints hindered personal development and the 

pursuit of commercial opportunities away from sports, as illustrated by the following quote: 

I’ve got a commercial manager, but I feel like I’ve been pigeonholed and stuck in a box due to the 

restraints of [organisation] and [professional team] and stuff like that. They encourage us to go 

and do other things outside of sports but at the same time there’s like red tape around what we 
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can do with certain commercial partners and charity organisations. But working with [player 

agent] has opened my eyes that there’s other ways. He’s given me that belief to go out and try 

different things. So nothings happened like this in the past. (Tongan/Māori/European, 24, Rugby 

Union, Successful-elite, Participant 23, Focus Group 7) 

6.3 INVESTIGATING DEPRESSION  
Research objective two aimed to examine athletes’ understandings and experiences of depression. Focus 

groups also explored common triggers and coping strategies in relation to depression and distress. Several 

themes emerged from these discussions and will be presented under the following categories: understandings 

and experiences of depression; triggers of depression; and coping with depression. 

6.3.1 Understandings and experiences of depression 
Focus group discussions around depression were often brief and athletes had differing levels of 
understanding when it came to depression, but most reported that they had been personally affected by 

depression at some point in their lives. Aligning with the survey findings, focus group participants were all very 

aware of depression as well as the high prevalence of depression among athletes and the Pacific community. 

Most participants stated that depression and mental health in general is not talked about a lot in elite sports 

and society in general, as indicated by the following quote: 

In my group of peers and circle it’s not talked about. It’s not an everyday topic that you talk about. 

And with depression you know a lot of people put on fronts and stuff so it’s hard to tell. It’s not 

really a popular thing, but personally I’m quite aware of things that happen and I kind of know of 

ways to help deal with it. (Samoan, 24, Rugby League, Competitive-elite, Participant 9, Focus 

Group 4) 

Additionally, some participants reported that depression and mental health issues in general are not 

something they prioritise or think about too much: 

Honestly, it’s not even something I’ve thought about… not really a priority aye. I haven’t thought 

about it or came across it? Cos everything’s happening so fast you don’t have time to think about 

those type of things and so it’s not really a priority. (Fijian, 20, Rugby League, Semi-elite, 

Participant 6, Focus Group 3) 
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Yea. I don’t really see how mental health is even related to sports. So, nah I don’t think too much 

about it. (Tongan, 24, Rugby League, Semi-elite, Participant 5, Focus Group 3) 

Most participants had their own personal experiences of depression, either through their own experiences or 
through friends and family, which heavily influenced their understandings and views towards depression. The 

following quote typifies participants’ experiences with depression: 

I see heaps of people at school going through depression... not only on the rugby side, but also 

non-rugby players. Everyone has a story or that experience that makes them depressed and 

most keep it to themselves and only tell those that actually really care. I’ve actually been there 

with a friend and he’s been depressed for like a few years and still going on. I tell him stuff but 

just the people around him set him off, so it’s quite hard for him… cos people around school they 

don’t take it serious - they take it as mocks and a joke… but for him its deadly serious, like it’s 

between life and death. (Tongan, 17, Rugby League, Semi-elite, Participant 11, Focus Group 4) 

Despite having their own lived experiences with depression, participants asserted that they were still learning 

and developing their understandings of depression and mental health, as indicated in the quote below: 

I think it’s something I need to touch up on cos I just kind of push through it and say you just 

need to harden up and that. But sometimes that doesn’t work. Like when you hit rock bottom 

you’re just not yourself and you can see it and others can see it… some people can get through it 

by themselves and others need that support… the more I’ve learned about these things the 

easier it’s been and to know it’s not all my fault. (Tongan, 17, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, 

Participant 12, Focus Group 4) 

Furthermore, some participants reported that they could easily identify depression and mental distress among 

their peers; however, all participants acknowledged that young Pacific men find it difficult to accept and/or 

express their feelings and are good at hiding their depression and distress from others: 

Sometimes you hit them up about it and they kind of don’t really want to talk - they just say 

they’re all good and a lot of boys just turn to alcohol and if they’re depressed with a girl or 

something they turn to talking to like 20 girls at once to get over it and deal with it… but they’ll 
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deny anything’s wrong. But everyone has their own ways to get over stuff so it’s just finding the 

right way for you to get right. (Tongan, 17, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 12, Focus Group 

4) 

I can usually tell [it’s depression] cos they get a bit disconnected. One of the biggest things I see 

is heartbreak cos of girls and the boys just go a bit quiet and stuff and just don’t act like 

themselves. Don’t want to talk or anything and just start doing uncharacteristic things like drinking 

and stuff. The best way to help is just being there and spending time with them. Hanging out with 

them just to help them get their mind off it. (Samoan, 24, Rugby League, Competitive-elite, 

Participant 9, Focus Group 4) 

It was also common for participants to centre their discussions and understandings of depression around 
performance and their athletic careers. As shown in the quote below, participants often communicated the 

negative effects of depression and distress in relation to athletic performance: 

It [depression] affects you on the field too. Big time. You don’t feel as motivated to train. The 

whole day your like ‘stuff this I just want to go home’. It effects everything. Like one little mishap 

can feel like something bigger and just kill your whole day. (Samoan, 24, Rugby League, 

Competitive-elite, Participant 10, Focus Group 4) 

In short, focus group participants were well aware of depression and its effects on mental wellbeing and 

athletic performance. However, levels of understanding were limited; for example, no participants were aware 
of the clinical symptoms of depression. 

6.3.2 Triggers for depression 
Triggers for depression overlapped with the factors found to be impacting upon mental wellbeing for young 

Pacific male athletes (see ‘6.2 Factors impacting upon mental wellbeing for young Pacific male athletes’). 

Pressures related to kinship obligations, career uncertainties, and athletic performance were noted as the 

most common triggers for depression and distress among participants: 

If there’s constant external pressure just hammering you down it can crack you inside. (Samoan, 

24, Rugby League, Competitive-elite, Participant 10, Focus Group 4) 
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Some participants noted that stressors related to these factors were constant and often accumulated 

gradually over time, as explained by the following quote: 

Some of the boys get real zoned in to the point where they just focus on rehab and getting back 

on the field and then isolate themselves from the group and then things just build up and get 

worse. (Samoan, 24, Rugby League, Competitive-elite, Participant 9, Focus Group 4) 

Due to the use of avoidance coping strategies and/or barriers to formal support, these stressors often 

manifested in depression and/or depressive moods for these participants (see ‘This section will discuss the 

findings related to athletes’ prevalence, aetiology, understandings, and experiences with depression. In 

summary, the findings showed that both athletes and stakeholders had a good level of understanding when it 

came to depression and most participants had personal experiences with depression either through their own 
experience or through a close friend and/or family. However, both athletes and stakeholders stated that it was 

difficult to identity depression among young Pacific male athletes, acknowledging that young Pacific male 

athletes often ‘hide’ their emotions from others for various reasons such as stigma and a general fear of the 

personal and/or professional consequences. This section will also explore the importance of fostering 

authentic connections and relationships with young athletes in order to identify any subtle changes and/or 

allow these young men to feel comfortable expressing themselves and disclosing their depression or distress. 

It will also discuss the important role that athletes’ social support networks play in helping these young men 

cope with their distress and/or depression, as well as the urgent need to better facilitate access to formal 
mental health support and treatment for young athletes when they are experiencing depression. 

8.4.1 Prevalence and aetiology of depression’). 

6.3.3 Coping with depression 
It was common among participants to not disclose mental health challenges such as depression with another 

person. Instead, participants described a variety of coping strategies that they would use to cope with distress 

and that they would suggest to other athletes dealing with depression. Avoidance coping strategies, such as 

avoiding certain social stressors, social withdrawal, and/or ‘just getting on with things’, were the most popular 

approaches used by athletes when asked how they cope with depression or mental distress: 

I try to get away from the stress around me. If there’s something going on or if there’s a game 

coming up soon, I noticed like ‘aw shucks I’m not ready for this game’ so I try to like think about it 

and just take the stress away from it by pushing it to the side and just focus on playing and deal 

with the rest later. (Samoan, 18, Rugby Union, Competitive-elite, Participant 13, Focus Group 4) 



Chapter 6: Athlete focus group findings 

 

 

    
 

 

157 

‘Zoning’ in on their training was also a common coping strategy, as illustrated in the quotes below: 

Just going to the gym and doing something physical helps. Sneaking into the gym by myself and 

doing extras. Zoning into my training and that helps me relax. (Tongan, 22, Rugby Union, 

Competitive-elite, Participant 4, Focus Group 2) 

For me personally, I use rugby as a way of venting out the stress you know. You go to trainings 

and for that two hours you forget the struggles and bills you face. (Samoan, 18, Rugby Union, 

Semi-elite, Participant 17, Focus Group 6) 

However, a few participants, namely older and more experienced athletes, coped with depression and 

depressive moods by using adaptive coping strategies such as self-reflection, planning, and positive 

reinterpretation. The following quotes capture these approaches well: 

For me, in that situation I would just pretty much work on me and just focus on other things in my 

life that I could be doing better… like maybe I’m thinking too much about rugby and should take a 

step away from it and just put that energy into something else. So kind of sit back and freshen 

up… you can’t just focus on one thing in your life or you will get sick of it really. (Tongan, 17, 

Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 12, Focus Group 4) 

Diving into this topic [depression and pressure], I’ve been able to understand it myself more. And 

use my experiences to put it together and I feel like [the pressures have] actually helped me from 

a wellbeing perspective now. Cus I know what works for me and I think it can work for others too. 

I’m actually really happy that I’m hopping on this journey to share with others and getting into it 

more. (Cook Islands/Māori, 24, Rugby League, Competitive-elite, Participant 24, Focus Group 7) 

Participants also placed a strong emphasis on the need to seek social support during ‘dark times’. The 

removal of negative social relationships and the building of positive social relationships was the underlying 

theme, as captured by the following quotes: 
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Definitely support got me through aye. Just family and friends helping me to see the light… time 

as well. Time’s the best medicine for healing… as time goes on you notice that the pain goes 

away and there’s light at the end of the tunnel.  Overtime you get to see the bigger picture… but 

it’s about setting little goals as well…  and then you reach it and it’s like ‘yes I’m getting back into 

it and feeling better’ and through the support of your family and friends you get back pretty well. 

(Tongan, 17, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 12, Focus Group 4) 

Talking about it helps, but it’s more trying to get him away from that environment. Cos the people 

he’s hanging out with are affecting his life and stuff, so I’m trying to influence him to be around 

more positive people. (Tongan, 17, Rugby League, Semi-elite, Participant 11, Focus Group 4) 

The use of prayer as a coping mechanism was also common among most participants, especially among 
Tongan participants: 

Praying helps heaps. It’s massive. Always praying before and after games. All the time. I know 

that my faith is strong enough to get me through anything. (Tongan, 20, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, 

Participant 1, Focus Group 1) 

My faith helps me during those times because my family our background is around the heavenly 

father and we pray all the time and that praying helps our family… like our family has heaps of 

times that we struggled and we just keep praying, and now the outcome of it is alright. (Fijian, 20, 

Rugby League, Semi-elite, Participant 6, Focus Group 11) 

My faith was the big thing that got me through. There’s this scripture that has always been 

important to me. Jeremiah 29:11 - it talks about God having a plan over your life. So I believed in 

that time of my injury that this was all part of a plan. That kept me in a strong firm mindset. 

(Samoan, 24, Rugby League, Competitive-elite, Participant 9, Focus Group 4) 

In summary, most focus groups participants expressed the importance of seeking social support in order to 

cope with mental distress; however, many participants reported using avoidance coping strategies 

themselves, which included social withdrawal and ‘zoning in’ on their training. In contrast, a few older and 
more experienced athletes implemented adaptive coping strategies such as self-reflection, planning, and 
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positive reinterpretation. Spiritual sources of support were also deemed valid and important to coping for this 

group.  

6.4 EXPLORING HELP-SEEKING VIEWS AND BEHAVIOURS 
Research objective three aimed to identify strategies that will support and encourage mental health help-

seeking among athletes. Help-seeking is an important process in relation to supporting mental wellbeing, as it 

often facilitates access to the appropriate clinical care and support. Both formal (e.g., mental health services, 

general practitioners, and team psychologists) and informal (e.g., friends, family, team staff, and other non-

medical sources) forms of help-seeking were explored during focus groups. In short, seeking help from formal 

sources of support were viewed less positively in comparison to seeking help from informal sources of 
support, such as friends, teammates, family, and coaching staff. Key findings are presented under the 

following categories: hypermasculinity, fears of personal and professional repercussions, social 

connectedness, culturally relevant and approachable support services, and prayer were all common 

discussion points. 

Before reporting on athletes’ help-seeking behaviours, it is important to note that the majority of participants 

reported that they would struggle to disclose mental health issues to others. Participants expressed the 

importance of help-seeking and sharing one’s ‘problems’ with others, but also understood the sociocultural 
and professional complexities that present barriers to help-seeking for young Pacific male athletes. While 

most participants were willing to seek help from informal sources for ‘general issues’, participants expressed 

that they would still struggle to disclose and discuss mental health issues with others: 

I like to keep it to myself most of the time, but it depends on how stressful it is… cos if it’s a pretty 

big thing I like to keep it to myself, but if it’s something that I know won’t affect others too much I 

would let them know something. I don’t want to stress anyone else out. (Samoan, 18, Rugby 

Union, Competitive-elite, Participant 13, Focus Group 4) 

As Pacific Island boys, you know behind all that stubbornness, even myself I kind of don’t like to 

admit if I’m a bit depressed or down. I’d go to my mum first for stuff like that, not really services. 

But we do know that there are services around, our welfare manager, he’s probably the person to 

go to if things happen like that. And he’s a Samoan too which helps. But it definitely takes a lot to 

make that first step. (Samoan, 24, Rugby League, Competitive-elite, Participant 9, Focus Group 

4) 
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The quote above also outlines participants’ strong preference towards disclosing mental distress to informal 

sources of support such as family and team staff. Additionally, masculine expectations and the fear of 

personal and professional repercussions due to disclosing a mental health issue were also key barriers to 
seeking help. Fear related to the potential embarrassment, shame, and ‘loss of pride’ from seeking help were 

also barriers for many participants. These views were strongly underpinned by hypermasculine norms and 

expectations, which had a strong effect on participants’ overall attitudes towards help-seeking. This dynamic 

is captured well in the quotes below: 

I feel like there’s only certain people I can really let all my feelings out to. I don’t know if it’s just 

me or a male thing… you feel like your pride is being lost… like you wanna let loose, but you’re 

kind of scared really. (Tongan, 17, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 12, Focus Group 4) 

‘For us Pacific men I think more private ways of getting help and sharing is good. It depends on 

the person, but I think males have that ego like they don’t want to be viewed as that emotional 

guy - they want to be viewed as that staunch kind of guy. So just that ego plays a big part, just 

being manly and not trying to show their emotions - but deep down they’re hurting. But honestly if 

I don’t trust or feel comfortable, I won’t share with anyone. (Samoan, 18, Rugby Union, Semi-

elite, Participant 19, Focus Group 6) 

Similar to family, current and former teammates were a common source of support for participants. 

Participants stated that seeking help from a close teammate during times of distress was something that they 
had done before and were comfortable doing, as demonstrated in the quote below: 

When I’m going through things I go to the boys, mainly cos it’s hard to talk with my parents about 

it cos of the language barrier and just the issues are usually not something you talk to parents 

about. I have to talk Tongan to them and they try to speak English to me. So mostly I just go to 

the boys about that sort of stuff. (Tongan, 20, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 2, Focus 

Group 1)	

Coaches and team staff that athletes saw as ‘relatable’ were also key sources of support for some 
participants. Pacific coaches and team staff were deemed especially ‘relatable’ for participants and were a 

common source of support. For example, athletes commonly disclosed ‘off-field’ issues with these ‘relatable’ 

coaches and team staff: 
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I can go to the coach, cos we can relate to each other cos we talk and its pretty funny we’re 

going through the same things he was going though back in the day. So having someone who’s 

been through what we’ve been through is cool… someone relatable. (Samoan, 18, Rugby Union, 

Competitive-elite, Participant 13, Focus Group 4) 

However, some participants argued that performance was the priority at the elite level, stating that they would 

not use organisational support services and downplaying the role of coaches in supporting mental health: 

Everyone’s more focused on the game and not much about family or other things away from the 

game. Things that happen off the field no one talks about it when we have trainings and stuff. 

There’s always those people who you can have those kind of talks with and stuff, but it depends 

on how well you know each other. (Tongan, 17, Rugby League, Semi-elite, Participant 11, Focus 

Group 4) 

As a result of participants preference towards informal source of support, some participants believed that it 

was important for athletes’ key support networks need to be educated on how to facilitate formal help-seeking 

for athletes in distress. Participants expressed that it is crucial for athletes and key support persons to have 

help-seeking networks in place prior to an athlete experiencing mental health issues. Participants also stated 

that the key support persons around athletes must be educated on the signs and symptoms of common 

mental disorders and how to encourage athletes to seek-help when they do detect signs of distress: 

We need to learn how to share it with our peers. But not just when it happens, cos if ever one day 

any of us fall into that situation at least we’d know we had that conversation. I mean with PI boys 

they’re not going to go and tell people they’re depressed and that they’re suicidal. We have to 

step in first. So it’s just really the relationship we all have and just ensure that it’s okay to have 

good days and some bad days. But know that when you have bad days there are people who 

love you and you always have someone to talk to it about, instead of just isolating yourself and 

grabbing a box. Cos boys don’t wear their emotions on their sleeves, but I think it’s a 

conversation that needs to be had. (Samoan, 24, Rugby League, Competitive-elite, Participant 9, 

Focus Group 4) 

While private and anonymous forms of formal help-seeking were viewed in a positive light, face-to-face 

contact with mental health professional was deemed important to most participants. Developing trust, 
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connection, and a sense of ‘comfort’ and ‘familiarity’ was seen as central to fostering relationships with mental 

health professionals and facilitating formal help-seeking for this group: 

I have a sports psychologist too and that really helps. Before I started working with him, he was 

actually a mate. He was a friend of my strength and conditioning coach and just one of the lads. 

We used to go out and drink together and I had already talked to him about heaps of personal 

shit. Then one day I mentioned a fight to him and then he asked if I wanted to set up some 

sessions and I was like it can’t be much different to how we already talk and so we had some 

sessions. A couple of times before I was just mentally fatigued going into a fight, but after talking 

with him I’ve had some of my best fights. So I was like okay this stuff really works. You’ve just got 

to trust the person, but I think you need to feel some sort of connection first before you just go in 

and have a session for it to be effective. You’ve really got to understand each other and be on 

the same vibe and have the same attitude towards life. Like I can’t advise others unless they’re 

similar to me or have the same views as me. (Cook Islands/European, MMA, Competitive-elite, 

24, Participant 16, Focus Group 5) 

However, participants generally held more negative views towards seeking help from counsellors and 

psychologists, with gender and ethnicity playing a key role in how ‘relatable’ and ‘approachable’ these 

services appeared to participants. The following quote sums this up well: 

I think different perspectives would help more. At the moment it’s just one person and one gender 

as well who helps with the mental side of things. It would be good to be able to get help from a 

guy and especially an Island guys perspective. Like some boys might think ‘who is she to tell us 

how to deal with these pressures and this environment’ and stuff. So just different perspectives 

and a more relatable person like ex-players and stuff help. She’s all good but it was awkward at 

first with her. I think it would be easier to open up straight away with a different perspective. 

Having a few psychologists to choose from would be way better. (Tongan, 22, Rugby Union, 

Competitive-elite, Participant 3, Focus Group 2) 

6.5 SUGGESTIONS FOR CURRENT AND FUTURE INITIATIVES 
Lastly, athletes were asked about their experiences with mental wellbeing initiatives in their chosen sport; in 

particular, discussions examined what aspects of these initiatives have been helpful and what areas could be 

improved. All participants had taken part in at least one mental health session for athletes and all participants 
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were aware of at least one mental health promotion campaign within their chosen sport. Participants’ 

experiences of past and current initiatives were generally positive. Participants also held positive views 

towards mental health promotional campaigns taking place in their chosen sport as well as those targeted at 
the general population. Nevertheless, participants had a number of suggestions to improve the effectiveness 

of future mental wellbeing initiatives, and most discussions centred around what can be done to better support 

young Pacific male athletes’ mental wellbeing and help-seeking moving forward. While all participants agreed 

that current support and initiatives had raised awareness of mental health among athletes, it was common for 

participants to explain the need to speak more openly about mental health and in particular suicide.  

6.5.1 Aspects of existing initiatives that have been helpful 
Athlete-led messaging, particularly messaging driven by Pacific athletes, was commonly touted by participants 

as the most effective way to raise awareness around mental health and connect with young Pacific male 

athletes. Participants believed it was important for speakers and messengers to be relevant and relatable, 
with many former athletes leaving significant impressions on participants and changing their views towards 

mental wellbeing as well as what it means to be an elite athlete: 

It’s the importance of getting a well-respected and known player and role model. Cos last year 

we had a PI All Black come in and all the boys were just focused into what he was saying and 

him saying he wasn’t the best rugby player growing up and saying how rugby wasn’t really his 

thing and his Dad always growled him about his footy and stuff. Hearing him say that was like the 

same as what we go through and showed us boys that there’s a lot of time to grow as a player 

and person. (Samoan, 18, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 19, Focus Group 6) 

Support and initiatives that included family members, for example parents or partners, were rare, but 

participants found that these programmes helped to ease some of the family pressures and expectations by 

communicating the time commitments, demands, and realities of a career elite sports: 

Probably just seeing our schedule and getting them involved to have a better understanding… 

like all of us having talks with the organisers and the coaches… Like the (super rugby team) is a 

good example. They bought all the parents in and got heaps of people in like professionals and 

discussed the demands and what we might be going through. (Tongan, 17, Rugby Union, Semi-

elite, Participant 12, Focus Group 4) 
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Holistic wellbeing initiatives were also viewed in a positive light by most participants. In particular, support with 

personal development and career opportunities away from sports had positive effects on mental wellbeing for 

many participants. Support that facilitated apprenticeships and study pathways helped to ease the worries of 
some participants who were on short-term contracts and aware of the reality that they may have to find 

another source of income in the near future: 

The club has recently joined up with some company that’s offering the boys apprenticeships. I 

reckon if they can get into high schools earlier with these partnerships it could take the stress 

away from leaving sports and trying to find a job. Cos not all of us want to go on to study. I know 

some boys go straight into work. So, if clubs and schools could do that it will take a lot of stress 

away. I guess just providing some security. (Samoan, 18, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 

17, Focus Group 6) 

Some participants were also quick to point out the benefit of one-on-one ‘catch up’ sessions with team staff 

and were eager to see these meetings carried out on a more consistent basis. Casual ‘chats’ and ‘catch ups’ 

were commonly identified as valuable forms of support that participants wanted to see more of moving 

forward: 

Consistent meetings with young players and seeing where they are with their mindsets and stuff. 

Cos our catch ups are monthly and I think it would be better if they started to have one on ones 

and that every week or more often just to chat and see if they have any problems and that. Cos 

there’s a lot that can happen over a month and that can become a big problem if you don’t get it 

off your chest. (Tongan, 22, Rugby Union, Competitive-elite, Participant 3, Focus Group 2) 

6.5.2 Participants’ suggestions for future initiatives 
Some participants believed that there is a greater need to focus on suicide prevention and the formal services 

available to athletes. Specifically, there was an emphasis placed on the need for greater education around 

suicide prevention, coping with external pressures and expectations, and the formal help-seeking pathways 

available for those who may be experiencing mental health challenges: 

We need to get it out that suicide and that actually happens. Cus we all know it does but avoid it. 

I think some people think just cos you’re a sports person or athlete and you’re up there it’s all 
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good, but everyone has their challenges and stuff and I reckon as you get higher there’s actually 

more and more pressure from all different directions and the media and stuff. We need to be 

open rather than shame it. (Tongan, 20, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 1, Focus Group 1) 

It [suicide] has been raised, but I think it can be raised more. It’s getting better in terms of people 

trying to reinforce what mental health is, but in terms of how serious it can be… I don’t think 

they’ve talked about it that much… like they haven’t touched on that side of things… cos it’s 

pretty dark. (Samoan, 18, Rugby Union, Competitive-elite, Participant 13, Focus Group 4) 

Greater postvention support (support provided to those associated to the deceased following a suicide death) 

was also highlighted by a few participants as an area that could be improved upon moving forward. While this 

small group of participants were grateful for the support they received following their teammates suicide 
death, they felt that it was a time to really delve into mental health and talk in depth about suicide and the 

formal support systems in place for athletes struggling with mental health issues: 

After that incident we got help, but that’s just surface stuff. After his passing is probably the best 

time to talk about it and put ourselves in his shoes. That he was so low and the only way out he 

saw was to take his own life. What you hear is everyone saying it’s sad and he was a good 

player and that, but it’s about thinking how did he get into that space. We don’t discuss that 

enough in terms of mental health side of things is what I’m saying. We need to at least be more 

prepared for if we see anyone else go down that road. Cos I reckon it’s a silent disease aye and 

it will just creep up and it’s hard to tell if you don’t know the signs. (Samoan, 24, Rugby League, 

Competitive-elite, Participant 9, Focus Group 4) 

However, in contrast, some participants believed that the stigma attached to mental health and suicide may 

actually scare some athletes and stop them from engaging in these initiatives altogether: 

I don’t know about others, but I hate that term ‘mental health’. I think it just has too many negative 

connotations now. And I think it just absolutely scares athletes and people in general. It’s just too 

heavy. (Tongan/European, 24, Rugby League, Competitive-elite, Participant 22, Focus Group 7) 
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Many participants stressed the importance of using relatable figures, such as former Pacific athletes, in future 

initiatives to better engage Pacific athletes. The underlying theme was that athletes would benefit more from 

listening and learning from relatable athletes who had over come their own mental health challenges. These 
participants were clear that future support and initiatives should be fronted by respected Pacific figures who 

are able to relate to the pressures and struggles that young Pacific athletes experience: 

I reckon it would help if more athletes came out… someone who’s been through it. Cos one story 

I read was with Kevin Locke and that was probably something that I was real interested in and 

related to. Examples you can relate to and someone you can relate to. Someone in a similar 

position or a position you want to get to. (Tongan, 20, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 2, 

Focus Group 1) 

If it comes from previous players, that have been thru it. Not just a person who’s a doctor or 

counsellor, like a previous player because you’re able to relate to them more. So that’s a good 

way of getting that message across more effectively. (Samoan, 24, Rugby League, Competitive-

elite, Participant 9, Focus Group 4) 

In addition, some participants pointed out the need for more conferences or ‘get togethers’ for Pacific athletes 

centred around mental health and wellbeing. Participants pointed to existing initiatives such as the NRL’s 

Pacific Leadership Camps as examples of initiatives that they would like to see on a larger scale and within 

other sports: 

Like a conference or workshop or something. Like league had one with all the Pacific players and 

got them together and spoke about depression and suicide. Something like that would help. Like 

get all the Pacific players from around Auckland and get some guest speakers to speak and let 

us speak about it and get it out there. (Tongan, 20, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, Participant 2, Focus 

Group 1) 

It was also common for participants to note how young athletes need to be better informed and prepared to 

deal with inevitable failures and setbacks of a career in elite sports, often explaining their own initial 
experiences with athletic setbacks and the shock associated with major events such as injury, deselection, 

and relocation: 
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I wish we had more workshops around the downside of professional rugby… and not just for me, 

but for all players, more about depression and dealing with failure. Like sometimes you can’t deal 

with it so get into alcohol and that… so just educating that it’s okay to fail and the downsides are 

real… just reminding everyone that there’s better ways to deal with failing. (Samoan, 18, Rugby 

Union, Semi-elite, Participant 19, Focus Group 6) 

What I see now is a lot of younger players getting signed aye, like league is signing real young, 

so for me just stay humble. Cos there’s a lot of little kids posting on instagram and facebook and 

that but you know they need to stay focussed and keep grinding it out to make first grade. You 

can’t just get signed and then it ends there. It’s going to be tough. You got to put your head down 

and just grind it out and not let anything stop you. (Tongan, 20, Rugby Union, Semi-elite, 

Participant 2, Focus Group 1) 

Many participants also stressed the need to normalise discussion around mental health and help-seeking at a 

younger age, specifically within schools and talent development programmes: 

Knowing what mental health is at school would probably be the best way of getting it across, 

knowing it at a younger age. (Samoan, 24, Rugby League, Competitive-elite, Participant 9, Focus 

Group 4) 

6.6 FOCUS GROUP DYNAMICS AND OBSERVATIONS 
Although the collection of non-verbal data was not a priority during focus groups, it is important to reflect on 

the group dynamics and interactions that took place during the focus groups given the importance of this data 

in relation to the findings, especially themes such as ‘brotherhood’, ‘help-seeking’, and ‘stigma’. Fonteyn et al. 

(2008) asserts that non-verbal data provides ‘richer’ analysis compared to the sole analysis of verbal data. 

Non-verbal data, in this case, refers to the behaviour and actions of participants before, during, and after 

focus group talanoa. Focus group dynamics and observations were reflected upon using Gorden’s (1980) four 

categories of non-verbal data as a reference point: body language and postures (kinesics); use of 
interpersonal space to communicate attitudes (proxemics); speech markers such as gaps, silences, and 

hesitations (chronemics); and variations in volume, pitch, and quality of voice (paralinguistic). 

The most notable observations during focus groups was the reluctance to discuss mental health challenges 

using mental health terms. Each focus groups was self-selected and made up of participants who already had 



Chapter 6: Athlete focus group findings 

 

 

 
 

 

168 

pre-existing relationships and were close friends or teammates, yet participants were covert in the way they 

described their mental health journeys. Participants would often look at each other, hesitate, and then speak 

during the focus groups, pointing towards participants hesitancy to ‘make a fuss’ or share one’s perspective 
without encouragement from someone else. It also speaks to the ‘kick back’/relaxed dynamic common within 

Pacific male youth circles and the Pacific ‘brotherhood’ that these young men shared. Even body language 

was very reserved when discussing mental health in comparison to the more relaxed and open body language 

shown before focus groups and during talanoa around sports and athletic development. It was also rare for 

participants to remain in any ‘serious’ discussion for too long, as even the most serious topics and discussions 

would end in a joke or laughter; again, indicating the importance of humour as both a coping mechanism for 

these participants but also how humour is used by these young men to maintain and nurture the relational 
space between themselves and others. In contrast, however, these observations may also highlight how these 

young men prioritise the maintenance of ‘harmonious’ relational spaces over speaking out about their own 

individual mental health needs. In short, these young men may not disclose their mental health issues and/or 

seek help out of fear that doing so may harm the relational space between themselves and their peers, 

families, coaches and/or others. 

Participants were also hesitant to use terms such as depression or mental health when discussing mental 

health challenges. Rather, participants would use terms such as ‘challenging times’ in place of ‘depression’ 

and/or ‘my mentality’ in place of ‘my mental health’; highlighting the stigma attached to mental health terms 
and hinting towards the way that these young men try to distance themselves from mental health issues and 

illness despite reporting common symptoms of depression or other mental health disorders. Some participants 

also found it hard to communicate the emotions they felt during their ‘challenging times’, instead they would 

describe negative emotions as ‘that kind of thing’ or ‘and all that’. Again, highlighting the significant discomfort 

that many of these young men experience when discussing their ‘emotions’ and perhaps the challenges some 

of these young men face in making sense of their emotions during these challenging times. 

6.7 SUMMARY 
This chapter outlined findings from the 7 mini focus groups undertaken with 24 young Pacific male athletes. 

Building upon findings from the literature review and survey, focus groups were undertaken to better 

understand athletes’ experiences of depression and the factors that protect mental wellbeing and promote 

help-seeking for young Pacific male athletes. Several interrelated themes emerged in relation to the key 

research objectives. Positive social relationships, both inside and outside of the sporting environment, were 

found to be the most prominent protective factor for participants’ mental wellbeing and facilitator for help-

seeking. Career and performance stressors related to performance pressures, career trajectory, injury, 
deselection, and relocation were also common themes within focus groups and key triggers for depression. 

There were diverse views towards balance, athletic identity, and formal education, with some participants 

noting the importance of having ‘back-up’ career options and others actively prioritising their sporting career 



Chapter 6: Athlete focus group findings 

 

 

    
 

 

169 

over formal education or alternative career pathways. Talent development programmes at the high school and 

age-group level were also found to be effective in preparing younger athletes for the demands of a career in 

elite sports; however, the effect of these programmes on other aspects of athletes’ lives and identity warrants 
further exploration. Aligning with existing literature, family, spirituality and the Christian faith remained central 

to mental wellbeing for participants, with prayer being a key coping mechanism for athletes. Similarly, the 

brotherhood between athletes, and in some cases between athletes and team staff, was also viewed as a 

central source of mental wellbeing and facilitator for help-seeking. Despite the openness of participants to 

discuss these topics, the wider societal stigma linked to mental health, suicide, and help-seeking underpinned 

much of the discussions within focus groups. This was especially evident in athletes’ use of avoidance coping 

strategies and general reluctance to seek help for mental health issues due to the potential discrimination, 
shame, and ‘loss of pride’. Lastly, athletes’ suggestions for future initiatives were presented, outlining athletes’ 

positive experiences with initiatives that included family and that were athlete-led, as well as the need to place 

greater emphasis on suicide prevention, the inevitable setbacks of a career in elite sports, and Pacific 

athletes’ own stories of mental health and recovery. 
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7 KEY STAKEHOLDER INTERVIEW FINDINGS 

7.1 PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS 
Twelve key informants representing five different sports and roles participated in this study (see Table 9). 

Participants comprised coaches, managers, wellbeing support staff, player agents, and sports administrators 

working with young Pacific male athletes in elite sports. Two participants were female, ten were male, six 

were former elite athletes themselves, and the mean age of participants was 40 years. ‘Years of experience’ 

refers to participants’ experience working at the elite level only and did not include former athletes’ experience 

during their ‘playing’ career. 

Table 9 Participant demographic information 

P Age Gender Ethnicity Sport Role 
Years of 
experience 

1 Late 30s Female Samoan Rugby Union Manager 5 

2 Early 30s Male Tongan MMA Coaching Staff 6 

3 Late 30s Male Samoan Rugby League Manager 8 

4 Early 50s Male Samoan Rugby League Player Agent 2 

5 
Early 40s Male Samoan Rugby Union 

Coaching Staff and Sports 

Administrator 12 

6 
Mid  40s Male Samoan Rugby Union 

Coaching Staff and Wellbeing 
Support Staff 9 

7 Late 30s Male Tongan Rugby Union Wellbeing Support Staff 6 

8 Early 50s Male European Cricket Sports Administrator 20 

9 
Late 30s Male Samoan 

Rugby League 

and Union Player Agent 3 

10 Mid 30s Male Samoan Rugby Union Player Agent 1 

11 Late 30s Male European Rugby Union Wellbeing Support Staff 4 

12 Early 30s Female Samoan Boxing Manager 3 
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7.2 FACTORS IMPACTING UPON MENTAL WELLBEING FOR YOUNG PACIFIC 
MALE ATHLETES 

Findings from the literature review, online survey, and focus groups meant that the factors impacting upon 

mental wellbeing for young Pacific male athletes were becoming clear. This phase of the research primarily 

aimed to triangulate these findings; however, interviews also aimed to identify any additional factors impacting 

upon mental wellbeing and help-seeking for young Pacific male athletes from the perspective of the coaches, 

managers, sports administrators, and agents that work with this group. Findings from these interviews are 
presented under the following four categories: organisational factors, identity and personal development 

factors, social factors, and athletic performance and career factors. Again, despite these rigid categories, 

findings often sat within more than one category; however, findings were categorised in this way to ensure 

continuity with the literature and focus group findings and to ensure clarity for the reader. 

7.2.1 Organisational factors 
All stakeholders emphasised the important role that organisations and team staff play in protecting and 

supporting the wellbeing of young athletes. Developing and maintaining positive relationships with athletes 

was deemed paramount to supporting athletes’ mental wellbeing for all participants interviewed. Central to 

building these relationships was connecting with athletes in a relatable manner. There were a variety of 

approaches employed by participants to connect in this way, but all centred around connecting on a personal 
level and building trust and rapport, as illustrated by the following quote: 

When I’m working with anyone, but especially with Pacific males, it’s all about trust and building 

the trust. Straight from the get-go – just chew the fat and talk about anything. There are different 

ways to build that trust, but you have to be present. There’s no way the island guys are going to 

give you information of any sorts, let alone personal, until they know who you are. So I try to build 

the vā – make sure they know who I am so they can make a judgement of who I am and my 

story. And I just be honest with my story and that breaks down those barriers once they know 

who I am and how I’ve come to be. That opens up that relationship and trust and it’s forever 

ongoing. (Male, Samoan, Mid 40s, Rugby Union, Coaching Staff and Wellbeing Support Staff, 

Participant 6) 

Some participants used their own experiences as elite athletes to help cultivate positive relationships and 

connections with athletes. The following quote outlines how stakeholders leveraged their past status as elite 

athletes to better connect with young athletes: 
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The key to engaging with young guys is that everything has to be relatable. My ten years in this 

sport and in now in this role gives me the ability and the skills to do that. The key behind it all 

comes back to relatability and inspiration – now is the best time to mentor and help young 

fighters. If I’ve done it then the young ones get to see the hustle from the ground up and they’ve 

got to be inspired when they see what it takes in person. (Male, Tongan, Early 30s, MMA, 

Coaching Staff, Participant 2) 

Other participants referred to the importance of using cultural connections to build the relational space 

between themselves and athletes. The following quotes demonstrate how stakeholders used both indigenous 

Pacific cultural protocols and shared cultural markers to connect with young Pacific athletes: 

Having someone who can intimately understand the culture and connect with the players is really 

important and someone who has walked in the shoes of the young players – cus unless you have 

lived it or you’re from it and you know how to navigate your way around it, it’s hard for the young 

athlete to actually engage and embrace who you are and the support you provide. And the same 

goes for parents letting you into their lives as well. (Male, European, Early 50s, Cricket, Sports 

Administrator, Participant 8) 

I know immediately that when young brown guys see a brown face in any institution or system 

they automatically go ‘cool’ but also ‘woah he’s in a position of authority’. But I don’t care about 

that hierarchy, I make sure I bring myself down to their level and let them know I’m from the 

same communities as you guys and been through the same things so let’s get through this 

together. I make sure there’s no judgement and that we are on the same page and use our 

shared culture to make that connection. Cus I remember when I started playing and they (support 

staff) said this is what we can do for you and this is how we do things – but there was no 

connection, so how could I really open up and engage with them. We’re relational people, so I try 

to learn what’s up and what’s happening on the ground and what’s currently the biggest priority 

for our boys. It’s just connecting, but you know we have our special way of making those 

connections that others could really benefit from learning. It’s about identifying who they are, who 

their family are, who their role models and mentors are – just aim to understand the context 

around them. Cus if something ain’t quite right in their environment and they’re having issues, 

then it’s about unpacking those issues and that takes time. (Male, Samoan, Early 40s, Rugby 

Union, Coaching Staff and Sports Administrator, Participant 5) 
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Participants who had embedded cultural protocol and built upon athletes’ cultural values experienced more 

positive outcomes in relation to cultivating positive relationships with and between athletes, nurturing the ‘va’ 

within the team, and building a sense of ‘brotherhood’ and ‘camaraderie’. The following quote demonstrates 
this phenomenon well: 

We're really big on family and being more inclusive of family and culture. The main strengths for 

our Pacific boys are the family values and the humour. Humour is huge. I don't think we'll be able 

to function without the humour. Even now the Palagi boys are starting to get the humour. Last 

year we made it a point to celebrate the language weeks. We have Tongan, Samoan, Māori and 

Fijian players and we had them get involved. Speak their language and share it on social media 

pages. It was good for some of the boys to show their cultural identity. We learned a Fijian team 

song and Tongan and Samoan songs. So when we go on the bus we have songs to sing in these 

languages. Last year we had a really strong Fijian contingent, so at the end of games we would 

get in a huddle and sing a Fijian hymn. It really helped to bring us together and when we have 

kava nights and stuff like that. (Female, Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby Union, Manager, Participant 

1) 

While culture was believed to play a key role in cultivating meaningful and authentic relationships, participants 

were also quick to point out that these same relational principles can be used by non-Pacific staff as well as 

when working with non-Pacific athletes: 

I connect by asking where you’re from. For example, a Tongan. Once that connections is made, I 

think who do I know that is Tongan and then tell my stories about the brotherhood I’ve built over 

the years with the Tongans I’ve played with and how we would go to war with them over the 

years regardless of if they’re Tongan, Samoan, anything. There’s that sense of connectedness 

through rugby. If they’re Samoan, then I ask them about what part of Samoa. And I can walk in 

different zones. I can be Samoan but I can also connect with Palagi and Māori. It’s the same 

thing – where are you from, what iwi are you from? What school you go to? What suburb you 

grow up in? It’s the same framework we use as Pacific people, but just fit it to the right context. 

It’s all connectivity. Sometimes there’s just no link, but you just try and build that trust and if not 

connect them to someone who does have a link. (Male, Samoan, Mid 40s, Rugby Union, 

Coaching Staff and Wellbeing Support Staff, Participant 6) 
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I've been with [elite rugby union team] for a few years now and it's the first time they've had a 

Pacific Islander managing in this space, so I know it's been a huge deal. I recognised that there 

weren’t enough Pacific faces in the non-playing side of things in rugby. You can count on two 

hands how many of us there is, and we are fortunate here at [elite rugby union team] that there's 

a few of us. And we all reflect our players and our community. Even some of our coaches who 

aren’t Pacific but were raised in the local area so they’re familiar with the landscape. So, I do find 

that we do have that relatability with our young boys because we are either from this area or 

have similar upbringings and cultural backgrounds. (Female, Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby Union, 

Manager, Participant 1) 

At the same time, a few participants reported that sometimes they are simply not the right person to connect 
with an athlete. These stakeholders understood the importance of these connections for young Pacific 

athletes and were willing to find a another, more relatable, support person for the athlete if required: 

It’s hard to answer what works from the wellbeing perspective. The role I play is more around 

connecting and trying to understand players on a more personal level. And if I don’t understand 

their background or can’t make that connection, I won’t force it. I’ll connect them to other key 

people who can. (Male, Tongan, Late 30s, Rugby Union, Wellbeing Support Staff, Participant 7) 

Greater Pacific representation at the organisational and governance level were also common talking points 

during interviews. Participants believed that Pacific representation at the governance level will improve 
engagement with Pacific athletes and communities and improve the efficacy of existing wellbeing services, as 

demonstrated by the following quotes: 

We have about 300 professional players – women’s, super rugby, sevens. And that group’s quite 

a diverse group – about 60% Pacific or Māori. In my role, engaging with Pacific communities is 

always easy. And I just love helping people, anyone not just our Pacific people. But it definitely 

helps being a Pacific person myself to engage our Pacific communities. (Male, Samoan, Early 

40s, Rugby Union, Coaching Staff and Sports Administrator, Participant 5) 

I’m Pākehā and whakapapa to Māori, but I have no idea about the Tongan and Samoan worlds. 

Even though I have years of experience with these groups, me going in and telling people what 

they should and shouldn’t be doing, whether I’m right or wrong, is not going to be heard as well 
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as someone who comes from that culture and community. Look at the rugby environment, we 

need to get more Pacific people in the senior roles. Just look at the work that other PIs are 

already doing in that space. It’s not because they know everything, but those communities trust 

them cus they know that they know their environment inside out and they also know people in 

these communities on a personal level so the community knows they’re not coming with any BS. 

(Male, European, Early 50s, Cricket, Sports Administrator, Participant 8) 

While representation was seen as important, participants were quick to point out the need for organisations to 

adapt strategies and systems more appropriate for Pacific athletes’ realities and the values that are important 

to them: 

You can’t just go up to someone and say go and do this and do that. You first have to understand 

their values and belief systems – which is basically moulded by their past, both the positive and 

negative stuff. So everything that has shaped who someone is influences their values. And they 

give different meaning to different events, and that’s where a lot of people fall short because they 

don’t understand athletes’ perspectives or try to implant someone else’s perspective on them. 

(Male, Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby League and Union, Player Agent, Participant 9) 

In addition, some participants argued that there is a need for organisations to have greater understandings of 

the historical and wider sociocultural context surrounding young Pacific athletes and Pacific communities in 

order to better understand the non-sporting factors that may impact upon Pacific athletes’ mental wellbeing: 

Sometimes the programmes don’t always fit the goals and needs and interests of the individual. It 

needs to fit the priorities in their lives. The conversation needs to be had with people in the 

system to be really mindful of the background of some of these kids – especially those lazy 

stereotypes. Let’s look into the real perspective and values of these kids and the worlds they 

come from. Let’s be honest - when we’re born, because of the colour of our skin we’re not on the 

same starting line. We’re way back and trying to chase it down. If you get what I mean. That’s 

why I try to share that narrative to people. It’s not an excuse, but if we try to unpack Pacific and 

Māori and where we are in society and where we have been since colonisation and migration. 

Just understand what has led to where we are today. Trying to navigate our shared family 

responsibilities in this shitty economic climate and in Auckland is a big task. (Male, Samoan, 

Early 40s, Rugby Union, Coaching Staff and Sports Administrator, Participant 5) 
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Regardless of the connection and level of trust built with an athlete, participants acknowledged the 

challenging and often uncomfortable nature of discussing mental wellbeing with athletes, families and the 

community in general. The following quotes sum up how participants felt when it came to discussing mental 
health with athletes: 

Even just this – we’re having the conversation at least. Cus you talk to the people at the coal 

face, and many are uncomfortable discussing these things. But things are slowly changing and 

we’re learning that it’s okay to be uncomfortable, but at least it’s being talked about. On the 

ground level and governance level. (Male, Samoan, Early 40s, Rugby Union, Coaching Staff and 

Sports Administrator, Participant 5) 

It’s a hard but necessary conversation. To unpack all that stuff. And there’s a huge difference in 

the way us males see things and who we are. And how we probably can’t handle certain things 

or go about trying to right our wrongs or deal with things. Sometimes it’s good practices we use 

and sometimes it’s terrible – cus we don’t know what we don’t know, but think we know best but 

really stuff it up more. But these hard talks need to be had. (Male, Samoan, Mid 40s, Rugby 

Union, Coaching Staff and Wellbeing Support Staff, Participant 6) 

While different sports had access to different resources, holistic and wraparound support services were 

considered by all participants as an effective approach to supporting mental wellbeing for young Pacific 

athletes. However, there was a clear disparity in the resources available to each sport; for example, 
professional sports were able to offer a wide range of wraparound and long-term support services for athletes. 

Participants also noted that the holistic support services embedded in development pathways were having 

positive impacts for the Pacific athletes they work with, as indicated in the quote below: 

The boys learn really early… super young, like at academy age-group level. So that's the usual 

pathway to the top level. And they get support right from the go. When I started in this role, I was 

blown away by the amount of support they get… because we hear a lot of the negative stuff but 

you don't hear about the support provided. They’re getting so much support - more than anything 

in other jobs. Like some corporate places might offer you packages, but these guys are on 

amazing insurance plans so even if they leave professional sports players they are encouraged 

to stay on these insurance plans. Because they could be set up for life, like if they get injured – 
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they will receive a real good support package to set them up for life after sports. (Female, 

Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby Union, Manager, Participant 1) 

Moreover, a number of stakeholders reported the efficacy of organisational approaches that focused on 
developing the athlete as a person and addressing any risk factors that athletes may be exposed to away 

from sports. Background checks were a common strategy used by participants to support young athletes in 

this manner, particularly for athletes who had recently relocated or transitioned to the elite level: 

We try to look at some of the behaviours of the boys. What is their home life like. Their behaviour 

at school. What their coaches have to say about them. What their teammates say about them. 

And just observing the player themselves, you can get a feel for who they are and what type of 

person they are. We say we’ll take a less talented players who has a good character over a more 

talented player who has no work ethic or people skills and stuff like that. How they’re going to fit 

into the team and environment. Some boys are a bit rough in that regards, but we’ll usually give 

them the chance and try to mould them into the athlete we want them to be on and off the field. 

(Male, Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby League, Manager, Participant 3) 

We contact a number of people to make sure the player is well rounded and if they do have 

certain backgrounds or unfortunate histories that we have to be prepared for. Our coaches are 

really good at making sure that any issues don’t filter through to the team environment. So we do 

have to have those tough conversations and put things in place from the get-go so that there are 

clear boundaries. Because even if it's only one person, one bad apple can affect the whole team. 

So, it’s important we support players to fit into the environment. (Female, Samoan, Late 30s, 

Rugby Union, Manager, Participant 1) 

Others expressed the need to support and encourage ownership so that young athletes take control of their 

own non-sporting pursuits and prioritise their own mental wellbeing: 

The biggest work we can do is still with the person themselves. Cus we can do everything in the 

world, but it starts within the person themselves. And that’s what we can do, not just the elite 

level, but everyone – equip these young guys with the skills to ensure that their wellbeing is a 

priority among themselves and taken care of through the skills and resources they pick up. Cus 

we can have all the resources and programmes out there but if a person doesn’t love themselves 
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there’s not much we can do from the outside. (Male, Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby League, 

Manager, Participant 3) 

In summary, all stakeholders believed that organisations play a central role in supporting mental wellbeing for 
young Pacific athletes. Despite the powerful influence of organisations and organisational staff, stakeholders 

emphasised the importance of building rapport and positive personal relationships with each young Pacific 

athlete in order to best meet their wellbeing needs. This aligned with the views of the athletes who took part in 

the focus groups and supports the survey findings where athletes reported that they were happy with the 

relationships they had with team staff. 

7.2.2 Identity and personal development factors 
One of the key wellbeing strategies identified by stakeholders was to support young athletes to live balanced 

lives, develop interests and skills away from sports, and not ‘put all their eggs in one basket’. Participants 

were aware of the evidence linking balanced athletic identities to positive mental wellbeing, and explained that 
all athletes must leave the elite environment eventually so organisations must help to prepare athletes for the 

professional and psychological challenges of ‘life after sports’. The following quote sums up stakeholders 

views well: 

We find the more balanced a player is, the less they have to access the wellbeing and mental 

health supports. We have a programme with sports psychologists who work with our players, but 

there is a strong correlation between the players who continuously use or need these services – 

our ‘red flag’ players from a wellbeing point of view, who don’t have much else going on in their 

lives other than this sport. I can’t point to one thing, but I know that programme has had a huge 

impact on improving mental wellbeing. Particularly in promoting that balance in our players and 

driving home that message that whether your career ends tomorrow or in ten years, you will be 

doing something else much more in your life than playing sports so how are you planning for that. 

And if your identity is entirely wrapped up with being an athlete you’re going to be in trouble and 

we have those conversations directly with players now and actually it’s often the athlete who will 

get it first or it could be mum and dad that you need to bring into the conversation. (Male, 

European, Early 50s, Cricket, Sports Administrator, Participant 8) 

One of the first steps that stakeholders take when working with young athletes is to raise awareness around 
the ‘realities’ of elite sports. This includes informing young athletes of the unpredictable and short-term nature 
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of a career in elite sports; this was particularly pertinent in professional sports such as rugby union and rugby 

league. The following quotes demonstrate the views of stakeholders: 

We’re trying to teach these guys life skills. And that going professional is plan B not plan A, and 

try to get these guys to prioritise something ahead of their sports – whether that’s a trade or 

education or something else. But the transferrable skills our boys have – I tell our guys if you can 

go to uni for four years and if you do everything you need to at uni, you’re guaranteed to get a 

degree and a good job. But I started playing when I was 6 and didn’t turn pro until 19 – so for 13 

years I put in the work and extras and there was no guarantee that I would make it. So I tell them 

which one is easier to do – go to uni or be a professional athlete. Four years and a guarantee vs 

your life and no guarantees. So I try to get them to appreciate the skills and opportunities they 

pick up as an athlete, but also the confidence and people skills and leadership skills that they can 

use to succeed in other parts of their life. But not enough boys realise that until they’re older. 

(Male, Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby League, Manager, Participant 3) 

In terms of wellbeing, we’ve focussed on balance. We use the stool analogy – four legs to the 

stool. One’s sports, one’s religion/culture, one’s study/work, and one’s family. If each one of 

those is strong and you’re actively engaged in each of those areas, when the sport leg falls over 

which will happen whether you make it or not whether you’re 20 or in your early 30s once that 

call comes and it’s over and that sports leg is gone you still have three strong legs to hold you up. 

That’s a simple way to describe our wellbeing programme, but we launched our programme 

seven years ago and we’ve noticed a huge change. We grab the young athletes at around 18 or 

19 and we’re often the first conversation around this stuff and the need to have balance and the 

need to have other things going on in their lives. And we had like 25% engagement with athletes 

who were doing stuff off the field but now we’re up to 80% who are out there studying or working 

part-time or full-time depending on what level their career is at. And obviously the friends, family, 

and culture stuff is what we also push. (Male, European, Early 50s, Cricket, Sports Administrator, 

Participant 8) 

Stakeholders believed that their respective organisations facilitated personal development for young Pacific 

athletes through the development of transferrable life skills and using sports as a tool for youth development, 

as shown in the quotes below: 
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Our whole approach to athlete development needs to change. What I try to do now is mould 

youth development through the sport. I give them fighting with no expectations of making it 

professional, but I use it to encourage them to fight for other things they might want – a job or 

something good in their lives. We’re trying to instil values and characteristics that will lead to 

success in life. Not just trying to make fighters. (Male, Tongan, Early 30s, MMA, Coaching Staff, 

Participant 2) 

In my role, it’s about shaping these young boys into the athletes that we know will succeed – 

whether that’s in sports or off the field in other areas. That’s the way I try to view it. Our teams 

start at under 16s, then 18s, then 20s, then seniors. So, if we can set that tone early on about the 

type of people we want in our teams, hopefully that shows the younger guys what we want to see 

from them. Leadership, attributes, and that character we expect our senior boys to show on and 

off the field. (Male, Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby League, Manager, Participant 3) 

A focus on supporting cognitive development when working with young athletes was also a recurring theme 

related to personal development and mental wellbeing: 

I studied the brain a little bit to figure out what I was doing in correlation to the brain, because 

everything we do is not random it’s science. Long story short, we have the front and the back of 

the brain. The front of your brain controls your thinking. The back of your brain, that’s like the 

instinctive bit – like sometimes if your first response is to get angry that’s the back brain. Hulk is a 

good example of someone who thinks from the back of the brain and when he gets angry nobody 

can control him. What happens in society is that some people don’t develop the front of their 

brain and it’s especially hard when you’re always told things like ‘you’re stupid’ and then they 

become defensive. I say ‘you’re dumb’ the first response is ‘I’m not dumb’. So I’m trying to create 

a culture where the boys aren’t defensive and where the back of the brain gets rested and they 

use the front of their brain to make decisions and use logic. So we aren’t just trying to create 

people who are smart, but people with integrity and people who are able to think for themselves. 

(Male, Tongan, Early 30s, MMA, Coaching Staff, Participant 2) 

Feeling confused and unsure and wanting to find an escape from that is a youth thing in general. 

And we need more research around the brain and how it develops in regard to these decisions 

and how they’re made. (Female, Samoan, Early 30s, Boxing, Manager, Participant 12) 
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While all participants acknowledged the need to focus on developing balanced and well-rounded athletes, 

there were clear gaps in the resources aimed at school and age group levels in comparison to the 

professional level. Some participants explained that there is a need to regulate athlete development 
programmes at the school and age group levels, as many young athletes are entering the professional level 

with already foreclosed athletic identities. Regulations were touted as solving this problem by ensuring young 

athletes develop in an age group environment that is conducive to building a balanced athletic identity: 

I don’t see anything being done at the schoolboy level, not to say there isn’t anything being done, 

but we’re very disjointed at the professional and schoolboy level in our sport. There’s no central 

understanding or programme in the wellbeing space. One school might be doing great stuff and 

implementing all types of initiatives while others might not be doing anything. But they don’t hit 

our systems until the professional ranks – 18, 19, 20. And the damage is done and their whole 

being is based on their sports and we have to try to unwind that. We don’t have any central 

programme aimed at this age group, so having some standardised expectations for what schools 

should be doing to avoid athletes winding up like that would be good. (Male, Tongan, Late 30s, 

Rugby Union, Wellbeing Support Staff, Participant 7) 

There were comments from several stakeholders that the competitive world of elite sports, both at the school 

and professional level, is not conducive to living a ‘balanced’ life and in most cases the development of 

athletes with balanced athletic identities is not a key priority. The following quotes capture this well: 

Fighting is like praying - there’s benefits to it, but you don’t hear a pastor say ‘unless you pray 24 

hours a day don’t come church’. How come sports doesn’t have that same view? Why is it that 

people think ‘unless you want to be a pro fighter, get the f out of the gym’. It’s so silly and that’s 

the common culture in fighting. So, every day I try to strip that stigma down around what it means 

to be a pro fighter so young guys are more encouraged about the wider benefits of fighting. 

(Male, Tongan, Early 30s, MMA, Coaching Staff, Participant 2) 

I’ve worked in various sports, from age group to elite to professional level. And I’m actually 

getting more worried about the young kids I see coming through. The school systems have not 

forced but channelled them whether direct or indirectly to really focus on sports. The schools will 

always say the right things – ‘we’re here for education, this and that’. But all our actions and 

behaviours are encouraging young boys in particular to prioritise their sports at a far too young 
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age. I see 15, 16, 17 year olds who are completely focused on rugby, league, or cricket and the 

only career option they have in mind is their sport. So the young kids coming through a more 

focussed and determined from a psychological point of view and dedicated to their sport – but in 

the medium to long run that is a big issue. I’m becoming more and more worried that they’re not 

well-balanced and they need a lot more going on in their lives then just sports… and sadly you 

can see that a lot of families become really reliant on them making it and are so critical of them 

and their performances and I worry. (Male, European, Early 50s, Cricket, Sports Administrator, 

Participant 8) 

Participants highlighted several barriers to developing a well-balanced athletic identity within the high-

performance environment. The main barrier being that the core business of elite sports is athletic 
performance, and thus, team staff primarily focus on athletic development. Participants were aware of the 

‘core-business’ of elite sports and understood the role of high-performance staff is to get the most out of the 

athletes they work with; however, they found that this approach often hindered the implementation and 

effectiveness of many identity and personal development programmes that target young athletes: 

The biggest challenge to implementing balance and wellbeing strategies historically has been 

high performance managers and coaches and those in charge of working with the athletes 

performance wise. Because it’s always been natural for these roles to expect their athletes to be 

fully committed to their sports. So when we talk to them about the need for balance and balanced 

people make better decisions on the field, they get it. But it’s almost like the coaches, directors, 

and high performance managers in all the sports I’ve worked in are insecure themselves in that 

unless they see someone everyday all day working towards their sporting goals then that athlete 

is not going to be successful. So our greatest challenge is convincing these coaches and 

managers themselves to embrace balance and allow time and actively encourage their athletes 

to do other things in their life whether it’s study or working or hobbies or anything else. (Male, 

European, Early 50s, Cricket, Sports Administrator, Participant 8) 

We’ve had one coach say to one of our better players at international level who had enrolled in a 

couple of university papers that you need to stop doing that shit and need to concentrate on your 

sports all the time cus that’s what’s going to pay your bills. (Male, Tongan, Late 30s, Rugby 

Union, Wellbeing Support Staff, Participant 7) 
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Aligning with the focus group findings, coaches were perceived as having the most influence over the time 

and effort athletes put into both their sporting and non-sporting pursuits. Most stakeholders believed that while 

balance and dual-career pathways were prioritised in theory, gaps exist when it comes to implementing these 
principles in practice: 

The coach is the ultimate boss, so athletes are going to do exactly what coach says. If a coach 

makes a negative comment like ‘where were you, I didn’t see you doing extras’ then you can 

guarantee the athlete is going to be there next time. Equally if a coach asks an athlete ‘why are 

you training today, there’s no need to be here today, have you thought about studying towards a 

degree or asking don’t you have other things to do’ then that encourages the players to do other 

stuff. So as much as we can put programmes in place to support athletes at the bottom of the 

cliff, it would be a massive change if coaches and directors actively encouraged athletes 

themselves to have more balance. Slowly that change is happening, but one other point I’d make 

is that often coaches and managers in the system have the same problem and have only known 

rugby for the majority of their lives and were players who went straight into coaching and they 

don’t have any other skills or skill sets that they’ve focussed on. So they can’t even have that 

conversation about other things, because they themselves don’t know. So you’ve almost got a 

cycle. In the old days, coaches and managers often had careers in other industries before 

becoming full-time coaches – whether it was a teacher or policeman or whatever. But today, 

most coaches that are coming through have just finished their playing career. (Male, European, 

Late 30s, Rugby Union, Wellbeing Support Staff, Participant 11) 

On the other hand, participants reported that views towards personal development away from sports were 

improving within high performance and talent development settings. While the priority for high performance 

staff centred around improving performance, stakeholders stated that there was a growing awareness of the 

benefits to performance when athletes are ‘well-rounded’ individuals and mentally prepared to meet the 

demands of elite sports: 

For us it’s about building the best team. And part of that is having the best individuals. But not 

just equipping them physically but mentally and that’s where the mental and emotional stuff 

comes into play. You can equip them with all the technical skills, but that’s the biggest shift in 

sport since the early 2000s. The mental side is addressed now – not just performance but in 

terms of wellbeing as well. It’s much more of a consideration now when we think how can we get 

the best out of an athlete. (Male, Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby League, Manager, Participant 3) 
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In contrast, some participants asserted that the most effective and sustainable approaches to developing 

‘holistic’ and well-rounded athletes must be led by the athlete themselves. A key theme from the stakeholder 

interviews was finding ways to build upon athletes’ existing interests and strengths when in order to more 
effectively support balance and dual career pathways: 

You see a lot of island boys with the same narrative – ‘I was shy’ and now they’re leading teams, 

the face of their communities, and those skills were always there but it’s just about igniting those 

traits and supporting the boys to be themselves on a bigger platform. Once that’s been nurtured, 

you see the change they make on and off the field and not just for themselves but their family 

and everyone around them. (Male, Samoan, Early 40s, Rugby Union, Coaching Staff and Sports 

Administrator, Participant 5) 

If you look at high school level – there’s no guarantee. But then at the elite level – eventually it 

will end. So it’s going to happen regardless. They call it dual career pathways, but we need to do 

it in a way that centres around the athlete’s passions and purpose and not just generic pathways 

that athletes won’t actually follow through on. If you don’t have passion and purpose you will give 

up on those pathways quick. (Male, Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby League and Union, Player Agent, 

Participant 9) 

Some participants, however, expressed that many young Pacific athletes enter elite sports without having had 

the chance to explore their passions away from sports. Stakeholders were up front about the appeal of a 
career in elite sports and understood why so many young Pacific athletes pursue their sporting dreams, 

sometimes at the risk of forgoing other interests: 

Travelling and playing the game they love is amazing for them, because some have never been 

outside of the country before coming into this environment. We often have to get passports for 

players. Just being in a professional rugby environment is a dream career for most guys. (Male, 

Samoan, Early 50s, Rugby League, Player Agent, Participant 4) 

Thus, these stakeholders worked with young athletes to help them identify their own passions away from 
sports and expose athletes to career pathways that they might be interested in: 
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My personal approach when meeting players one-on-one is finding where their passion and 

interests are, cus that’s where their internal fire is and what will actually drive them. And we try to 

encourage them with wrap around resources and people who are in those spaces. Cus it’s all 

about exploration cus they’re still young and might not even know what it is they want to do. So 

we are sort of facilitators in that regard, so that empathy is big. It’s a journey – from 19 to 21 to 

23. People change and so there’s no hard and fast rule to helping young guys find their passion 

away from sports (Male, Samoan, Early 40s, Rugby Union, Coaching Staff and Sports 

Administrator, Participant 5) 

It’s important for guys to find where the passion lies. Even if they plan to come back into sports, 

they need to know what area. If it’s coaching or strength and conditioning, they still need to 

explore what it takes to get there. So I encourage younger guys to get alongside people in their 

team or organisation who are already doing it and have those conversations and see what it 

takes – whether going to uni or something else they know what they have to do. Real life 

practical examples are important and that’s why coaching is always the most appealing one – 

cus a lot of players see that and can easily transition into those roles, but we can be 

administrators and on that governance level as well. Just understanding that space is important 

too. (Male, Tongan, Late 30s, Rugby Union, Wellbeing Support Staff, Participant 7) 

Conversely, some participants felt that most young Pacific athletes already know what they want to do away 
from sports but just need the appropriate support and encouragement to turn their ideas into action. This 

belief was captured well by the quote below: 

Deep down inside, most athletes do know what they want. And sometimes there’s a lot of doubt – 

maybe someone laughed at their ideas or their own self-doubt shut it down. So there’s a lot of 

fear in our PI boys around feeling shamed and embarrassed to chase their other passions away 

from sports. But if these boys realized how to unlock their potential in other areas they could 

dominate in all areas – just like in sports. So there’s a whole belief system in our cultures that we 

don’t want to stand up on top of the hill and blow our own horn, but I’m trying to say it’s okay to 

do it but just make sure you bring others up to the top of the hill. (Male, Samoan, Late 30s, 

Rugby League and Union, Player Agent, Participant 9) 



Chapter 7: Key stakeholder interview findings 

 

 

 
 

 

186 

In line with the focus group findings, participants shared their experiences of working with Pacific athletes who 

found a sense of identity and purpose through service to their communities. These stakeholders expressed 

the value of framing personal development pathways in this way, as indicated in the quotes below: 

An example is this one young guy – he’s following his passion as a fighter, but he’s also slowly 

learning how to give his service. As coaches and mentors we have to help them with that so they 

don’t get stuck into that fixed mindset. Some athletes gain that when they have kids, but you 

don’t have to have kids to do it. You can just help kids maybe and do some service alongside 

your sports so you can stay out of that fighting matrix and avoid that feeling like you’re worthless 

when you lose. Every day is like tugging strings - you have to help balance it all out, because if 

we don’t help younger guys with that then it won’t end well. (Male, Tongan, Early 30s, MMA, 

Coaching Staff, Participant 2) 

Strengths Pacific players bring? Everything we possess as people – all our qualities, our culture, 

identity, our social constructs and beliefs and values. We are so loyal and are committed to 

service and a tautua (service) leadership style. And that’s something that NZ sports benefits 

from. That’s the main one – we serve. Not in a submissive way as western people might see it, 

but when interacting with people we must serve. (Male, Samoan, Early 40s, Rugby Union, 

Coaching Staff and Sports Administrator, Participant 5) 

Even though a lot of what these boys do is a form of leadership. That term leadership seems to 

scare our boys for whatever reason. So I try to frame it holistically and in a way that centres 

around giving back. So we help them explore that side of themselves by showing them how to 

give back and helping in that way. Like so many of our star athletes today were never seen or 

thought of as leaders, but once they get that opportunity they shine in that role. And then there’s 

the flow on effect to their peers and family who are empowered by seeing this guy give back to 

the community. So there’s major flow on benefits for both the athlete and those around them and 

their wider community from empowering these athletes to be leaders and give back to their 

community. It influences so many people and it also makes you a better person cus now you 

have to live up to those values and messages that you share. And that’s why it’s important to 

make sure the service is authentic and aligns with the athlete’s values and their own vision for 

themselves. (Male, Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby League and Union, Player Agent, Participant 9) 
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As one Pacific participant pointed out, not all young athletes may be interested in formal educational 

pathways, but these athletes must still be prepared to develop their skills away from sports so that they can 

sustain a living once their sporting career ends: 

One thing I want to teach the boys how to do is just hustle. Use the front of your brain. Think. I’ve 

got this and I’ve got this - how can I make a dollar. I love school, but I’ve got a degree and I know 

some guys who don’t have degrees but make it work in other ways. So what I’m trying to tell the 

boys is that if you’re not going to finish school you have to be smart in other ways. You don’t like 

school but that doesn’t mean you can’t be as rich as a doctor, but you have to be rich and be 

able to add value in another sense. An example is one boy who took a free programme at school 

and was offered a job and today he’s getting paid – that’s a hustle. You showed up every day 

and put in the work and learned your craft and figured out how to do it - now you’re getting paid 

for your skills and have a skillset that you can sell. That ain’t maths or science, but that’s hustle. 

I’m trying to create young guys that don’t have to depend on the government and don’t have a 

victim mentality– at the end of the day we have opportunities now. Our parents grew up in the 

islands and had to take that boat ride to get here. So why do we feel like we’re in that same 

position. We should feel like we do have opportunity. We have to create programmes for our 

culture to thrive. (Male, Tongan, Early 30s, MMA, Coaching Staff, Participant 2)  

7.2.3 Family and other social support factors 
Discussions around the social factors impacting upon young Pacific athletes’ mental wellbeing centred around 

family and friends. As with the focus group findings, supportive family and friends were reported to be the key 
sources of support for young Pacific athletes that stakeholders had worked with; however, participants also 

expressed the challenges young Pacific athletes faced regarding family obligations and expectations: 

I see it all the time. It comes down to the ones who have good support networks in and around 

their families as opposed to those who are just talented. Cus all our Pacific men are talented on 

the field, but it’s not the talent that’s going to get you there but it’s the grind and the hard yards – 

doing the extra work. So I can see straight away the ones who are going to be successful – the 

ones who go the extra mile and have their own why that drives them and they’re determined 

because of that. As opposed to some of the boys who are going off just talent and like half way 

through pre-season we have to have that talk – ‘you’re talented, but if you want to be consistent 

you gotta put in the hard yards and turn up to every training and extras’. So you see them 

mucking around and no real structure, but just going off instincts. I call it ‘riding the wave’ and 
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they’re good so they do well for a while. But don’t just ride the wave, to stay there you have to do 

the hard yards. So someone who’s good and consistent and puts in the hard yards will stay there 

longer than someone riding the wave on talent. I think it goes back to things like mum and dad 

working hard or for whatever reason those traits have been instilled in them. For some, it’s the 

support network at home and they don’t take the opportunity for granted to give back to that 

network. And it’s clear as to us, those who have that mindset. It’s clear as to see those young 

guys who have that mindset. (Male, Samoan, Mid 40s, Rugby Union, Coaching Staff and 

Wellbeing Support Staff, Participant 6) 

The main strength we have is the old cliché - strength in numbers. We have so many numbers to 

support us. Our family, extended family, group of friends and friends who are like family and who 

have that bond. Those are the major strengths we bring with us. And also some of the challenges 

our parents and family have been through. Working low paying jobs and those struggles help us 

to learn how to cope with adversity. (Male, Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby League, Manager, 

Participant 3) 

Participants explained that the young Pacific athletes they worked with spent most of their time away from 

sports with family. Pacific participants were mainly concerned about those young Pacific athletes who struggle 

to balance both sporting and family obligations and the mental distress caused by not being able to fully 

commit to both of these important obligations: 

When I ask and connect with some of the young guys, the main things that take up their time is 

around family. And then when you unpack that it’s extended family and then after that it’s church. 

And in some cases, I think the boys just struggle to commit fully to both. And then struggle to 

juggle everything. And then there’s stuff like sharing one car between three or four families and 

that can become a barrier to simple things like attending trainings and events. Especially for 

young guys who are trying to make sense of everything – who they are, their responsibilities, 

their pathway in life, their sports schedule and the expectations linked to that, and most young 

guys are also working or studying. So all of this is underpinned my service and they’re trying to 

figure out how they can serve in all of these areas. (Male, Samoan, Early 40s, Rugby Union, 

Coaching Staff and Sports Administrator, Participant 5) 
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The financial obligations were a particular concern for participants who understood the importance of cultural 

practices such as fa’alavelave (ceremonial and other family obligations such as weddings, funerals and 

bestowals of chiefly titles that call for a contribution) and remittances, but also had seen the mental distress 
that these practices can cause for young Pacific athletes who are often on lower wages than people realise: 

The financial obligations we have to our families as Pacific Islanders. You know having to 

contribute to certain events. I use to think that the boys don't talk about these problems, but they 

really do. An example is that one of the boys who we recruited since high school recently came 

up to me about how his uncle from Samoa asked if he could pay for the whole family to come to 

New Zealand and now he's stressing over it. I know he has a good relationship with his mum, so I 

said you have to talk with your mum and let her know that you can't do it and at the end of the 

day there needs to be a balance. Because that money is supposed to be for you and your 

girlfriend and your future family. Of course, as a Pacific Islander you still want to support them, 

but if you don't even have a relationship with this person then they’re just asking for a handout. I 

think that’s where there are some misconceptions - when the extended family thinks just because 

you're playing rugby you must be rolling in milk and honey, but in actual fact you're not getting 

any game time, you're injured and you know he's got a whole lot of stuff he's dealing with himself. 

(Female, Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby Union, Manager, Participant 1) 

The issues we’re facing with many of our Asian sub-continent cricket players are very similar to 

the issues we’ve faced with Pacific rugby players. So we find that family have control over the 

young players career, but there is also a huge sense of obligation to house and fund mum and 

dad. Even though you’re doing well, you still have to live with mum and dad and that causes 

significant mental stress and worries. This happens for those born overseas and the guys born 

here. (Male, European, Early 50s, Cricket, Sports Administrator, Participant 8) 

There were also discussions around the cultural differences between athletes’ Pacific upbringings and the 

largely Eurocentric world of elite sports. Participants found that athletes raised in a Pacific family prioritised 
family and social obligations, which meant that drastic lifestyle changes were required for young Pacific 

athletes to fit into the Eurocentric and performance-centred world of elite sports. The following quote illustrates 

the clear expectation on athletes to prioritise their performance and sporting obligations over other areas of 

their lives: 
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The systems in certain spaces are different. When I was young and started at this new school, it 

was the norm to do homework for two hours every night. When I was growing up I would go to 

church every night and then go home and try and do the homework after. So homework was 

made to fit around our cultural obligations, but our sports systems ask you to fit the system first 

and you work your cultural obligations around the system. So that structure can be a big 

challenge to get use to and even manage to do. It teaches structure, but a different kind of 

structure. (Male, Samoan, Mid 40s, Rugby Union, Coaching Staff and Wellbeing Support Staff, 

Participant 6) 

Positive role models, especially positive male role models, were also found to play a key role in supporting 

young Pacific athletes. Stakeholders stated that these role models helped young Pacific athletes to deal with 
the challenges linked to a career in elite sports and helped with athletes holistic development away from 

sports. As illustrated in the following quote, participants suggested that every young Pacific athlete would 

benefit from having a close role models who can help develop their work ethic, character, and etiquette so that 

they are better equipped to succeed in elite sports and ‘life after sports’: 

Our boys need a lot of positive guidance from male role models. I mean that in all aspects of life 

– not just sports. I’ve seen two schools now capitulate, cus there’s been no strong leaders in 

terms of positive leaders who teach etiquette and work ethic and ingrain that in their character – 

which sets our young boys up for life. So it comes down to role modelling and hence why being in 

this privileged position that I go into establish things like old boys associations so that we cannot 

just help one another, but be good role models for others. A lot is being done, but we just need 

more numbers giving back to our younger generations. More positiveness. (Male, Samoan, Mid 

40s, Rugby Union, Coaching Staff and Wellbeing Support Staff, Participant 6) 

Aligning with the focus group findings, the bond and brotherhood formed with teammates was another key 

source of social support identified by most stakeholders. These participants explained that many of the Pacific 

athletes they worked with found a great sense of belonging and support from the brotherhood they had with 
their teammates and male peers, as illustrated in the quote below: 

I've seen the benefits of that brotherhood, because they say people join gangs because they 

want a sense of belonging. What I’ve seen with the boys I’ve worked with in the last four years is 

that when they come to work they feel like they could just be themselves and enjoy themselves 
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with the boys, because some have to go home and deal with some real serious stuff. But when 

they're at rugby that’s all they’re thinking about - line outs, set pieces, and training hard. But then 

they still have to go and deal with everything else after. We have lost some amazing young kids 

and you just want to really support them and make sure that the boys are ok. I can only do so 

much because I'm only one person, but if I can put things into the team environment that allows 

people to open up and be more comfortable reaching out for support when they need it then that 

would be cool. (Female, Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby Union, Manager, Participant 1) 

Concerns related to the visibility of young athletes in news and social media also arose during interviews. 

Many participants felt that the visibility and status of elite sports in both the news media and social media was 

a major contributor to mental distress for young Pacific athletes. Participants believed that elite athletes are 
highly publicised and scrutinised for their behaviours in and away from sports, which naturally causes 

challenges when that publicity is negative: 

It’s hard because it use to be just journalists and the newspaper. So people would read it then 

throw it away. But now it’s social media and it’s everywhere. You know the saying – never read 

your own news. But we love reading the cool stuff but eventually you have to deal with the bad 

stuff too. And social media adds a whole new group of people who are given a platform to shoot 

you down. Social media needs to be better understood. (Male, Samoan, Early 40s, Rugby Union, 

Coaching Staff and Sports Administrator, Participant 5) 

Some participants believed that this visibility and potential for public scrutiny only added to the pressure to 

succeed and the shame associated with perceived ‘failure’, as well as creating additional barriers to seeking 

help for mental distress: 

You try to have empathy with the players, but the stakes are a lot higher for the boys now than 

when I was a player. And also just the exposure of the players and the access that people have 

to these players via social media. And commercially there’s a lot more around driving revenue 

and sponsorship now. So I just try to help them especially the young boys and let them know if 

they need to speak to and someone to lean on - who isn’t their coach or a teammate cus they 

might be scared that it’s seen as a sign of professional weakness and also it can be hard to go to 

family because they can’t relate so that’s a major challenge for our younger athletes. (Male, 

Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby League, Manager, Participant 3) 
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Participants affirmed that this visibility heightens the pressure and expectations placed upon young athletes, 

which can mount for young Pacific athletes who are striving to make their family proud and to provide 

financially: 

Most of the boys now struggle with the expectations and burden attached to making it 

professionally. Most of them will be the highest income earners in their family or household or are 

on track to be the highest income earner. So family and friends might see you in the development 

pathway and rep teams and expect it to continue, but that doesn’t mean your chances of 

succeeding increase cus there’s not a lot of boys who make it from these junior teams to 

professional sides. So things are a lot more visible now and so expectations are heightened for 

this generation coming through now. (Male, Tongan, Late 30s, Rugby Union, Wellbeing Support 

Staff, Participant 7) 

Furthermore, stakeholders emphasised the need for families to manage their expectations for success and be 

aware of the additional pressures they place on young athletes when they hold unrealistic expectations. The 

following quote captures these views well: 

All cultures are what they are, and all have strengths and weaknesses, but we need to help our 

young athletes deal and manage with these cultural obligations in the context of pro sports. 

There’s definitely a need to better educate the parents and let them know that actually some of 

these expectations and obligations are just not helping and in fact damaging careers and the 

mental health of some of these young guys. Cus high performance sports is one of the toughest 

and high-pressure workplaces there is and that’s at the best of times – you’re judged on a weekly 

basis and in the public domain and a very small percentage of players actually ‘make it’. So, you 

don’t need additional stresses and pressures from home, especially when it’s to do with funding 

and support the livelihood of other people. And that’s what we see a lot of the time. (Male, 

European, Early 50s, Cricket, Sports Administrator, Participant 8) 

Some participants, namely managers and sports administrators, referred to the finance and gambling issues 
they experienced with some of the young Pacific athletes they worked with. These participants felt that most 

athletes gambled for fun, but were also aware of the pressures related to financial obligations and the risk of 

picking up a gambling addiction: 
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Gambling is an issue. Mainly because of the financial obligations we have to our families as 

Pacific Islanders. You know having to contribute to certain events. (Female, Samoan, Late 30s, 

Rugby Union, Manager, Participant 1) 

I’m taken a back when I walk pass the gambling places and pokies and it’s just our Pacific 

families. And what that tells me is that we have a problem when people are desperate with 

finances to the point that people are relying on hitting the jackpot. And then there’s religious 

connotations linked to it – praying to the lord to win. And of course it’s an addiction of sorts. 

During downtime, where players are given the freedom to do what, to fill that gap in time some 

boys may see gambling as something to do and something fun to do. So it might be gambling or 

social media or reading. And some boys choose that gambling side of things. (Male, Tongan, 

Late 30s, Rugby Union, Wellbeing Support Staff, Participant 7) 

One Samoan participant believed that some athletes had extreme gambling habits as a result of their limited 

levels of financial literacy and the short-term manner in which some young Pacific athletes view their money: 

I’ve been across a few situations where we’ve never had to look at the money the way Palagis 

look at money because money always been a short-term thing - it’s easy come, easy go. But the 

reality is that it’s not how much money you earn, it’s how much you keep that counts. But when 

you view money in that short-term way, it’s like I’ll shout this and that because right now I have 

money and others don’t.  Not realising the bigger picture, and I know as well some boys just don’t 

give a shit and just live in the moment and think ‘oh well, I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it’. But 

in hindsight, they always regret it. (Male, Samoan, Mid 40s, Rugby Union, Coaching Staff and 

Wellbeing Support Staff, Participant 6) 

In summary, stakeholders viewed family and friends as the key sources of social support for young Pacific 

athletes. There were, however, some stakeholders who reported that it was common for Pacific athletes’ 

family and social obligations to clash with their athletic obligations. Aligning with the focus group findings, role 

models and mentors were also a prominent source of support for the young Pacific athletes that stakeholders 
worked with. However, there were concerns around unrealistic expectations being placed on some young 

athletes and the heightened media scrutiny that some athletes face. 

7.2.4 Athletic performance and career factors 
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Stakeholders believed that missing out on professional contracts and representative playing opportunities was 

one of the leading sources of distress for young Pacific male athletes. All participants were aware of the 

limited professional contracts on offer at the elite level and argued that there will always be more athletes than 
contracts regardless of the sport. Most athletes who missed out on professional contracts went on to find non-

athletic jobs; however, it was also common for athletes to relocate to another region to take up a contract 

elsewhere or try to secure a contract. The following quote captures stakeholders’ views well: 

There's [full time professional] contracts and then there's [part time professional] contracts. So if 

you secure a [full time professional] contract you play from November to July and then you go on 

to play again from August to October. You'll find that those who miss out on a [full time 

professional] contract might go overseas during that period. There's only a very small portion… 

maybe 120 players that make it to the [full time professional] level and we have thousands of 

players to choose from. In the past two years, a few players have made [full time professional] 

teams, which is awesome… but the rest of the boys go on to normal employment. We have 

builders, teachers, labourers, so the players have a wide variety of jobs outside of the season. 

But for four months they get paid to play rugby and they all want to play [full time professional] 

rugby. There's a lot of opportunities here, but if they can't make it here some will go overseas. 

(Female, Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby Union, Manager, Participant 1) 

Stakeholders also found that deselection and being released from one’s contract were also common triggers 
for distress among young Pacific athletes. Participants stated that deselection and being released from one’s 

contract was often linked to injuries, which further exacerbated the impact on athletes’ wellbeing. The 

following quote demonstrates this finding: 

People don't realise that it can be really hard for some players who don’t get selected. You know 

it's hard when you miss out on a team because of injuries and your whole life is rugby. It's hard to 

step back and fathom what comes next. So having things in place to ensure that you support 

those players… especially those who are injured in the long-term. And that’s one thing that I think 

NZ rugby does well, as they have an insurance program, player development programmes, and 

personal development managers. So they get a lot of support – life after rugby and that kind of 

stuff. (Male, European, Late 30s, Rugby Union, Wellbeing Support Staff, Participant 11) 
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While all the organisations that stakeholders worked for provided several wraparound support services to help 

athletes with injuries and deselection, participants largely placed an emphasis on the need for athletes to stay 

‘resilient’ during these challenging times: 

The expectations are huge at this level. And I see it a lot. I’ve got a big heart muscle, but with all 

of that I make it clear and known to the boys that you’ll have to go through that. If not here, 

somewhere else. It’s part of the process of being a professional. It’s a learning phase of life that 

can’t be avoided – not just in sports but life in general. I try to let them know that those feelings 

are the norm – and you get used to dealing with those expectations over time. But I’m big on 

making sure we work as best as we can to support them through that phase. The main talk I 

have with young players is around these expectations and my main advice is that when that time 

comes to stay strong and hang tough, cus tomorrow the sun rises and another day comes. It’s 

easy for me to say now that I’m 40 years old, but we still see the same type of triggers over and 

over – trying to get contracts or trying to get into a rep team. So they’re goal orientated, but it’s 

about getting through things a day at a time - let’s not look too far ahead. So I let them have their 

spiel, especially if it’s around non selection. I bring them in and sit with them and most times I 

don’t say anything they just want someone to listen to them and I let them get it out. (Male, 

Samoan, Early 40s, Rugby Union, Coaching Staff and Sports Administrator, Participant 5) 

7.3 INVESTIGATING DEPRESSION 
In line with research objective two, interviews investigated stakeholder participants’ understandings and 

experiences of depression when working with young Pacific male athletes. Discussions mainly centred around 

identifying depression among athletes and facilitating the appropriate care. Several themes emerged from 

these interviews and are presented below. 

7.3.1 Identifying depression 
All stakeholders expressed the challenges around identifying athletes who might be ‘at-risk’ of depression 

and/or suicide, with some athletes displaying some obvious signs and others displaying none. Participants 

frequently recalled past experiences where they had worked with athletes who appeared to have been in a 
positive mental wellbeing space, but would later reveal they were experiencing depression and/or suicide 

ideation: 
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Mental health issues like depression and suicide are not really something that we think about or 

actively look for. Like some boys who have had issues, you just wouldn't have known. Us Pacific 

people are good at masking any issues with our humour, like one boy was the life of the team 

and was always real funny and was highly respected by all the boys, but he battled some stuff 

that even though he had a family and support systems. So, it's really hard to kind of notice 

sometimes. (Female, Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby Union, Manager, Participant 1) 

Despite the challenges expressed by participants, the overwhelming approach used by participants to identify 

depression among young Pacific male athletes was to identify irrational changes in moods and behaviour. For 

some participants this meant changes in the way an athlete behaved within the sports setting: 

The most obvious signs that something is up is if they’re not attending trainings or events or 

meetings or turning up late. The hard one is the engagement behaviours and erratic-ness in the 

way they talk. And especially around the performance elements – the way they prepare and the 

way they play. There’s anxiety and stress that comes with this level – getting closer to rep 

season and selections and contract time. You see these behaviours change – whether overly 

erratic or overly calm than usual or disengagement or over-engagement.  (Male, Samoan, Early 

40s, Rugby Union, Coaching Staff and Sports Administrator, Participant 5) 

For others, an obvious sign of distress was extreme changes in mood and/or behaviour outside of sports: 

Just mood and behaviour are the biggest signs we see. We might ask about how things are at 

home or ask their parents. We can tell when a player just isn’t all there. Like we all have off days 

but when it continues for a while, we try to sit down and think about triggers or what’s going on or 

ask a close mate of his. And one of the best things I’ve seen is just the support between the 

players. Being an ex-player, like I found out there was a guy we played with who was battling 

depression and we didn’t know but one of our other teammates let us know and we shared and 

came together to reach out to him and now this guy has sort of got a happier life and a lot of 

opportunities have opened up for him. That’s the thing – we just got to start talking aye. (Male, 

Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby League, Manager, Participant 3) 
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As some athletes mentioned in the focus groups, a few stakeholders highlighted the importance of having a 

connection with athletes in order to better identify the small changes in an athlete that may signal depression 

or distress. This phenomenon is captured well in the following quote: 

It’s about connecting with someone. Once you’ve connected with someone and know their make-

up and personality, you know instinctively when something is wrong. That person will stop doing 

what they’re usually doing. Like a guy who usually is always mocking and giving you shit is quiet. 

You will know something is up. So I’ll go up to them and say ‘uce, that’s not you, what’s up?’. And 

you sort of have to have that intuition and connection to know that person and how they usually 

roll. And then they’ll usually go ‘yea bro’ and then unpack it all. (Male, Samoan, Early 40s, Rugby 

Union, Coaching Staff and Sports Administrator, Participant 5) 

Excessive gambling and alcohol use were also common signs of distress that stakeholders look out for. These 

stakeholders reported that both activities were common coping mechanisms for athletes as they are not as 

closely monitored and/or illegal like other substances: 

I mainly can tell that something is up from their mood or sometimes they isolate themselves or 

stop participating in team activities off the field. Also, everyone has their vice, but when that vice 

becomes just a little too much. For example, gambling is a big one for our boys and some of the 

boys have fun on the pokies in the hotel, but when they’re there all night… that’s a sign. Some of 

their coping mechanisms are not the best, because things like drugs are closely monitored, so 

we don't worry about that but things like gambling and alcohol use become ways to cope. Being 

frivolous with spending and eating are also some of the things that I take note of. It doesn’t help 

that I see them on Instagram and they're at the casino at stupid o’clock eating fries and chips and 

burgers and then two days later we’ve got a game. (Female, Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby Union, 

Manager, Participant 1) 

Participants also expressed that they regularly worked alongside other athletes, namely senior leadership 

groups and close teammates, to identify young athletes who may be experiencing depression or distress. 
Most participants were aware of their limitations as ‘outsiders’ to the team environment and the deeper 

connections that athletes have with one another regarding wellbeing and stressors in and away from sports: 
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One of the common ways we identify when a guy might be struggling is through the team 

environment. A lot of our senior players get this stuff and when they see things, they will talk to 

the PDMs and say hey such and such is struggling. And I’d say about 80% of our shoulder 

tapping of our PDMs to go and talk with someone comes from our older players. We’ve tried to 

develop a culture among the collective playing group that we have to look after each other. 

(Male, European, Early 50s, Cricket, Sports Administrator, Participant 8) 

For the most part, stakeholders reported that it was challenging to identify athletes with depression. Apart 

from obvious changes in mood and/or behaviours, stakeholders expressed the need to foster deeper 

connections and relationship with young athletes in order to identify any subtle changes and/or allow athletes 

to disclose their depression or distress. 

7.4 SUPPORTING HELP-SEEKING AMONG YOUNG PACIFIC MALE ATHLETES 
Aligning with research objective three, interviews examined strategies that have supported and encouraged 

help-seeking among young Pacific male athletes. Both formal (e.g., mental health services, general 

practitioners, and team psychologists) and informal (e.g., friends, family, team staff, and other non-medical 

sources) forms of help-seeking were discussed during interviews. Discussions around help-seeking centred 

on the importance of developing greater rapport and connections between athletes, semi-formal 
organisational sources of support (e.g., wellbeing support staff), and formal services. Participants were aware 

of the stigma linked to mental health and the need to educate young athletes on the formal support available, 

noting the significant role of senior teammates in facilitating formal support for younger athletes. Mental health 

services that were independent from elite organisations were key facilitators for help-seeking given the 

reduced risk of any professional repercussions for athletes, while language barriers and cultural norms related 

to youth being ‘quiet’ and not ‘speaking out’ were also common discussion points for Pacific stakeholders. 

These findings are summarised below. 

7.4.1 Organisational factors 
Most stakeholders believed that young Pacific male athletes and people in general would benefit from 

education on the diverse range of formal mental health services available to athletes and the general public. 
While interview discussions centred around the clinical and non-clinical services provided by stakeholders’ 

respective organisations, participants also emphasised the need to inform athletes of the mental health 

services available to the general public and how these different pathways can be accessed: 

It’s education too, you know like letting guys know what the hell a psychiatrist is. The only 

exposure to that I had as a player was the movie – ‘analyze this’. They glorified it in the movie, so 
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I was like hey maybe I’ll go and see one. And that’s the power of media and movies to spread 

those messages. So, it’s not only serious messaging that will inform our boys. There’s power in 

these platforms. And then there’s social media as well that influences and informs our boys. We 

didn’t have that in the day, but now digital media is so instant in the way it can change and inform 

others – but it can be positive and negative. (Male, Samoan, Mid 40s, Rugby Union, Coaching 

Staff and Wellbeing Support Staff, Participant 6) 

In addition, Pacific stakeholders were particularly vocal about the need for more Pacific and male practitioners 

in clinical support roles, suggesting that having ‘relatable’ faces in these clinical roles would facilitate greater 

help-seeking among young Pacific male athletes. The following quote sums this finding up well: 

It would be good just having more brown practitioners and a good balance of men and women as 

well. Because in that space, most of the practitioners are females and that can make it hard for 

some Pacific boys because it's hard to open up to a woman or female practitioner. (Female, 

Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby Union, Manager, Participant 1) 

Most stakeholders argued that organisations and mental health services must first build rapport with athletes 

and understand athletes’ backgrounds in order to increase help-seeking and the use of organisational support 

services. These participants recalled the successes they had once they were able to build rapport and a 

personal connection with athletes, as demonstrated by the quote below: 

From past programmes, I’ve noticed it’s those who are quicker to understand rather than preach 

or judge that are most effective. So first understand the individual and who they are. Especially if 

I don’t know them at all, I’ll do some research and background checks to make sure I’ll be the 

best person to connect with them or someone else might be. Finding out what community they’re 

from and the context around them. And if there are some real raw issues, I leave that to the 

experts and the facilitators to help connect these guys to the right people to help. Whether it’s 

mental health or money issues and stuff like that. And then we’ll follow up with the player and the 

agency and people they’ve met up with a week or two later and stay in contact to see if there’s 

been change or how everything is going. And that’s where I sit – sort of in the coal face, but more 

so on top trying to connect everything and maintain the connections. (Male, Samoan, Early 40s, 

Rugby Union, Coaching Staff and Sports Administrator, Participant 5) 
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A few Pacific stakeholders also stated the importance of reciprocity and showing athletes that they too can be 

vulnerable. These participants achieved this by sharing their own past experiences with using mental health 

services. As shown in the quote below, these participants found success using this strategy with athletes: 

The level of engagement is really all about connecting and the only way to connect is to build the 

vā – that connectedness. They’ve gotta trust you. Only time will tell that – some will always look 

back and be like ‘fark off, I don’t know you kent’ and will just go to the one on one meetings and 

say what they think should be said. But for me it’s about connection. And sometimes it’s about 

give and take – you open up and give me something first and then I’ll decide if I give you 

something back depending on how legit you are. Legit is like when you practice what you preach. 

So, I wear my heart on my sleeve – what you see is what you get with me. I call a spade a 

spade, but also who am I to judge and say ‘nah uce you should be doing this’. I would love it if 

they feel comfortable coming to me – and you know what I’ve already got boys coming to me 

asking ‘can we catch up, I just want to run something over with you’. (Male, Samoan, Mid 40s, 

Rugby Union, Coaching Staff and Wellbeing Support Staff, Participant 6) 

Similar to the findings from the survey and focus groups, all stakeholders strongly believed that most athletes 

would rather keep mental health issues to themselves than seek help from their respective organisation or 

sporting body, largely out of fear that their mental health status might affect their current and future sporting 

opportunities. Most participants outlined the alternative services and partnerships they had with ‘external’ 
services and stressed the importance of having independent sources of support for athletes outside of the 

immediate team or organisational environment:  

Our programme is independent from the official body, so the four PDMs work for the players 

association and so we’re independent and don’t have any say on who gets picked or who gets a 

contract and who doesn’t. And I think that for these types of programmes to work they have to be 

independent from the playing side of things and the coaches and the bosses. Because an athlete 

does not want to go and share with their bosses that they’re struggling – whether it’s personally 

or professionally. Cus the moment they do that, they’re likely to be excluded cus it’s a business 

and things are cutthroat. You need independent people who they can go to or who other players 

can go to and they’ll get the support in one place and the coach and management won’t even 

know it’s happening. It will never work effectively if the people providing the support are 

employed by the team or governing body cus the athletes will just perceive any asking for help as 
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a potential sign of weakness and potential to lose their contracts or spot on the team. (Male, 

European, Early 50s, Cricket, Sports Administrator, Participant 8) 

In short, stakeholders understood that themselves and organisations were both facilitators and barriers to 
help-seeking for this group. Given the right connection and level of trust, stakeholders proved to be effective 

facilitators of help-seeking for the young Pacific athletes they worked with. However, from an organisational 

perspective, stakeholders were firm in their belief that many Pacific athletes are fearful of the potential 

professional repercussions associated with disclosing mental health issues to organisational services and, in 

this way, organisations act as major barriers to help-seeking for young athletes. 

7.4.2 Social support factors 
Stakeholders reported that there were many social support networks that could help facilitate help-seeking for 

young Pacific athletes. Having someone(s) to open up to and discuss any issues or mental distress with was 

the most common response among stakeholders when asked how to best facilitate help-seeking among 
young athletes. Some participants believed that it was important for athletes to share their distress with 

someone they trusted in order to ease the burden and so that those closest to the athlete could refer them to 

the appropriate support service: 

What's important to me is that the boys, with their partners and parents for those who are still 

home, need to have a really good and open relationship with these people so that they can have 

those conversations and can feel comfortable and safe to reach out - rather than feeling like they 

have to keep it shut down. Siblings could also be another avenue. (Female, Samoan, Late 30s, 

Rugby Union, Manager, Participant 1) 

Participants were aware of the stigma attached to mental illness within society and asserted the importance of 

building trust and rapport in order to facilitate conversations around mental health and help-seeking. Seeing 

others show vulnerability and being aware of other people and athletes who had sought help for mental health 

issues was cited as having a powerful influence over young Pacific male athletes’ decisions to seek help 

themselves: 

Removing the stigma around getting help is huge. I think it’s important that those guys who have 

come before them and got that support can share their authentic stories with younger guys to let 

them know that they can get that help and it does work and won’t hinder your career. There’s a 



Chapter 7: Key stakeholder interview findings 

 

 

 
 

 

202 

solution there aye. If I’m sharing my journey and talk about a psychologist who helped me with 

my issues – the boys will click. So that’s a solution right there. That’s something we can build 

upon. Imagine [former All Black] going in with no judgement and sharing his story to the 

community. Cus most of our players go through a lot of challenges and ups and downs and come 

out unscathed. But everyone has different stories, so sharing those stories. And not through the 

system, cus they just manufacture their own stories to suit their image but sharing straight to the 

community from these players themselves. (Male, Samoan, Early 40s, Rugby Union, Coaching 

Staff and Sports Administrator, Participant 5) 

Participants also recalled the variety of informal settings where young Pacific male athletes would most often 

disclose their distress or issues, and that these informal interactions were often the catalyst for accessing 
formal support services once athletes had opened up to a close friend or teammate. This theme is captured 

well in the quote below: 

There’s two things that really help from a help seeking perspective. First it’s trust. We only open 

up once we have that sense of trust or loyalty. And that’s built over time. It can happen in an 

instance, where that vā is just connected straight away or sometimes it takes longer. But it’s 

mainly about helping one another unpack things. And those spaces where you unpack is in the 

times you least expect. It’s not on the training field or changing room, it’s when you’re driving to 

training or back from training. You know we always share cars to save petrol. You’re driving 

across the city to training so you talk about everything and then there will be a moment where 

you’re like ‘hey bro what do you think about this’ and those moments are when you really unpack. 

But that trusts effects how far you will open up and unpack. So there’s different levels of trust and 

unpacking. Even when you’re at game day and got some time to burn beforehand and having a 

feed – one of the boys will just unpack and you will talk and then pause it and come back to it 

after the game over a few drinks and really start talking about things. So different environments 

have different effects on how comfortable someone feels talking about these things. Sometimes 

it’s just intuition too. Like you just feel something’s up and just ask ‘hey bro what was that about?’ 

(Male, Samoan, Mid 40s, Rugby Union, Coaching Staff and Wellbeing Support Staff, Participant 

6) 

One Samoan participant was also quick to point out that most young Pacific male athletes will remain silent 

about their mental distress or issues, but this silence does not necessarily have negative connotations as 
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many athletes may be working to unpack and process their feelings before disclosing their issues and seeking 

help: 

Silence can be interpreted as two things. One as bundling it in or holding it in. But it could also be 

a positive thing that silence is just part of the processing and coping with everything and then 

they can unpack it when they’re ready. So, it’s important to start thinking what the best practice 

around this is and letting the boys know how to process and unpack these things by themselves. 

(Male, Samoan, Mid 40s, Rugby Union, Coaching Staff and Wellbeing Support Staff, Participant 

6) 

Stakeholders also reported that teammates frequently encouraged distressed athletes to seek help. 

Teammates either directing young athletes to services or encouraging young athletes to seek help for their 
mental health issues was a common narrative for all participants. Participants recalled past experiences with 

young athletes who struggled to find ‘relatable’ and/or trustworthy sources of support outside of their sporting 

circles: 

You can’t focus on one or the other, you have to focus on both [physical and mental] cus 

professional sports is a real tough line of work and a lonely one too. There’s only about a 1000 

people worldwide who can call themselves professional rugby league players, so there’s not a lot 

of people you can talk to when you have a bad day at the office and 1000s see it live and more 

see it online. (Male, Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby League, Manager, Participant 3) 

For this reason, it was common for participants to encourage young athletes to look out for one another, with 

numerous participants recounting experiences where young Pacific male athletes accessed services after 

being encouraged to seek help by their teammates, or ‘brothers’. 

Asking for help is a common issue. Even I can relate to that. Not even as an athlete, just in 

general. As a leader, you don’t want to burden others or show weakness cus you’re meant to be 

the strong one. But in terms of our players, we just try to encourage them to have some people 

around them who they can speak to and share with. Cus some of the conversations you can 

have with your good mates can be just surface level stuff, cus they might laugh or tease you later 

- but we just encourage the boys that there’s a time a place for everything. And also, for all the 

guys who know their mates well, to pick up and do something when you see those triggers and 
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signals coming through, that things aren’t quite right with him. And don’t be scared to be 

vulnerable with each other – to speak and share anything. (Male, Samoan, Mid 30s, Rugby 

Union, Player Agent, Participant 10) 

7.4.3 Cultural factors 
Stakeholders were also vocal about the cultural factors that hindered help-seeking for young Pacific athletes. 
In particular, some Pacific stakeholders expressed the need to renegotiate Pacific cultural norms around 

youth having a ‘voice’ in the family and in public. These stakeholders argued that certain cultural protocols 

may drive young Pacific athletes’ inclination to not seek help for mental health issues, explaining that it is 

important for families, team staff and older teammates to work to renegotiate these norms and encourage 

younger athletes to voice their concerns or issues: 

Asking for help is always going to be harder for us, because with our Pacific culture it’s like ‘you 

should listen to me, because I’m older or in a higher position’ and it’s like you’ve gone palagi if 

you think you have a say and think your voice matters. I’m trying to bridge that gap and what I’ve 

seen is that kids can’t be told to ask for help anymore, they have to be inspired to. (Male, 

Tongan, Early 30s, MMA, Coaching Staff, Participant 2) 

Participants also discussed the common experience with young Pacific athletes who remained silent out of a 

perceived respect for others. This practice is ultimately underpinned by Pacific cultural protocol related to 

protecting the vā and thus behaving in a way that would not disturb the vā, or relational space, between one’s 

self and others: 

Our humility, while it is our strength in most ways – you know fa’aaloalo and respect and that. It 

can also be a weakness. So, when you’re at your most vulnerable you close up. And part of that 

is that when you’re down and out you just revert to that humble mentality – you don’t want to 

burden anyone else. You know everyone’s on a high, so you don’t want to put that sadness on 

others, so you just keep it inside and say this is my buzz I don’t want to bring you into this and 

that’s just the way it is. As an older fella now I’m good to go and have a talk and unpack cus its 

important for me. But when you’re young, you do the humble and respectful thing by not sharing 

that buzz with others but you’re actually crying out. (Male, Samoan, Mid 40s, Rugby Union, 

Coaching Staff and Wellbeing Support Staff, Participant 6) 
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Role modelling by elders in the family and wider community was noted as an important step towards 

normalizing help seeking; however, participants were still aware of the cultural barriers related to age that may 

hinder the will of Pacific youth to speak up and seek help: 

I think there’s a real need for us to remove the stigma, but not just remove the stigma but to act 

on it. Cus if you think about it, if it’s best modelled from our family or leaders in our communities, 

we will take that approach to dealing with these things. If it becomes normal to ask for help with 

these issues, then others will follow that lead. But since it hasn’t – like my mum and dad and 

family had challenges but it’s never dealt with by talking about it. There’s either silence or a full-

on argument, but no middle ground. Cus we have our own cultural ways to deal with things – the 

family meetings, the forums, the talanoa. But how do we really talanoa about mental health 

without the stigma, especially with our youth. Cus the adults control these processes and the kids 

go out and play, so there’s that communication barrier straight away for young people. (Male, 

Samoan, Early 40s, Rugby Union, Coaching Staff and Sports Administrator, Participant 5) 

Some stakeholders found that some of the mental health and support information they shared with the young 

Pacific athletes they worked with was ‘lost in translation’. Translating these resources into Pacific languages, 

mainly Tongan, Samoan, and Fijian, was thought to be an easier way to improve young Pacific male athletes’ 

awareness of mental health and engagement with the support services available to them: 

Language helps. Although most of the boys are Kiwi-born, some do feel more comfortable 

speaking Samoan. [Name] for example, he enjoys speaking Samoan and that's how we 

communicate. We have some Tongan boys that have little English, so they have to translate 

everything back to Tongan to fully understand. So even if we add resources that use Pacific 

languages. That would be a good place to start because I know some of the information they get 

could be translated, as they get a whole lot of pamphlets - almost information overload. So, if 

there was information that they could take home that was in their mother tongue, especially for 

their parents because a lot of boys converse with their parents in their mother tongue, so even 

though the boys speak English their parents don't. (Female, Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby Union, 

Manager, Participant 1) 

Simple things can be done as well. Just material things like translation of materials and 

documents and protocols. Top tips for mental health in Tongan, Samoan, Fijian. This stuff 
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straight away connects and engages our players. They’re like ‘oh they acknowledge us’ and 

that’s such a connection. So I’ve reached out to [education institution] to get some translations for 

simple protocol and tips like around driver’s license and the basics around agents and stuff for 

parents to help let them know what support is out there. It’s just about trying to remove these 

barriers aye. (Male, Samoan, Early 40s, Rugby Union, Coaching Staff and Sports Administrator, 

Participant 5) 

While cultural factors were not at the forefront of discussions around help-seeking, these themes demonstrate 

stakeholders, especially Pacific stakeholders, strong understandings of the cultural nuances hinder help-

seeking for this group.  

7.5 SUGGESTIONS FOR CURRENT AND FUTURE INITIATIVES 
Lastly, stakeholders were asked about their experiences with mental wellbeing initiatives in their chosen sport; 

in particular, discussions explored what aspects of these initiatives have been helpful and what areas could be 

improved. All participants were aware of numerous initiatives within their chosen sport. Participants’ 

experiences of past and current initiatives were mixed, with some noting the tokenistic nature of these 

initiatives and some questioning their applicability to Pacific contexts. Nevertheless, participants supported the 

need for mental wellbeing initiatives in elite sports and society in general. Participants had a number of 
suggestions to improve the effectiveness of future mental wellbeing initiatives, and most discussions centred 

around what can be done to better support young Pacific male athletes’ mental wellbeing and help-seeking 

moving forward. Findings centred around the need for organisations to more effectively engage with young 

Pacific male athletes and develop a greater understanding of athletes’ lived realities and mental wellbeing 

needs; having more Pacific peoples in managerial and executive role was seen as a way to facilitate this. 

Additionally, the inclusion of family within wellbeing and talent development services was deemed central to 

managing expectations and reducing the obligations and pressures placed upon young Pacific male athletes 

to ‘make it’ and provide financially. Lastly, participants argued that there is a need to provide greater personal 
development and wellbeing support at the secondary school level and better align the often-conflicting 

priorities of executives, coaching staff, and wellbeing support staff. 

7.5.1 Suggestions for organisations 
Stakeholders emphasised that there is already a sufficient number of wellbeing support services being 

provided to young athletes; however, participants believed that current engagement levels were low and that 

organisations must find ways to better engage young Pacific male athletes and their families moving forward:  
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There’s a lot of services and agencies who have the expertise and solutions to mental health, but 

we just need to find a way to reframe it so that it appeals to these young guys. (Male, Samoan, 

Early 40s, Rugby Union, Coaching Staff and Sports Administrator, Participant 5) 

In particular, participants believed that there is a need to explore how to merge theory and practice and 

reduce the gap between knowledge of services and actual help-seeking attitudes and behaviours: 

Players have access to a PDM (personal development manager) and they offer 30 to 35 hours of 

touchpoint time with the players around things like financial literacy, insurance plans, mental 

wellbeing, and they have a close relationship with [Pacific mental health organisation]… so 

there's a wealth of support but for whatever reason sometimes the boys just don't use it or take it 

in. (Female, Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby Union, Manager, Participant 1) 

Participants were also aware of the need to find ways to build upon athletes’ tendencies to seek help from 

informal sources of support. A common suggestion was to find ways to connect informal and formal support 

systems in order to better engage Pacific athletes: 

It was quite confronting to see those numbers around how many boys wouldn’t go to those 

professional support systems. Cus we try to get the right people in with the right expertise and 

who can connect when it comes to these issues that are beyond our expertise. But then I think to 

myself, actually the solution to that lies with us. To figure it out and work with players to figure it 

out. Cus if they’re gonna go to each other then that’s cool, but that’s only a band aid or temporary 

fix cus there’s still something there that’s underlying that needs to be unpacked by professionals. 

(Male, Samoan, Early 40s, Rugby Union, Coaching Staff and Sports Administrator, Participant 5) 

There were also concerns around the efficiency and sustainability of current approaches to managing athlete 

wellbeing, with some participants claiming a more targeted approach rather than a singular blanket approach 

could provide better engagement, less burnout, and more positive outcomes: 

There’s a reason there’s not a lot of external support programmes, because clubs don’t want to 

be seen to be getting help when they have all these staff employed and resources coming in. 

And there’s a lot of wellbeing managers and staff that are just burnt out from all the work and 
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players they’re expected to look after. So, there’s definitely a gap to fill in this area. But at the 

same time, it’s often a small group of players who need a lot of help and most players are 

actually all good and don’t need as much support as others. So, it’s also about identifying what 

players need the help the most and putting more effort and resources into those players. And so, 

we need a new model of delivering support that is more efficient and targeted in that regard. 

(Male, Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby League and Union, Player Agent, Participant 9) 

Additionally, some participants strongly argued for the need to invite young Pacific male athletes’ families and 

partners to take part in support and wellbeing services. Despite privacy issues, participants believed that 

including these key support peoples would only improve service engagement and mental health outcomes, as 

well as overall athlete development: 

I definitely think family need to be brought into the picture a little bit earlier. Like some agents I 

wouldn't even touch with a pole because they're pitch is all wrong and they forget that these are 

kids. Letting family know that if you're going to get $5,000 for a contract, it's not going to be 

upfront but it's going to be in instalments. If you get a young person at 16 years old and manage 

their expectations with the family and take the family along with the ride things can be good. You 

can’t just speak to the kid and not the family. If you take a kid outside of their comfort zone and 

even a whole different city or country - it's good for the agent because they’ll get a commission - 

but that's like taking a baby away from their mum because some of these boys don't even know 

the basics. I remember one boy who got into a NRL team and he had to ring home to ask how to 

put gas into a car because he's never done it because it's always Mum and Dad who does it so 

he didn't know what petrol to put in his new car, like 91 or diesel, things that we take for granted 

as adults. It's important that we don't separate family and the boys, but I think it's something that 

happens to frequently you know. We have to involve family in things like education and financial 

literacy. (Female, Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby Union, Manager, Participant 1) 

Our coaches like to meet the players and their family, so that we can understand how we can 

support them as a family. One of the boys is a Tongan and coming up from [city]. He has a family 

and just finished his apprenticeship and his wife just had a baby, so they've decided that she's 

going to stay in [city] and he's going to come up. We’ll get the coaches and meet up with him and 

his partner and baby just so that she can understand what he’s going to be doing, where he will 

be, and if needed we can put things in place so that there's a place to stay when he's here. But 

she also needs to be supported. I just spent last week with [elite rugby union team] and one thing 
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that they’re really big on is involving players’ partners and families. I really want to do a bit more 

of that for our team, so that's something I'm really going to focus on this year, and it’ll be a point 

of difference to what I've done in the previous years. I've usually been focussed mostly about the 

boys themselves, but this year I think I really want to be more intentional in my approach with 

partners. So that they know everything that’s going on with the boys. Let them know that they can 

contact me if there's questions, so it's just a little bit more coordinated at home, because the boys 

can't function unless they have a supportive background - both here with us at work and at home. 

That just eliminates all the assumptions that can really hinder some boy’s mindset. (Female, 

Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby Union, Manager, Participant 1) 

One of the most common suggestions from stakeholders on how to improve future wellbeing initiatives was to 
find ways to manage the expectations of young Pacific athletes and their families, particularly in professional 

sports such as rugby league and rugby union. Taking a community-centred approach to spreading these 

messages was favoured by Pacific participants in particular: 

A big room for improvement in this space is that there is an existing network that we can build 

from in our communities. Cus there’s more of our Pacific people now who understand the lie of 

the land and the system and it’s about getting solutions from within our communities and 

addressing it within our communities and finding ways for our communities to share and listen to 

these stories. One is managing expectations for communities and families – we want to 

encourage kids and families to chase the dream, but we need to change how our programmes 

are delivered. Instead of just having an induction day and bringing family in, we should go out to 

them and their churches and youth groups and schools and share the stories to create more 

awareness within our communities and not just the families. Because the kids are going to go 

back home and into that environment and face those challenges – but that’s cool and I don’t 

judge cus that’s the reality for our families. But just more awareness about expectations in our 

communities. (Male, Samoan, Early 40s, Rugby Union, Coaching Staff and Sports Administrator, 

Participant 5) 

There was also a focus on the need to inform young athletes and their families of the reality of professional 

sports and that, for most athletes, professional sports are a great stepping stone for life but rarely a career 

that will sustain someone and their families in the long-term: 
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There hasn’t been one particular strategy that I’ve found to be most effective. It’s more a 

combination of what a lot of people do. Early education is important and letting athletes and their 

families know that there’s only a small number of opportunities and not everybody can be a 

professional player and there’s a need to bring more awareness to that. Because sometimes 

families think being a professional athlete is the holy grail of life but it’s far from it – especially 

career wise. I try to educate guys that professional sports gives you a head start and through 

professional sports you can set yourself up financially earlier than most, but we shouldn’t look to 

professional sport as the way out of our financial worries and struggles. Cus there’s not many 

people who can retire after their sports career – actually there’s hardly anyone maybe a handful 

at most. Say you retire at 35 you have another 30 years of working life to go to sustain yourself 

and your family. That’s why I say that professional sports shouldn’t be seen as a barrier to a 

career after sports or the holy grail of an athlete’s life but a catalyst for the next phase and 

career.’ (Male, Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby League, Manager, Participant 3) 

Sport can help you to reach some life goals and is a good start to life, but you don’t want it to be 

life-defining – and that helps you to accept that if it doesn’t work out, it just didn’t work out. And 

it’s not the end of the world and then you’re able to shift the focus to other careers if it doesn’t 

work out. And that’s the thing we need to try and get into our athletes that you aren’t just an 

athlete. Like I don’t want these guys to be known as just league players, I want them to be known 

for much more than that. I want these guys to be more than an athlete. But at the same time, we 

do need to give these guys role models in sports, education, business, everywhere. You can’t 

just tell them to be more than an athlete, they need to see that they can be more than an athlete. 

(Male, Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby League, Manager, Participant 3) 

Many stakeholders also stated that future initiatives must continue to raise awareness around the benefits of 

having numerous passions and interests. These participants often used ‘star’ athletes as examples that you 

can have a successful sporting career while still allocating time to explore other interests: 

I think families and the athletes – I tell every kid I meet at 14 and 15 to keep it up and work hard 

and yes there are some great opportunities there, but absolutely make sure you are doing other 

things in your life. Keeping up with studies, staying engaged in your community, stay active 

culturally, if you don’t have those things going on you are less likely to be successful as an elite 

athlete especially in the long-run. If I look at our very best athletes. Like Richie McCaw for 

example and Kevin Mealamu who’s another one. Richie can fly planes, has a degree, can play 
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musical instruments, has business interests and he was the All Black captain. Some people will 

say ‘aw stop being distracted and just focus on being All Black captain’ but doing all those other 

things is what made him so successful. Kevin is the same with his community work and cultural 

work and businesses that he was all doing while playing and he still reaps the benefits now that 

he isn’t playing. So, I tell those kids and mum and dad not to just push them in their sports, but to 

make sure they have other things going on. We should have that as a mantra in every school. 

(Male, European, Early 50s, Cricket, Sports Administrator, Participant 8) 

While not related directly to wellbeing initiatives, all participants agreed that having more Pacific peoples in 

managerial and executive roles would lead to wellbeing benefits for Pacific athletes. Participants believed that 

having Pacific peoples in these roles would also benefit the overall development and engagement of services 
for Pacific athletes: 

It's life after rugby that gets a bit scary for the boys and I’m aware that they have transition plans 

in place for the boys - especially those who played at the top level. They have a really good 

transition plan, but again it’s whether the boys take these plans on or take advantage of these 

opportunities. Because even after they retire, they still have access to services they can utilise, 

so there's something that's pretty cool. But I definitely think more Pacific faces would help, 

especially in certain positions. I think rugby can do better in that respect, not just in coaching or 

as managers but like executive managers. Because we bring a unique perspective because our 

words are quite different. Because the services are there but still some of the boys are not really 

engaging with them at the moment. (Female, Samoan, Late 30s, Rugby Union, Manager, 

Participant 1) 

Having more Pacific people in agent and recruitment roles was also mentioned as holding potential wellbeing 

benefits for young Pacific athletes and their families. There was a focus on ensuring recruitment takes a 

holistic approach to athlete development rather than just a performance focus: 

We need more Pacific people as agents. There is a new Pacific agent and all the island boys and 

families want him as an agent, because they relate to him. These kids and their parents see a 

brown face and go directly to him and trust him. The same can work with mental health services. 

And you can’t just use all the flash words because most families won’t understand it, and also 

don’t bring in brown people to talk on your behalf. That’s just tokenistic. You need to really 
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change the whole recruitment strategies with Pacific boys and families. Getting more brown 

people into these agent and recruitment roles will help because we’ve seen that those are the 

people who Pacific athletes and families seem to really engage with. (Female, Samoan, Late 

30s, Rugby Union, Manager, Participant 1) 

In addition, some stakeholders expressed that organisations must move beyond cultural competency training 

and implement cultural immersion programmes and self-reflective practices. Both Pacific and non-Pacific 

participants claimed cultural competence sessions are not the best way to understand and connect with 

Pacific athletes. These participants stated that cultural competence sessions are often not enough to truly 

understand Pacific athletes and their sociocultural backgrounds. Instead, participants believed there is a need 

to facilitate greater sociocultural understanding by ensuring team staff and support services reflect on the 
ethnic realities and power imbalances within New Zealand society and immerse themselves within 

sociocultural settings relevant to the athletes they work with to get a greater appreciation and understanding 

for young Pacific athletes lived realities: 

There’s a cognitive dissonance a lot of New Zealanders have when it comes to Pacific 

communities. It’s important that we educate, like properly educate and inform people of the 

systemic challenges facing our Pacific communities and our players included. Not just an hour 

workshop, but really immerse themselves in our culture and what we go through. So in my role I 

think my responsibility is to navigate and advocate for the players but at the same time have 

those honest conversations with managers and players about who they are and where they’re 

from and emphasise the players goals and push them forward to take advantage of all 

opportunities on and off the field. (Male, Samoan, Early 40s, Rugby Union, Coaching Staff and 

Sports Administrator, Participant 5) 

However, participants were still aware of the diverse realities of Pacific families and understood that support 

services must be tailored to the unique backgrounds of each athlete rather than relying on ‘one-size-fits-all’ 

approaches:  

I look at every person individually and you have to do that. That’s why you have to have the heart 

for this job. You can have all the structures and blah blah blah and not have the heart for it. You 

might do okay, but in my role, I create specific programmes for each kid I work with because it 

has to be that way. Not every guy is Mike Tyson or Muhammad Ali, but fighting’s transferrable. 
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Some will use it to make millions and some will just use it to get girls, so every individual has a 

unique background and issues that are unique to them. I can’t give Jack the same programme I 

give to Sione. What we usually do in fighting is say ‘do this or you don’t have what it takes’, but 

for me I don’t use that excuse - if one way ain’t working then I’ll find another way that does. 

(Male, Tongan, Early 30s, MMA, Coaching Staff, Participant 2) 

Some participants also argued for the need to adapt a masculine lens when discussing mental wellbeing and 

promoting formal support services. The common belief was that young Pacific men grow up in an environment 

with clear gender roles and norms that may not always align with Western views of mental health and the 

standard framing of formal support services. Despite the potential negative connotations of adapting a 

masculine lens, participants saw the use of such framing as necessary to build a greater sense of relatability 
and connection when targeting young Pacific male athletes: 

It’s hard to use a masculine lens because it might get smashed over by the feminist movement. 

Because from a western perspective this type of masculinity shouldn’t be encouraged because 

it’s been supressing females – which is true for a Palagi ideology, but then it could also be seen 

from an indigenous perspective that males and females have always had different roles and 

approaches in life. It’s the lens. We need to tell the stories of our players through their lens and 

view of the world. The way we interpret things is different to the way others interpret it. It depends 

on ethnic background, cultural background, gender. Like in Samoa we have the term tama ta’a – 

it’s part of the male ego and make up of who you are. Like we prioritise humility, but also there’s 

a time and place to put your chest out and make a stand. And another time in place to be 

humble. (Male, Samoan, Mid 40s, Rugby Union, Coaching Staff and Wellbeing Support Staff, 

Participant 6) 

In contrast, some stakeholders believed that many of the issues facing elite athletes stem from athletes 

developing foreclosed identities at an early age. Participants believed that their needs to be greater 

regulations at the age-group level and also advocated for greater continuity in the wellbeing support services 
provided to elite athletes at the age-group level:  

I don’t see anything being done at the schoolboy level, not to say there isn’t anything being done, 

but we’re very disjointed at the professional and schoolboy level in our sport. There’s no central 

understanding or programme in the wellbeing space. One school might be doing great stuff and 
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implementing all types of initiatives while others might not be doing anything. But they don’t hit 

our systems until the professional ranks – 18, 19, 20. And the damage is done and their whole 

being is based on their sports and we have to try to unwind that. We don’t have any central 

programme aimed at this age group, so having some standardised expectations for what schools 

should be doing to avoid athletes winding up like that would be good. (Male, Tongan, Late 30s, 

Rugby Union, Wellbeing Support Staff, Participant 7) 

Addressing the funding disparities between age-group and elite level sports was also touted as a necessary 

step to improving mental wellbeing for young athletes moving forward, with some participants describing 

current age-group development systems as ‘outdated’ in regard to the needs of the next generation of young 

Pacific athletes: 

I’ll be real careful with this one. High performance sports and youth development funding is a big 

table. Not everyone has the heart for the youth development side of sports. And some people 

have the heart but are too whakama to ask for help to get more services and programmes out 

there. But the guys who might not have the heart for it aren’t too whakama and the programmes 

they’re releasing only touch the surface and they ain’t helping. Technology is changing the world 

and yet our programmes are still in the 1950s and it’s almost 2020. We need to look at things 

from different perspectives and see what is relatable and realistic for the youth today. Because 

the youth are developing faster and are ahead of us right now. Everything back in the days was 

like ‘oh if I do to this, I’ll make it’ or ‘if I do this, I’m in trouble and mum will be mad’ but youth now 

have a lot more control over their lives so we have to give them something specific to their 

context. I can’t just throw them something that I think they might need. It’s like a nutritionist - this 

is yours, designed with you, now go out and earn it and prove it. So now they have some 

ownership over their future and their development. But that means us as leaders will have to 

work harder and I’m not sure everyone’s willing to do that. (Male, Tongan, Early 30s, MMA, 

Coaching Staff, Participant 2) 

In short, stakeholders’ suggestions for improving future initiatives and existing organisational support services 

centred around fostering greater engagement with Pacific athletes and their families and ensuring there is 

Pacific representation at the governance level. There were also strong suggestions that organisations must do 

more to understand the sociocultural backgrounds of the Pacific athletes they work with. At the same time, 

however, many stakeholders expressed that no ‘one-size-fits-all’ solution exists when it comes to support 
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young Pacific athletes, as each athlete has their own unique sociocultural background and lived experiences 

away from sports. 

7.6 SUMMARY 
This chapter outlined findings from interviews undertaken with 12 key stakeholders (e.g., coaches, managers, 

sports administrators, and agents) working alongside young Pacific male athletes in elite sports. Findings from 

these interviews were used to triangulate the online survey and focus group findings and identify any 

additional factors impacting upon mental wellbeing and help-seeking for young Pacific male athletes from the 

perspective of these stakeholders. Most findings from these interviews complimented findings from the 

literature review, online survey, and focus groups; however, several new findings emerged, and some 
contradictory findings were identified (see Appendix K). For example, Pacific representation at the executive 

and managerial level as well as finance and gambling issues were documented for the first time; while, 

stakeholder participants’ understandings of kinship obligations often differed to those held by athletes 

themselves (see also ‘8.3.3.2 Expectations to give back were a concern, but athletes and key stakeholders 

held differing views on the reasons why – self-imposed versus family imposed’). In line with research objective 

two, interviews examined stakeholders’ experiences with depression among young Pacific male athletes. 

Stakeholders explained their challenges identifying depression among young Pacific male athletes, often 
working with senior athletes to get a clearer gauge of younger athletes’ wellbeing. Interviews also explored 

stakeholders’ experiences supporting help-seeking among young Pacific male athletes. Discussions centred 

on the importance of developing greater rapport and connections between athletes and formal sources of 

support. Participants were aware of the stigma linked to mental health which creates barriers to help-seeking 

for many athletes. Stakeholders also described the need to educate young athletes on the formal support 

available, noting the significant role of teammates in facilitating formal support for younger athletes. Mental 

health services that were independent from elite organisations were key facilitators for help-seeking given the 

reduced risk of any professional repercussions for athletes, while language barriers and cultural norms related 
to youth being ‘quiet’ and not ‘speaking out’ were also common discussion points for Pacific stakeholders. 

Lastly, stakeholders were asked about their experiences with mental wellbeing initiatives in their chosen sport 

their suggestion for mental wellbeing initiatives moving forward. Participants supported the need for mental 

wellbeing initiatives in elite sports and society in general and advocated for organisations to more effectively 

engage with young Pacific male athletes and develop a greater understanding of athletes’ lived realities and 

mental wellbeing needs. Additionally, the inclusion of family within wellbeing and talent development services 

was deemed central to managing family expectations and reducing the financial obligations placed on young 

Pacific male athletes. Stakeholders also argued that there is a need to provide greater personal development 
and wellbeing support at the secondary school level, and stated that executives, coaching staff, and wellbeing 

support staff must overcome their often-conflicting priorities and work in unison in order for wellbeing 

initiatives to succeed. 
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8 DISCUSSION 

8.1 INTRODUCTION 
Findings from this research made it apparent that there are powerful sociocultural and wider societal factors 

impacting upon the mental wellbeing of young Pacific male athletes. While some of these factors were unique 

to only a few individual contexts, the majority of these factors were multilayered and complex. As these factors 

were further explored, it was evident that athletes’ mental wellbeing and help-seeking behaviours were linked 

to a number of interrelated and intersecting micro, meso, and macro drivers (Bronfenbrenner, 1992). Most of 

the factors impacting upon athletes’ mental wellbeing and deterring help-seeking were deeply engrained in 
elite sports organisations, educational institutes, athletes’ families and social circles, and the social and 

cultural norms that underpin what it means to be a young Pacific male in New Zealand. This chapter 

discusses these findings in relation to the literature to flesh out the mechanisms and potential underlying 

causes of these factors and how they impact upon mental wellbeing and help-seeking for young Pacific male 

athletes. In doing so, it presents new theoretical claims and outlines their implications for existing policy, 

theory, and practice. These implications emphasise the need to build upon existing interventions and develop 

comprehensive and multi-sectoral approaches that address the sociocultural and wider societal factors 

impacting upon mental wellbeing and help-seeking for young Pacific male athletes. For example, this chapter 
explores the broader role of sport in society and its influence on hypermasculine norms; it also examines why 

some young Pacific men and their families view sports as the ‘only way to the top’ and the risks associated 

with this view, and unpacks the cultural importance of kinship obligations countering Western perspectives 

that see such practices as ‘exploitative’ and ‘unrequited'. These discussion points are presented in line with 

the research aims and objectives, which were to: 

i. Better understand the sociocultural and contextual factors impacting upon the mental wellbeing of 

young Pacific male athletes competing at the professional and/or Olympic level or engaged in an elite 

talent development programme with the likelihood of competing at an Olympic or professional level;  

ii. Investigate depression, on and off the field, and explore the triggers of depression, athletes’ coping 

strategies, and the support that athletes require to cope with mental distress; 

iii. Identify strategies that will support and encourage positive mental wellbeing and help-seeking among 

Pacific athletes; 

iv. Provide information to help inform future approaches to supporting mental wellbeing among elite 

athletes with a particular Pacific youth focus; 
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v. Develop a preliminary framework to represent the sociocultural and contextual factors underpinning 

mental wellbeing and help-seeking for young Pacific athletes, informed by young Pacific athletes 

themselves and with input from key stakeholders (coaches, managers, player agents, and other 
sports administrators); and, 

vi. Contribute new knowledge to the areas of Pacific mental health, suicide prevention, sports 

psychology, health management, and Pacific men’s health. 

8.2 THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS OF THIS DISCUSSION 
Given the complex and multi-layered nature of the data collected, the micro/personal, meso/community, and 

macro/societal levels from Dahlgren and Whitehead’s (1991) ‘Rainbow Model of Health Determinants’ were 
used to help frame the findings and structure this discussion (see Figure 20). Dahlgren and Whitehead’s 

rainbow model was developed to enhance awareness and understandings of how the dynamic interactions 

between people and their sociocultural and contextual environment can impact upon health outcomes. It 

aligns well with this research, as no single factor can explain why some young Pacific male athletes 

experience high levels of mental wellbeing and help-seeking and others are at higher risk of mental distress 

and suicide. Rather, mental wellbeing is the result of a a number of interactions that take place at various 

levels and effect individuals in different ways. For this reason, the micro/personal, meso/community, and 
macro/societal levels outlined in the rainbow model provide an effective structure from which to discuss these 

complex and multi-layered factors.  

Micro/personal level factors refer to individual lifestyle factors such as an individual’s behaviours, views, and 

attitudes; although these factors are deemed ‘individual’ choices, they are largely influenced by the meso and 

macro level factors surrounding the individual. Meso/community level factors are factors that are related to 

athletes’ immediate surroundings such as family, peers, school, church, and/or sporting organisation; these 

factors determine most of the social norms that influence an individual’s behaviour and have a large influence 

over the critical decisions that an individual makes in their life. Macro/societal level factors refer to the 
structural and wider societal factors that determine the overall living and working conditions surrounding an 

individual; these factors have a large influence over the material and social conditions that impact upon an 

individual. Most importantly, the rainbow model emphasises the interactions that take place between each of 

these levels; for example, individual views and behaviours are influenced by an individual’s social network and 

norms, which are largely determined by one’s living and working conditions, which are determined by the 

wider sociocultural and economic environment. 

While Dahlgren and Whitehead’s rainbow model is effective in helping to frame this discussion, it is important 

to note that data analysis and discussion still prioritise and centre a New Zealand-born Pacific worldview, 
using Tiatia’s (2018) Vai Niu framework, the Fonofale model, and Tipi’s (2013) ‘tamaloa lens’ as guiding 

theoretical reference points. These Pacific frameworks were central to ensuring that the data collected was 
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interpreted and discussed in a manner that aligns with the lived realities of young Pacific male athletes, the 

researcher, and the participants that took part in this research. Tiatia’s Vai Niu framework, for example, helps 

to capture and communicate the holistic nature of wellbeing and the factors central to wellbeing for Pacific 
peoples. While Tipi’s ‘tamaloa lens’ helps to shed light on the psyche and values underpinning what it means 

to be a Pacific man; which can help to better interpret why, for example, many of these athletes feel obligated 

to succeed and ‘give back’ to their families. Together, these frameworks and theory helped to provide a frame 

from which to communicate these findings and underpin the presentation and discussion of these findings 

within this chapter. 

 

Figure 20 Dahlgren and Whitehead's Rainbow Model of Health Determinants 

8.2.1 Outline of the key findings and preliminary frameworks 
There were numerous sociocultural and contextual factors that participants viewed as important to mental 

wellbeing and help-seeking for young Pacific male athletes. A summary of these findings is provided in the 

table and figure below (see Table 10 and Figure 21). The preliminary frameworks outlining the help-seeking 

process and determinants, which are discussed in greater detail near the end of this discussion, are also 

presented on the following pages (see Figure 22 and Figure 23). 
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Table 10 Sociocultural factors impacting upon mental wellbeing and help-seeking for young Pacific       
male athletes 

Micro/personal factors Meso/community factors Macro/societal factors 

• Age 

• Athletic identity 

• Cultural identity 

• Resilience 

• Subjective wellbeing 

• Self-esteem 

• Mental health status 

• Mental health literacy 

• Self-imposed pressures to 

succeed/perform 

• Work ethic at school 

• Work ethic in sports 

• Views towards sports as a 
career 

• Balance between sports and 

non-sporting activities 

• Views towards service/kinship 

obligations 

• Prayer 

• Injuries 

• Concussions 

• Personal views towards 

mental health and help-

seeking 

• Family love and support 

• Family expectations of sports 

as a career option 

• Family pressures to perform 
and ‘make it’ 

• Family wealth/deprivation 

• Family communication 

• Familial views towards kinship 
obligations 

• Family views towards mental 

health and help-seeking 

• Partners 

• Brotherhood 

• “Hypervisibility’ 

• Friends/peers 

• ‘Peer norms’ and views 

towards mental health and 

help-seeking 

• Church 

• Fellowship groups 

• Relationships with teammates 

• Relationships with team staff 

• Mentors/role models 

• School support 

• Organisational support 

• Talent development support 

• Organisational views towards 

mental health and help-

seeking 

• Social media 

• The business of elite sports 

• Talent development pipelines 

• Institutional racism in schools 

• Explotation in elite sports 

• Poverty 

• Housing and living costs 

• Migration 

• Capitalism 

• Gender conditioning and 

norms 

• Hypermasculinity in sports 

• Hypermasculinity in society 

• Hypermasculinity in Pacific 
cultures 

• Mental health stigma 

• Mental health awareness 

• Mental health system and 
services 

• Mental health system 

engagement with Pacific 

communities 
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Figure 21 Preliminary Pacific Framework 
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Figure 22 Theorising the help-seeking process for young Pacific male athletes 
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Figure 23 Determinants of help-seeking for young Pacific male athletes 
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8.3 THE SOCIOCULTURAL AND CONTEXTUAL FACTORS IMPACTING UPON 
MENTAL WELLBEING FOR YOUNG PACIFIC MALE ATHLETES 

This research identified a plethora of sociocultural and contextual factors impacting upon the mental wellbeing 

of young Pacific male athletes. Despite the significant sociocultural and wider societal factors underpinning 

mental wellbeing for young Pacific male athletes, it is important to recognise the agency and autonomy that 

young Pacific male athletes also hold in this space. Athletes exhibited high levels of subjective wellbeing and 

resilience, developing different aspects of their identities in order to negotiate numerous, and often-

contradictory, sociocultural environments. Organisational factors also had a strong influence over athletes’ 

mental wellbeing and help-seeking behaviours. In particular, protective factors centred around the importance 

of authentic engagement and building deeper personal connections between athletes and team staff. 

Organisational factors had the potential to either hinder or support mental wellbeing and help-seeking for 

athletes and held great influence over the critical decisions that athletes make in both their athletic career as 

well as their personal lives away from sports. As always with Pacific peoples, family was found to be at the 

centre of wellbeing for this group. Family were a key source of support and love for the athletes involved in 

this study; however, some athletes did report struggling with family kinship obligations and misunderstandings 

around the pressures and commitments attached to a career in elite sports. There were also differences in the 

way athletes and stakeholders viewed family kinship obligations; with stakeholders believing that these 

obligations are often unrealistic and put unfair pressures on young Pacific athletes, whereas athletes viewed 

these obligations as stressful but also a large part of their motivation to succeed in elite sports. The 

sociocultural and economic factors underpinning these obligations and the unique family dynamic surrounding 

Pacific athletes is discussed further in this section. 

This research also reaffirmed the well-established connection between positive social relationships and 

mental wellbeing for Pacific athletes and Pacific youth alike. Athletes viewed their peers, partners, and church 

networks as key support and coping resources. However, this discussion will also look at the challenges faced 

by athletes when it comes to criticism via social media and the potential risks and challenges of trying to 

manage athlete distress and mental illness via these informal sources of support. Given the significance of 

athletic identity on mental wellbeing for athletes, it was positive to see that athletes were well aware of the 

need to develop balanced athletic identities and have ‘backup’ career plans alongside their sporting dreams. 

There were also a number of athletes looking towards leveraging their ‘personal brands’ and starting their own 

businesses as a more ‘viable’ and ‘interesting’ alternative to traditional ‘backup’ career pathways such as 

education. However, many athletes were not actively pursuing their ‘backup’ career plans outside of sports 

and those who were found it difficult to balance and fully commit to their non-athletic career obligations 

alongside their sporting, family, and other social obligations. Lastly, this discussion will explore the general 

career and performance pressures faced by these athletes, outlining how athletes tended to hold unreleastic 

expectations for the length and success of their athletic careers and placed significant pressures on 
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themselves to achieve these expectations and ‘serve’ their families. While athletes viewed these exepctations 

in a largely hopeful manner, stakeholders were more critical stating that athletes and their families often 

looked to elite sports as ‘the only way to the top’ and ‘the golden ticket’ when the reality is often very different. 

This section will discuss the sociocultural and wider societal factors underpinning why many Pacific families 

hold these views towards sports and will discuss the rest of these findings, in relation to the literature, in order 

to gain a deeper understanding of how they interact to influence athletes’ mental wellbeing.  

8.3.1 Agency, autonomy, and individual factors 

8.3.1.1 Athletes generally reported high levels of wellbeing 

The majority of athletes who took part in this research experienced medium to high levels of subjective 

wellbeing. This was especially evident in the subjective wellbeing scores collected in the online survey, where 

athletes’ levels of subjective wellbeing were comparable to those of the general population. However, athletes 

aged 16 to 18 years scored significantly lower in comparison to athletes aged 19 to 25 years; furthermore, a 

small but significant proportion of athletes (11 percent) scored low on the subjective wellbeing scale, with 

scores indicative of depression. These findings both compliment and contradict the existing literature around 

athlete wellbeing, as younger athletes tend to struggle with distress more than older athletes. However, the 

proportion of athletes who scored low subjective wellbeing scores (11 percent) was lower than the recent 

study by Du Preez et al. (2017) which found that the prevalence of depression was 18.1 percent among 

Pacific professional rugby league players in the NRL. 

8.3.1.2 Athletes held very high resilience tendencies 

Athletes exhibited significant resilience in the face of adversity, with the majority of athletes scoring ‘very high’ 

on the revised RS-14 scale used in the online survey. Athletes showed resilience in a number of ways, 

namely through the use of humour or finding something to laugh about, past experiences with ‘hard times’, 

self-belief, being able to get out of difficult situations on one’s own, and managing one way or another – all 

coping strategies that illustrate a high degree of internal coping assets that this group possess, and also 

highlights the tendency for this group to isolate themselves and internalise distress rather than seek help. 

Secades et al. (2016) affirm the benefits of high individual resilient qualities for athletes, as athletes with these 

tendencies are more likely to use adaptive coping strategies such as task-oriented coping and less likely to 

use maladaptive coping strategies such as disengagement- and distraction-oriented coping. These findings 

signify that young Pacific male athletes hold significant individual resilience qualities, evident in the large 

number of young Pacific male athletes who are able to overcome the extreme pressures, expectations, and 

transitions experienced in elite sports. However, findings also suggest that, despite these high levels of 

resilience, athletes are still at risk of exhausting their internal coping resources when stressors become 

overwhelming. For example, athletes often used maladaptive coping strategies such as excessive alcohol use 

or gambling as ways to cope with mental distress (see ‘8.4.4 Treating and coping with depression’). In short, 
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resilience is a significant protective factor for mental wellbeing; although, it does have its limits and it is not fair 

nor effective to expect young Pacific male athletes to rely exclusively on their individual resilience to cope with 

mental distress (see also ‘8.5.2 Culture of self-reliance’). 

8.3.1.3 Prayer and religious groups were key protective factors and sources of 
resilience 

Religiosity and spirituality were influential facets of athletes’ identities and overall mental wellbeing. In line with 

the literature, participant athletes held strong religious and spiritual beliefs (Guinness, 2018; Panapa & 

Phillips, 2014; Rodriguez & McDonald, 2013). Spiritual wellbeing, that is, wellbeing that ascends from one’s 

connectedness to religion and/or life beyond the tangible world that drive the values and beliefs that give 

greater meaning and purpose to one’s life, was found to be a buffer against numerous stressors and negative 

behaviours, with some psychologists asserting the need to incorporate spiritual wellbeing into sports 

psychology to improve engagement and service delivery (Roychowdhury, 2019).  

The social aspects of church and fellowship groups were also important for athlete participants, which align 

with a number of studies that associate regular church attendance with strengthened social networks, 

connectedness, and general life satisfaction (Smith et al., 2013). However, there is currently no general 

consensus on the benefits of spiritual wellbeing for athletes within the literature, with some studies noting 

performance benefits and others with no significant links. However, for Pacific peoples, religion and spirituality 

are central components of mental wellbeing and generally have positive impacts on mental wellbeing for 

Pacific youth (Teevale et al., 2016; Tiatia, 2007; Tucker-Masters & TiatiaSeath, 2017).  

Church attendance was particularly important for Fijian, Samoan, and Tongan athletes moreso than Cook 

Islands athletes and those of mixed Pacific and European heritage. While church attendance was important 

for some athletes more than others, all athletes held strong or very strong connections with God. In contrast, 

church ministers and church members were rarely seen by athletes as key sources of support when it came to 

seeking help for mental distress (see ‘5.12 Support networks’).  

A major finding from the survey and focus group findings was the role that spirituality played in helping 

athletes to ‘see the bigger picture’ and find strength and peace of mind during challenging times, which are 

vital outcomes for athletes who live highly competitive and pressurised lives (Roychowdhury, 2019). Having a 

strong connection with God was correlated with increased levels of self-belief and many athletes recalled the 

role that God and religion played in helping them through challenging times, thus, further demonstrating the 

influence of religion and spirituality on individual resilience for these athletes; and found in the literature on 

Pacific peoples mental wellbeing more generally (Teevale et al., 2016; Tiatia, 2007). It is important to note, 

that religious beliefs were found to be a risk factor for suicide among Pacific youth in Teevale et al.’s (2016) 

study, demonstrating that there are both positive and negative effects associated with religion for Pacific 

youth. For example, Tiatia (1998) argues that ‘fire and brimstone’ style preaching often impose negative 
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impacts on mental wellbeing for Pacific youth. These findings highlight the potential for organisations to 

implement religious and spiritual aspects within future mental wellbeing initiatives for Pacific male athletes. 

Additionally, it indicates that it may be effective to work with athlete fellowship groups to develop mental health 

and help-seeking initiatives that can be embedded within these groups; especially given the strong influence 

that these groups have for young Pacific male athletes’ views and behaviours. 

8.3.1.4 Athletes valued their Pacific identities, with culture playing a key role in 
facilitating engagement with support staff 

Athletes valued their Pacific culture(s) and were strongly connected to their Pacific ethnic identities. Athletes 

self-identified as their individual ethnic identity first and their broader Pacific or ‘Polynesian’ identity second. In 

specific reference to sport, most athletes perceived their Pacific cultural values such as respect, service, 

collective responsibility, and reciprocity as beneficial to their success in elite sports, with most athletes 

reporting that their organisation respected their cultural values and beliefs. While athletes did not explicitly link 

culture to positive mental wellbeing, both athletes and stakeholders stated that ethnic and cultural connections 

were central to cultivating positive and meaningful relationships, which were touted by athletes as key 

protective factors for their mental wellbeing and facilitators of help-seeking. Furthermore, athletes commonly 

found a sense of belonging in the elite sports environment through the formation of a unique brotherhood with 

other athletes of the same ethnicity; an aspect that has been explored in-depth within the literature on Pacific 

participation in elite sports (Panapa & Phillips, 2014; Schaaf, 2006).  

In addition, having Pacific cultural representation at the organisational level (e.g. team staff, player 

representatives, etc) was a powerful protective factor for athletes’ mental wellbeing and heavily influenced 

athletes’ inclination to seek help from formal support staff, with athletes and both Pacific and non-Pacific key 

stakeholders acknowledging that there are unique lived realities and cultural nuances that only other Pacific 

peoples can help with and relate to. Athletes appeared to attach a form of relatability and trust to Pacific staff 

given their ethnicity and thus, a shared personal and/or professional background. Such trust and relationships 

are vital to Pacific athletes’ mental wellbeing given the significance placed upon building and maintaining 

harmonious relationships in Pacific worlds (Anae et al., 2002; Samu & Suaali’i-Sauni, 2009). These 

relationships were often considered ‘works in progress’ and required on-going maintenance in an effort to 

further build and nurture the vā between athlete, support staff, and the wider sporting organisational context. 

The social interactions recalled by athletes and Pacific key stakeholders was unique in that it contradicted the 

usual hierarchical nature of communication that underpins Pacific cultures, with older Pacific staff willing to 

‘come down to the level’ of young athletes, engage with them on a personal level, and remove any 

hierarchical barriers, despite their status and position of authority (Samu & Suaali’i-Sauni, 2009). This was 

met positively by athletes who then felt comfortable approaching these Pacific staff and discussing any issues 

they were experiencing. A similar dynamic was captured in a recent study by Keung (2018), who found that 

approachable mentors and team staff were key to helping young Māori and Pacific rugby league players deal 
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with the pressures and challenges of the elite environment. From a mental health systems perspective, the 

use of cultural advisors to help bridge the gap between cultural and clinical knowledge has proved effective in 

improving engagement and relationships between Pacific mental health service users and mental health 

service providers (Tamasese et al., 2005). One major benefit in the world of elite sports is that, unlike the 

mental health sector more generally, there are ample numbers of qualified Pacific support staff that would be 

able to fulfil this cultural advisor or ‘bridging’ role in elite sports – namely former Pacific athletes. Whilst this 

concept appeared common within the New Zealand literature involving Pacific athletes, Australian and 

American literature contradicted these findings, as Pacific athletes in these regions often found themselves 

isolated and marginalised in the absence of relatable support staff and cultural values (Lakisa et al., 2014; 

Panapa & Phillips, 2014). Thus, while a recent study by Teevale et al. (2016) found that cultural pride and 

language knowledge in themselves were not protective factors against suicide attempts for Pacific youth, it 

appears that shared cultural background and understandings are key determinants of other protective factors, 

such as social support and connectedness and positive relationships with others for young Pacific male 

athletes (Alefaio, 2007; Puna & TiatiaSeath, 2017; Tucker-Masters & TiatiaSeath, 2017).  

Ultimately, these findings demonstrate the centrality of culture in building trust and authentic engagement 

between athletes, support staff, mental health services, and the wider sporting organisation. We know that 

Pacific cultures play a key role in the way young Pacific male athletes see themselves and navigate the 

complexities of their athletic identity, gender identity, and cultural identity against the backdrop of elite sports, 

mental health, and their worlds away from sports. While there is a disconnect between what athletes 

experience within their families/communities and the world of elite sports as well as New Zealand’s mental 

health system and society more generally, these diverse worlds are inextricably tied together and drive mental 

health outcomes for this group. Organisations must stimulate this approach to relationship building based on 

cultural connectedness and relatability, as it is critical to better supporting young Pacific male athletes to cope 

with the challenges in elite sports and access the appropriate support in the largely Eurocentric worlds of elite 

sports and New Zealand mental health system. 

8.3.2 Organisational factors 

8.3.2.1 Athletes were happy with the support and relationships they had with 
organisational staff 

Athletes were generally happy with the support provided by their respective sporting organisation(s) and the 

relationships they had with staff at their respective sporting organisation(s). This finding is promising for 

athletes’ mental wellbeing, with the literature highlighting the positive effects for mental wellbeing when 

athletes have a positive relationship with team and coaching staff, and, vice versa, the added stress and worry 

linked to negative coach-athlete relationships (Biggin et al., 2017; Jowett, 2005; Kristiansen & Roberts, 2010; 

Phillips, 2017; Stirling & Kerr, 2013). While athletes viewed organisational staff as key sources of support for a 
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variety of issues, athletes reported that they would be very unlikely to seek help from organisational staff if 

they were experiencing distress or mental health issues (see also ‘8.5.4.4 Assessing the risks and benefits of 

seeking help’). Athlete participants were especially vocal about the benefits of support provided by 

organisation and team staff away from sports. For example, there were team staff who helped athletes to find 

employment or educational opportunities away from sports. However, athlete participants aged 16 to 18 years 

who were surveyed were five times more likely to report being ‘unhappy’ or ‘very unhappy’ with the support 

they received from their club, school, or organisational away from sports in comparison to athletes aged 19 to 

24 years.  

Despite athletes being generally happy with their relationships with their respective organisational team staff, 

disagreements and miscommunication with team staff were a common theme during focus groups. Moreover, 

both athletes and stakeholders reported regular misunderstandings between athletes and coaches mostly in 

relation to sporting, education, and family obligations and the different priorities each party gave to these 

factors. For instance, some coaches expected 100 percent commitment to sports and perceived 

education/vocation and/or family obligations as distractions rather than equally important aspects of athletes’ 

lives; such interactions often led to conflict and distress for athlete participants. Of particular concern is the 

fact that lack of support and/or interpersonal conflict between coach(s) and athlete has been found to increase 

the risk of depression, low self-esteem, anger, anxiety and overall mental distress for young athletes (Phillips, 

2017; Stirling & Kerr, 2013; Surujlal et al., 2013). The key concern for athletes in this research was that these 

conflicts and disagreements were linked to increased distress and worry which would then mount and go on to 

hinder athletes’ mental wellbeing when disagreements were not resolved and if the vā (sacred space) 

between athlete and coach was not repaired. It was also possible for athletes to feel well-supported by their 

organisation and staff, but still unhappy with the relationships they had with organisational staff; highlighting 

that it is more than just a professional relationship for young Pacific male athletes who benefit from a more 

personal approach when interacting with coaches and staff in the elite environment. The mental health 

benefits of positive athlete-organisation relationships was significant for athlete participants, with 

organisational staff playing key roles in removing the stigma attached to mental illness, early intervention and 

the facilitation of help-seeking and treatment for athletes – breakdowns in this relationship can create 

additional barriers to support for athletes who may be distressed and unsure where to go for help, placing 

further stress on the athlete and increasing the divide between athletes and formal support services.  

Ultimately, organisational staff were key sources of support and in some cases the ‘gatekeepers’ to formal 

treatment for athlete participants. As emphasised by Jones et al. (2005) and Erickson and Cote (2016), there 

is a need to ensure coach/staff development programmes equip coaches and team staff with the skills to 

enhance relationships and engagement with athletes and deal with common mental health issues. As 

discussed earlier, athlete participants were also more likely to report positive relationships with staff they 

found ‘approachable’ and ‘relatable’, as staff who had past experiences as elite athletes and/or were of Pacific 

ethnicity were able to understand the nuanced realities of athlete participants and cultivate ‘deeper’ 
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connections. Many key stakeholders understood this phenomenon, and often reflected on this in practice in 

order to decide whether they were the best person to connect with an athlete or whether there is another staff 

member who would be a better fit. Improving the ability of staff to build relationships with young Pacific male 

athletes, better understand athletes’ lived realities, and effectively mediate disagreements would have 

considerable benefits for athletes’ mental wellbeing and help-seeking behaviours. Further research into this 

dynamic and the best way to build upon the role of organisational staff in supporting athletes and facilitating 

treatment would be beneficial moving forward. 

8.3.2.2 Disparities in the support provided to age-grade and senior levels 

School-aged athletes (16 to 18 years) reported being happy with the relationships they had with coaching and 

support staff but were significantly more likely to report being unhappy with the support provided away from 

sport. This survey finding was confirmed by the key stakeholders interviewed who expressed concerns around 

the lack of continuity and disparities in the types of support provided at the senior level, in comparison to the 

support provided at the age-grade development level. The holistic support services embedded in most youth 

sports and talent development pathways were seen in a positive light by key stakeholders, with most athlete 

and key stakeholder participants noting the benefits of these programmes for preparing young athletes for 

athletic success at the senior level. However, many stakeholders believed more needs to be done at the 

school and age-grade level to develop well-rounded athletes and avoid developing athletes with foreclosed 

athletic identities. 

Stakeholders commonly reported that the main issues they faced when working with young Pacific male 

athletes and young athletes in general resulted from athletes not having other areas in their life to focus on or 

fall back on away from sports. There was a general consensus among the key stakeholders interviewed that 

this issue stems from athletes’ developing foreclosed athletic identities before entering the senior level, so 

although there are a number of support services and programmes provided at the senior level, the ‘damage’ is 

done during athletes’ formative school years. This claim is supported by the literature, which has found that 

the majority of young athletes solidify their athletic identity by the age of 15 and carry this identity through to at 

least young adulthood (Houle et al., 2010). The danger expressed by stakeholders is that there are no 

regulated expectations for schools to provide, with some schools and development programmes providing full 

wraparound services and others providing little or no support away from sports. For this reason, stakeholders 

advocated for greater wraparound support services at the school and age-grade level that directly facilitate 

opportunities for young athletes to explore aspects of their self-identity away from sports; the belief being that 

well-balanced athletes will perform better and be better prepared to deal with the ups and downs of elite 

sports. Again, this belief compliments the literature on athlete identity development, whereby athletes who 

possess a foreclosed athletic identity often limit their developmental potential in other areas of their life and 

struggle to cope psychologically with injuries, deselection, and the transition away from sports (Grainger, 

2006; Grove et al., 1997; Harrison et al., 2011; Kornspan & Etzel, 2001; Webb et al., 1998). Thus, the 
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development of balanced athletic identities needs to be a central priority for elite development programmes 

and youth sports more generally; and the organisations and schools responsible must be provided with the 

sufficient resources to do so. Addressing this concern from an early age, prior to athletes turning 15 years old, 

would have significant flow-on effects for athlete wellbeing at the elite level and create greater continuity 

between the support services provided at the age-grade and senior levels (see also ’8.3.2.2 Disparities in the 

support provided to age-grade and senior levels’). 

8.3.2.3 Organisations and their staff have huge influence over every facet of athletes’ 
lives including mental wellbeing 

Organisations and their respective coaching and support staff held significant influence over athletes’ feelings, 

thoughts, and behaviours both in and away from sports. The overall influence of coaching staff on athlete 

development and wellbeing has been well documented in the literature (see ‘3.5 Coaching and athlete 

development’). The staff-athlete relationship is an important one when it comes to the mental wellbeing of 

young athletes, with staff and athletes’ emotions and views mutually and causally intertwined (Davis et al., 

2018). Coaching staff, in particular can either influence stress or diminish stress based on their interactions 

with athletes, with coaching staff being key drivers of psychosocial development, perceptions of stress and 

individual resilience, motivation, and subjective wellbeing (Bianco & Eklund, 2001; Isoard-Gautheur et al., 

2016; Jowett et al., 2016; Nicholls et al., 2016). The coach-athlete relationship is often discussed in the 

context of trust and connection; however, there is also a significant power imbalance underpinning this 

relationship which adds to its complexity and was found to heavily effect athlete behaviour and mood in this 

research. For example, coaching staff were able to promote or hinder mental wellbeing directly through their 

interactions with athletes and had the greatest influence over athletes’ behaviours; especially when it came to 

pursuing educational or vocational pursuits (see also ‘8.3.5.1 Participants aware of the need to have balanced 

identities and backup career plans, but did not actively pursue alternative career pathways away from sports’). 

The belief that coaching staff and organisations would discriminate against athletes with mental distress or 

illness was seen by participants as the main reason athletes do not feel comfortable sharing their distress with 

organisational support services, with both groups acknowledging the potential detrimental impact that 

disclosing mental distress or illness could have on an athlete’s career (see also ‘8.5.4.4 Assessing the risks 

and benefits of seeking help’). Thus, for many athletes hiding their distress and saying nothing felt like the 

best option in order to protect their sporting careers. The risk is that this silence and distress can lead to 

potentially devastating outcomes if clinical issues go undiagnosed or athletes do not access the right support 

(Hill et al., 2016). 

Discussions around this can be grounded in two ways: first, by examining the unequal power dynamics 

underpinning these relationships, and second, through the exploration of the stigma attached to mental illness 

in elite sports and society more generally (see also ‘8.6 Wider sociocultural factors underpin the stigma 

around help-seeking’). The power coaches hold over young Pacific male athletes, whether positive or 
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negative, is derived from both micro and macro systems. From a sporting perspective, coaches have 

traditionally been expected to assume an authoritarian approach and assert their power and authority over 

athletes in order to ‘lead’ their athletes to success; a factor prevalent in this research, and evidenced by the 

influence coaches hold over athletes, the significant efforts athletes will go to impress coaches, and the fear 

attached to ‘letting the coach down’ (Davis et al., 2018; Hill et al., 2015; Nicholls et al., 2016). This may, for 

example, explain why most athletes disclose their mental illness once they are accomplished or retired from 

sports and no longer threatened by this power dynamic. In more recent times however, there has been a 

greater push for coaches to act in a supporting capacity in order to get the most out of the athletes they work 

with (Potrac & Cassidy, 2006). This discussion does not aim to critique whether different coaching practices 

are positive or negative but aims to demonstrate how different coaching approaches impact upon the coach-

athlete power dynamic and works to influence athletes’ feelings, thoughts, and behaviours - including mental 

wellbeing and help-seeking behaviours. Of particular concern for young Pacific male athletes in this study was 

the consensus that athletes do not hold enough power in elite sports to openly show vulnerability or seek help 

for distress when required.  

There are solutions to this problem however; as (Potrac & Cassidy, 2006) affirms, power can be shared 

between coaches and athletes, but it often requires a level of personal connection and mutual understanding 

between the two parties. Light (2004) states that rather than meeting misunderstandings with the exertion of 

control and order in a ‘dictator-like’ manner, coaches aiming to work in a supportive capacity must welcome 

the opportunity to build a personal bond with the athlete in order to better understand the social influences 

driving the misunderstanding and thus address it more effectively. In this way, the power is shifted towards the 

athlete and is central to supporting mental wellbeing given athletes’ worldviews are so deeply embedded in 

their sense of self and wider social environment making authoritative approaches to misunderstandings 

difficult to endure. Finding ways to share the power between coaching staff and athletes is complex but it 

provides a valid argument for how coaching approaches can work to better connect with athletes on a 

personal level, or build the vā, and influence athletes in a supportive rather than authoritative manner. 

8.3.2.4 Mental health awareness growing, but more effective engagement required 
to remove the stigma attached to mental illness and asking for help 

Participants were well informed and aware of mental health, mental wellbeing, depression, and the support 

services available to help with mental health issues. As a result, knowledge of mental health was not a 

significant issue in comparison to participants’ concerns around the fear related to the potential career 

repercussions of disclosing mental distress to coaches or support staff. The work that sporting organisations 

such as the NRL’s State of Mind are doing to break down barriers and challenge stigma are important drivers 

of this change, but findings from this study support findings from a study by Purcell et al. (2019) who 

emphasise that, while awareness is necessary to support mental wellbeing, it is not enough in itself to address 

the diverse mental health needs of elite athletes. The stigma attached to mental illness as both a sporting and 
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wider societal issue is discussed considerably within both Pacific and non-Pacific literature (see ‘3.2.4 Wider 

societal influences: stigma, hypermasculinity, hypervisibility, and racialisation’). While most participants did not 

embrace this societal stigma towards help-seeking for mental illness, self-reported perceived stigma (the 

expectation that one will experience discrimination or negative treatment by others) was exceedingly high 

among athlete participants and was a key barrier to disclosing mental distress or illness. There are a number 

of negative connotations linked to perceived-stigma, including diminished self-esteem and self-belief during 

times of distress and reduced help-seeking behaviour and treatment adherence (Barney et al., 2006; Dinos et 

al., 2004; Gulliver et al., 2010). From the focus groups and interviews carried out, it was evident that athletes’ 

perceived stigma was linked with a fear that disclosing mental distress or illness will lead to shame and 

discrimination from others, namely coaches. A common experience was athletes masking their mental health 

issues during interactions with coaching staff in order to avoid being labelled or discriminated against 

professionally; also evidenced in the way key stakeholders often struggled to identify athletes who were 

experiencing or had experienced depression. The general belief was that if organisational staff suspected 

mental health issues then athletes would suffer deselection. This is no surprise as the literature on mental 

health stigma supports the idea that people discriminate against behaviour indicative of mental illness just as 

much as they do against those known to be mentally ill (Gray, 2002). Alongside the high-performance 

environment, which expects athletes to ‘work through their pain’, and the hypermasculine expectations 

embedded in Pacific communities and certain sports such as rugby union and rugby league, it is 

understandable that athletes would rather remain silent than disclose their mental health issues and risk 

personal and professional reprises.  

Perceived stigma has not been measured in the general population, but ‘self-directed stigma’ (holding 

negative attitudes about one’s own mental illness) has been measured. It is estimated that 22 percent of 

people who experience depression and 49 percent of people with schizophrenia report high levels of self 

stigma (Büchter & Messer, 2017). However, these numbers paled in comparison to the 90 percent of athletes 

who reported medium to high levels of perceived stigma in this study; illustrating the significant work required 

to reduce perceived stigma in both the sporting community and the wider Pacific community. Interventions 

reducing perceived and self stigma have both directly and indirectly improved mental health outcomes among 

a variety of population groups, largely by improving help-seeking and treatment and empowering individuals to 

continue living meaningful lives despite their mental illness (Barney et al., 2006; Büchter & Messer, 2017). 

Reducing perceived stigma within elite sports is complex given the perception that mental illness reduces 

athlete performance and requires significant time and resources to manage; both factors that are viewed as 

counterproductive to achieving optimal athletic performance, which is inevitably the main goal of sporting 

organisations in the cutthroat business of elite sports (Souter et al., 2018). Moreover, there is currently no 

consensus in the literature around ways to reduce perceived stigma; however, contextual factors such as 

ethnicity, gender, and employment were found to be influential in whether interventions aimed at reducing 

perceived stigma translated to reduced perceived stigma positive mental health outcomes (Büchter & Messer, 
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2017). Future research in this area would be invaluable to better supporting the mental wellbeing needs of 

young Pacific male athletes and Pacific peoples alike.  

These findings suggest that despite growing awareness of mental health and reduced stigma around mental 

illness and help-seeking, perceived stigma derived from the well-founded fear of negative personal and 

professional repercussions continues to place significant pressure on young Pacific male athletes to remain 

silent about mental distress or illness. These findings emphasise the need to establish respectful and 

supportive environments within organisations and the important role that coaches and support staff play in 

reducing the perception that help-seeking will be met with negative personal and professional responses and 

nurturing the vā (sacred relational space) during times of distress - qualities that athlete participants viewed as 

vital in deciding whether to stay silent or disclose mental health issues with organisational staff and formal 

services. However, it is also important to remember the wider sociocultural factors influencing athletes’ lives 

away from sports and the fact that, regardless of the connection between athletes and staff, discussions 

around mental health are challenging and treatment of mental health issues often requires input from multi-

disciplinary teams and skilled mental health professionals (Purcell et al., 2019; Rice et al., 2016). 

8.3.2.5 Organisations need to understand the wider sociocultural context 
surrounding young Pacific male athletes 

Despite the substantial number of sport-related stressors athletes experienced, the influence of athletes’ wider 

systemic and sociocultural contextual factors was a constant theme underlying many of the stressors and 

protective factors discussed by athletes and key stakeholders alike. In this study, these wider contextual 

factors ranged from individual factors such as ethnicity and religion, through to environmental and systemic 

factors such as family circumstances and material deprivation, as well as developmental contexts such as 

upbringing, age, and career phase. Pacific key stakeholders were especially vocal about the need for sports 

organisations to acknowledge the role of institutional issues such as racism, material deprivation, colonisation, 

and migration and how they impact upon the personal and professional pressures many young Pacific male 

athletes face. For example, there were concerns for many young Pacific male athletes living in Auckland who 

were struggling to get by each week due to financial obligations and rising living costs due to familial material 

deprivation. From the literature on Pacific youth mental health, material deprivation was not found to be 

associated with increased suicide deaths, but it was linked to increased psychological distress (Ministry of 

Health, 2015; Teevale et al., 2016). Moreover, financial insecurity and fears of unemployment are emerging 

determinants of mental health in developed countries where living costs and job insecurity are increasing 

(Kopasker et al., 2018); areas where athlete participants reported concerns, with many of the semi-

professional athletes surveyed indicating that they were not happy with their family’s financial security (see 

‘5.3 Family wellbeing and support’). Furthermore, financial insecurity was a key driver for athletes to succeed 

and make a career out of sports and was key stressor for many younger athletes in this study, so the 

influence of these wider factors cannot be disregarded. There was a significant gap in the sporting literature 
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exploring how wider societal factors such as racism, poverty, migration impact upon athletes’ mental wellbeing 

and general worldviews. Mental health is not merely determined by an individual and their traits and biological 

makeup, but is the complex culmination of psychological, physical, sociocultural, experiential, economic, and 

systemic factors (Rice et al., 2016). Mental health is contextualised, so overlooking these influential 

institutional factors diminishes a number of important determinants of one’s mental health (Schinke et al., 

2018). For most stakeholders, the use of background checks proved invaluable to better understanding and 

connecting with the lives of athletes away from sports and to get a gauge of some of the ‘red flags’, or 

potential issues, that athletes may need support with moving forward. Authentic engagement and 

understandings of these systemic factors may require an acknowledgement of the intersecting and often 

conflicting worldviews and values of Pacific athletes and elite sports organisations, with a focus on prioritising 

rather than marginalising Pacific ways of knowing and being. Ultimately, these findings imply that wellbeing 

interventions need to find a balance between the individual, the organisation, and the wider contextual factors 

surrounding the athlete away from sports.  

8.3.3 Familial factors 
Family is at the centre of mental wellbeing for Pacific peoples (see ‘1.3 Pacific perceptions of mental 

wellbeing’). In this study, family was a key source of support and love for athletes. Despite some athletes 

struggling to cope with the pressures associated with fulfilling family and financial obligations, the majority of 

athletes reported that they were able to cope with familial expectations, were happy with their family’s 

communication, and were happy with their family’s happiness (see ‘5.3 Family wellbeing and support’). There 

was, however, room to improve families’ understandings of the pressures, commitments, and expectations of 

being an elite athlete, with just under half of athlete participants reporting that their family does not understand 

the pressures, commitments, and expectations of being an elite athlete. For the most part, stakeholders and 

athletes’ views towards families were positive; however, some key stakeholders were concerned that some 

parents placed unfair pressures on athletes to finance family obligations leading to significant distress for the 

athlete. This contradicted the views of athletes but did align with the survey findings, as 71 percent of athletes 

reported that they were expected to contribute financially to their family. Financial pressures were especially 

significant for athletes who had just left school and those born outside of New Zealand, namely those born in 

Tonga and Fiji. Despite these findings, all key stakeholders recognised that family is where athletes spend 

most of their time away from sports and acknowledged the importance of family and in particular the influence 

of parents on athletes’ mental wellbeing. The following discussion points were deemed central to 

understanding the key role that families play in supporting or burdening mental wellbeing for young Pacific 

male athletes and the underlying sociocultural and economic factors that influence this unique family dynamic 

for Pacific athletes. 

8.3.3.1 Family as source of support, love, comfort, and joy 
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In alignment with the literature, all participants understood the vital importance of family support and love 

when it came to mental wellbeing for young Pacific male athletes. In the online survey, positive family 

wellbeing was linked to positive subjective wellbeing for athletes in this study, complimenting the non-Pacific 

literature, which has linked negative family relationships, general familial pressure, and a lack of family 

support to an increased risk of young athletes experiencing anxiety, depression, and mental health issues 

during their careers (Hill et al., 2016; Hussey, 2018). Moreover, the influence of family, whether parents, 

siblings, spouses, or children, on mental wellbeing were central discussion points during qualitative data 

collection. There is a dearth of Pacific and non-Pacific literature touching on the importance of positive family 

relationships and support for young athletes’ mental wellbeing, so this section will explain the more nuanced 

aspects of family relationships and support for young Pacific male athletes in this study. 

Findings from this study affirm that significant stigma remains within athletes’ families when it comes to 

disclosing and seeking help for mental health issues. Key stakeholders were also quick to note the influence 

of an athlete’s upbringing on their overall development and ability to succeed in the elite sports environment, 

with stakeholders linking positive and balanced upbringings to greater adaptability, resilience, and increased 

support systems away from sports (see also ‘2.4.2 Family relationships’). These findings suggest there is a 

need for families to better understand the highs and lows and the realities of a career in elite sports and 

manage their expectations accordingly. Parental responses to perceived failure, such as deselection, was 

also an important determinant for athletes’ mental wellbeing and how they coped with these setbacks.  

Using social cognitive theory, which claims that a supportive environment is central to supporting positive 

mental health outcomes, family and especially parents can be seen as the most influential figures in young 

athletes’ lives (Bandura & Walters, 1977; Tautolo, 2011). In this study, parents were able to enhance athletes’ 

mental wellbeing by showing unconditional forms of support and love or hinder athletes’ mental wellbeing by 

placing pressure on athletes to succeed and scolding them when these expectations were not met. Although 

the parent-child dynamic is hierarchical in nature for young Pacific men, non-Pacific literature has similarly 

identified the key role parents play in regulating the perceived pressure to succeed for young athletes 

(Erickson et al., 2017; O’Rourke et al., 2011; Sebire et al., 2009). For wellbeing strategies moving forward, 

these findings highlight the need to identify aspects of athletes’ family relationships that may contribute to 

mental health issues during their career, as well as acknowledge the impact that collective and hierarchal 

Pacific family dynamics may have on any management or treatment plans for athletes. It is also important to 

note however, that normal cultural practices such as fa’alavelave may appear abnormal to those who do not 

understand the deeply embedded hierarchal nature of family in most Pacific cultures and/or the powerful 

social and economic pressures that may be driving certain practices for an athlete’s family (see ‘8.6 Wider 

sociocultural factors underpin the stigma around help-seeking’).  

8.3.3.2 Expectations to give back were a concern, but athletes and key stakeholders 
held differing views on the reasons why – self-imposed versus family imposed 
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As the Pacific sporting literature details, success in sports is seen by Pacific athletes as a collective rather 

than individual achievement and only possible as a result of support from family and wider kinship networks 

(Hawkes, 2018; Lakisa et al., 2014; Panapa & Phillips, 2014; Schaaf, 2006; Uperesa, 2014). The same 

principles underpinned success for athletes in this study, with 63 percent of the athletes surveyed reporting 

that they were able to cope with the expectation’s family placed on them. However, during the qualitative data 

collection phases, both athletes and key stakeholders expressed concerns around the distress caused by 

family obligations and expectations. In particular, young athletes just out of school explained the pressures 

they experienced trying to contribute financially to the family while chasing their sporting dreams or being on 

minimal contracts. Participants explained that such concerns were openly discussed among Pacific athletes, 

particularly in high-profile sports such as rugby union and rugby league, with many athletes taking on these 

responsibilities out of respect and love for their family and to reciprocate the sacrifices of their parents.  

For many athletes, these assumed responsibilities and internalised pressures were persistent throughout 

focus group discussions. Athletes often conveyed a harsh self-critical tone and held high expectations for 

themselves to fulfil these responsibilities. These findings suggest that there is a need to support young 

athletes to manage their own expectations in order to reduce the pressure they put on themselves to succeed. 

However, these findings also contradict the perspectives of key stakeholders who believed that managing 

family expectations is required to address the pressures placed on young athletes to succeed. Furthermore, 

many stakeholders were vocal about the negative impact of family obligations for young Pacific athletes who 

were expected to finance family members and wider kinship obligations. Stakeholders also reported that they 

often worked with Pacific athletes who required support for distress caused by expectations around financially 

supporting family and wider kinship networks. While some stakeholders understood the sociocultural 

complexities behind these expectations, there were also some who did not understand why athletes should 

abide by these protocols in the first place. This is where an understanding of the wider sociocultural and 

economic context underpinning athletes’ lives proves valuable, so that staff know the importance and nuances 

of these deeply rooted obligations for Pacific athletes and more importantly their parents and extended family 

networks (see ‘8.3.2.5 Organisations need to understand the wider sociocultural context surrounding young 

Pacific male athletes’).  

From a cultural standpoint, service to the family is deeply embedded in most Pacific societies (Fa’aea & Enari, 

2021). The way that this service is carried out in unique for each Pacific nation and is viewed in both positive 

and negative ways, but service to the family is inextricably linked to what it means to be a Pacific person 

(Fa’aea & Enari, 2021). Pilisi (2020) further asserts that fulfilling family responsibilities is a key priority even for 

New Zealand-born Pacific youth, despite the conflicting values-based Pacific and Western systems they grow 

up with. However, Fa’aea and Enari affirm that service becomes challenging for Pacific peoples when there 

are competing priorities; evident in the experiences of young Pacific male athletes who reported struggling to 

balance service to family with their sporting, academic, and/or other social obligations. The negative 

connotations of service can also be found in numerous media reports from Pacific athletes who have felt 
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burdened by unfair expectations to ‘give back’ (Napier, 2015). Despite these challenges, Pilisi found that 

many New Zealand-born Pacific youth find a sense of purpose and empowerment in serving their families. 

Similar experiences were reported by the young Pacific male athletes who took part in this research, 

illustrating once more the complex and multifaceted nature of ‘service’ for Pacific peoples and how it differs to 

Western perspectives that may see such practices as ‘exploitative’ and ‘unrequited’ (Pilisi, 2020). There is a 

need for more strengths-based research exploring how Pacific athletes have been able to successfully 

manage competing obligations and expectations of service. 

Nevertheless, there are greater socioeconomic factors underpinning these obligations, which are not driven by 

culture, but rather the wider societal drivers of domestic and international inequality that drives poverty; thus, it 

is no surprise that young Pacific male athletes may place the pressure upon themselves to address this 

inequality - even if only temporarily (see also ‘8.6 Wider sociocultural factors underpin the stigma around help-

seeking’). Such inequalities create barriers to social mobility via other career pathways and further push 

young Pacific athletes and their families towards aspirations of success and wealth through sports, which 

continues to loom ever larger in Pacific communities despite the realities of a career in elite sports and the 

physical sacrifices required to even get a chance at the elite level (Uperesa, 2014) (see also ‘8.3.6.1 Athletes 

tended to hold unrealistic expectations for their sporting careers’).  

Survey findings identified that familial financial security and athletes’ perceived abilities to cope with familial 

expectations were not significantly linked. This suggests that athletes believe the expectations placed on them 

from family are not purely about money and financial obligations. As Uperesa (2014) affirms, athletic success 

for Pacific athletes is not just about money but also the mana (authority and prestige) and pride attached to 

representing one’s family and community (see ‘3.2.1.1 Sports as service and reciprocity to the family’). The 

literature makes it clear that regardless of one’s athletic identity, elite athletes rarely neglected their family 

obligations and role (Horton & Mack, 2000; Hussey, 2018; Rice et al., 2016). This was especially true for 

Pacific athletes in this study, who were willing to forego other areas of their lives such as education in favour 

of their family and sporting commitments. The main concern however was when family and sporting 

obligations clashed, which caused significant distress for athlete participants who held both aspects in such 

high regard. This can be challenging for adolescent athletes who have been found to think in ‘black and white’ 

and over-commit to one identity (Tasiemski & Brewer, 2011). However, for Pacific youth and adolescent 

athletes in this study, family roles and the complexities of family obligations are well-established at a young 

age which further complicated their ability to balance family and sporting obligations when they clashed, as 

evident in the struggles some young athletes had transitioning out of school and trying to pursue their sporting 

dreams while also fulfilling their financial obligations to family. While the literature found athletes would usually 

prioritise one over the other, athletes in this study were more likely to attempt to distribute their energy to both, 

which often led to athletes not being able to fully commit to either which commonly led to disagreements 

between coaching staff and/or family members. In this situation, athletes reported being anxious about 
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wanting to keep both family and coaching staff happy, and so this was one way athletes in this study tried to 

address such conflicts. 

Ultimately, parents are the key influences in alleviating these pressures by managing their expectations for 

their son’s athletic career and clearly communicating these expectations with their son(s). For example, 

athletes were particularly sensitive to the feedback from their parents when they felt like they had not met 

these expectations, with negative feedback and ‘put downs’ causing additional distress and critical feedback 

and support during ‘hard times’ proving invaluable to supporting young athletes to manage their distress. 

Moreover, Pacific athletes in media interviews and key stakeholder participants have both expressed the 

challenges and distress associated with being raised in New Zealand but being expected to partake in these 

obligations despite a sense of ambivalence as a result of not necessarily agreeing with or understanding the 

culture or meaning behind such practices (Mila-Schaaf, 2010).  

From a sporting context, the literature makes it clear that while collective goal-setting is helpful for improving 

relationships between young athletes and their families, athletes themselves must be supported to set realistic 

goals that align with their own personal motivations and purpose rather than simply fulfilling the aspirations 

and cultural norms of family and other kinship networks (Ronkainen & Nesti, 2017). This does not necessarily 

mean prioritising the individual over the collective, but rather aims to promote a sense of autonomy for young 

athletes so that they feel that they have control over their career as well as life away from sports. This could 

be as easy as adopting a different lens to interpret these obligations and realising that the obligation to give to 

one’s parents and wider kinship networks unconditionally is not a cultural norm, but rather the exploitation of 

young men disguised as ‘culture’; carried out for a variety of complex reasons relating to socioeconomic 

deprivation, social reputation, and Pacific peoples innate desire to serve their loved ones. As one Samoan 

manager explained, sometimes it is simply about sitting down with an athlete and helping them identify when 

their ‘giving’ is unsustainable or verging on exploitation.  

8.3.3.3 Family play an influential role in athletic identity development 

Athletic identity is an important part of an athletes overall self-concept, often defining the way in which elite 

athletes evaluate their self-esteem and worth (Grainger, 2006; Grove et al., 1997). Athletic identity is also 

largely the result of one’s socialisation and can be determined by how those closest to an athlete, such as 

family, friends, and coaches, perceives them (Brown & Potrac, 2009; Webb et al., 1998; Wood et al., 2017). In 

this study, family were similarly found to play a key role in developing ‘well-rounded’ athletes, thus influencing 

young athletes’ levels of commitment to balanced or foreclosed athletic identities. For example, family 

encouragement was the key motivator for athletes who chose to pursue tertiary education alongside their 

sporting career. 

Young Pacific males are socialised intensely into certain sports, especially rugby union and rugby league, 

from a young age by their family, peers, media, and community (Besnier, 2014; Calabrò, 2016; Grainger, 
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2006; Grainger, 2008; Horton, 2014; Lakisa et al., 2014; Marsters & Tiatia-Seath, 2019; Panapa & Phillips, 

2014). As a result of this increased emphasis on sports, it can be easy for young Pacific men to experience 

athletic identity foreclosure, which refers to the over commitment to an athletic identity without exploring other 

aspects of the self (Webb et al., 1998). Comparable trends have been found among non-Pacific athlete 

populations, such as African-American male athletes who are similarly socialised into sports by their family 

and local communities (Beamon, 2012). Beamon (2012) identified that family members of African-American 

collegiate athletes were often overly attached to athletes’ roles as athletes and emphasised athletic ability 

above other roles, other talents, and the development of other skills. Similar themes were prevalent in this 

study; thus, parents of young Pacific male athletes must be proactive in letting their sons know that they have 

more to offer the world than just their athletic talents.  

From an organisational perspective, parents must be educated and empowered to take an active role in 

athletes’ lives away from sports. Affirmations and phrases such as ‘do not put all your eggs in one basket’ and 

‘more than an athlete’ were found to hit home for athlete participants and work to build upon the information 

athletes receive from elite organisations. While these findings illustrate the influence of family, namely 

parents, in the development of a balanced athletic identity, it is important to note the additional factors driving 

athletic development for young athletes. For example, the influence of parents diminishes for athletes as they 

enter adolescence and peer group approval becomes the greater influence on one’s decision to commit to 

sports; with success in rugby union and rugby league being among the key mechanisms used by young 

Pacific men in New Zealand to exhibit their masculinity and gain acceptance/avoid rejection from their peers 

(Grainger, 2008; Hawkes, 2018; Payne & Isaacs, 2017; Schaaf, 2006). 

8.3.4 Social factors 
Findings from this study reaffirm the well-established connection between positive social relationships and 

mental wellbeing for elite athletes and Pacific youth alike (Alefaio, 2007; Armstrong & Oomen-Early, 2009; 

DeFreese & Smith, 2014; Fa’alau & Jensen, 2006; Fa’alili-Fidow, Moselen, Denny, Dixon, Te’evale, et al., 

2016; Gouttebarge et al., 2015; Kristiansen & Roberts, 2010; Ministry of Health, 2008; Puna & TiatiaSeath, 

2017; Teevale et al., 2016; Tucker-Masters & TiatiaSeath, 2017) (see also ‘3.2.2 Social and peer support’). 

This section will look at the importance of non-family support systems for young Pacific male athletes’ mental 

wellbeing, with a focus on how these networks are key coping resources but also the potential risks of 

manging distress and mental illness via these informal sources of support. 

8.3.4.1 Positive and ‘relatable’ male mentors and male role models are crucial 

Adult mentors were found to be role models and key sources of support for athletes in this study. For most 

athletes, these mentors were of Pacific ethnicity and were former athletes themselves. Athletes looked to 

these mentors for positive affirmation and support. Key stakeholders also explained the wellbeing benefits of 

connecting young Pacific athletes with older or former athletes from a similar background. Key stakeholders 
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were particularly outspoken about the benefits of Pacific male mentors who are able to connect with young 

Pacific athletes on both a personal and professional level. The common belief among key stakeholders was 

that positive male mentors are able to help mould young men into better people, and thus better athletes who 

are also better equipped to cope with the ups and downs of elite sports. Using (Bandura & Walters, 1977) 

social learning theory, a mentor or role model refers to anyone who may influence an individual’s behaviours, 

attitudes, and aspirations. For athletes in this study, their mentors were perceived to have the appropriate 

character traits required to succeed at the elite level. While most young athletes adopt a mentor depending on 

a number of contextual factors that shift over time and space, athletes in this study were more likely to remain 

‘loyal’ to one or two close mentors that they were able to connect with on a personal and authentic level 

(Buford May, 2009). These findings echo results from Keung’s (2018) study, which also identified adult 

mentors as central to helping young Pacific rugby league players navigate the intricacies of the high-

performance environment and played a key advisory role in the lives of these athletes away from sports. 

There was very little longitudinal evidence evaluating the impact of these mentor-mentee relationships on 

mental wellbeing among young athletes, however there was a variety of studies complimenting these findings 

within the literature on youth and athlete development. For example, Buford May (2009) used social learning 

theory to demonstrate the significant influence that professional basketball players had over young African-

American basketball players aspiring to pursue a career in professional basketball. Buford May (2009) 

emphasised that professional basketball players acted as key role models and mentors for young African-

American basketball players given their status and visibility in society, which often encouraged the aspiring 

young basketball players to prioritise and commit to a foreclosed athletic identity in the hopes of becoming like 

their role models.  

The main concern among stakeholders was the lack of access to these positive mentors prior to young 

athletes entering the elite sports and high-performance environments. The influence of sporting role models is 

often passive prior to young athletes entering these environments, and so there are many nuances lost when 

modelling is limited to observation and imitation – what a young athlete may perceive as normal, may not be 

what the their sporting role models reality entails (Masciadrelli et al., 2006). Moreover, passive and indirect 

forms of role modelling may lead to young athletes only adopting selected behaviours and attitudes (Buford 

May, 2009; Masciadrelli et al., 2006). This can lead to young athletes adopting the common rhetoric 

emphasised in mainstream media, such as ‘making sacrifices for the game’, ‘putting your body on the line’ 

and ‘all or nothing’; while these messages may hold true from a performance perspective, adopting such 

beliefs without fully understanding the many other nuances and aspects underpinning the realities of elite 

athletes’ lives, can be damaging for young athletes’ overall development away from sports (Giuliano et al., 

2007; Thomas, 2017). Ultimately, mentors and role models who are unable to have a deeper and more 

personal connection with young athletes only provide baseline support. As Lockwood and Kunda (1997) 

explain, the process of internalising mentors’ attitudes and behaviours stems from young athletes’ own 

personal beliefs that they can attain the success of those mentoring them. This means that cultural, ethnic, 
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and social intersections must be recognised in order to find the right mentor that can connect on both a 

personal and professional level with young Pacific male athletes. Again, however, it is important to remember 

that such mentors are only one component of the wider sociocultural context influencing young Pacific male 

athletes’ attitudes, beliefs, and behaviours. 

8.3.4.2 Brotherhood and mates were a key source of support and development 

As readily captured in the literature, the ‘brotherhood’ was a phenomenon shared among young Pacific male 

athletes in this study (see ‘3.2.2 Social and peer support’). The complexities and nuances of this dynamic is 

well-documented in the literature review, so this section will focus on the unique findings from this study which 

identified the importance of older teammates in helping young athletes to ‘open up’ during times of distress 

and see the ‘bigger picture’ when they were experiencing performance issues, injuries, and/or deselection. 

For example, athlete focus group participants reported that it was common for older teammates to encourage 

them to get out of their comfort zone and find interests away from sports. Stakeholders also stated that it was 

common for themselves and other older athletes to remind young athletes of the short lifespan of a career in 

elite sports and the value athletes can hold away from sports. Similar anecdotal evidence can be found in 

news media interviews, as numerous Pacific rugby union players have discussed how encouragement from 

senior athletes helped them to branch out of rugby union and explore other interests and avenues away from 

sports. For example, in an online interview, Ardie Savea, a New Zealand-born Samoan professional rugby 

union player, explains how Sonny Bill Williams, a New Zealand-born Samoan professional rugby union player 

of Samoan and European heritage, helped to empower him and other young Pacific players to use their voice 

in a positive and empowering manner; largely through Williams’ ability to connect with young Pacific players 

using his ‘relatable’ personal background and speaking in a ‘language’ that New Zealand-born Pacific players 

relate to (Savea, 2019). 

The importance of the ‘brotherhood’ was also evident in the survey findings, where athletes held quite 

favourable views towards seeking help from a teammate (see ‘5.12 Support networks’). The concern, 

however, is whether teammates and peers within this brotherhood are equipped with the appropriate 

knowledge, skills, and resources to safely assist athletes who do disclose mental distress and facilitate the 

appropriate formal help. As Kelly et al. (2006) notes, most youth, and untrained people in general, do not 

know how to respond to others’ distress in ways that facilitate the appropriate help (see also ’8.3.4.3 Partners 

as key source of support, but worries around efficacy and sustainability’). Thus, mental health education within 

these sporting networks must aim to provide athletes with the skills to provide acute support and encourage 

help-seeking from formal services (see also ‘8.5.3 Informal social sources of support were key facilitators of 

formal help-seeking’). These findings illustrate the potential of athletes to empower one another to ‘control the 

narrative’ and take the lead around athlete wellbeing and personal development. Overarching systemic and 

organisational influences may sway the power of this dynamic among young Pacific male athletes and their 
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sporting peers, so it is important that organisations work to build upon the significant potential of this network 

and explore how they can best support initiatives that are athlete-led and driven. 

8.3.4.3 Partners as key source of support, but worries around efficacy and 
sustainability 

Intimate partners, such as girlfriends and wives, were viewed in a positive light and were key sources of 

support for athletes in this study. This finding has already been discussed briefly in previous studies as 

outlined in the literature review, with the literature explaining how spousal relationships and support generally 

holds greater significance for mental wellbeing than any other form of social support; particularly for job-

related stressors (Syrotuik & D'Arcy, 1984). What has been less discussed in the literature is the role that 

partners play in facilitating help-seeking and coping during times of distress for athletes. In this study, about 

half of all athletes surveyed reported that they would disclose mental distress or illness with their partner 

always or most of the time. As with seeking help from any informal sources of support, there are concerns 

around the ability of partners to respond to athletes’ distress in ways that are safe and facilitate the 

appropriate help (see also ‘8.5.3 Informal social sources of support were key facilitators of formal help-

seeking’). Again, mental health education must be provided to athletes’ partners first in order to support 

partners to facilitate the appropriate formal help.  

There are, however, many debates around the issue of men using women partners as ‘therapists’ rather than 

seeking help from formal support services, as partners often do not have the training, resources, of 

psychological capacity to appropriately support athletes experiencing mental distress or illness. Moreover, 

from a Pacific perspective, there is a general perception that ‘care’ and ‘nuturing’ is the domain of women and 

women partners are expected to support and care for their male partners and family above all else; even if it is 

at the expense of their own mental health and wellbeing (Kapeli et al., 2020). However, the social messaging 

that women partners should be expected to carry out psychological ‘healing’ within heterosexual relationships 

is both unsustainable and sexist and places an unfair burden on women partners. It insinuates that anything to 

do with emotions and mental wellbeing is the domain of women, reproducing harmful gender norms around 

mental health (Rosenfield & Mouzon, 2013; Seidler et al., 2018; Valkonen & Hanninen, 2013). Thus, while 

partners are a key source of support and coping during times of distress it is important that organisations 

support athletes to seek help from formal services and encourage partners to help facilitate formal help-

seeking rather than feel that they must be the ‘therapist’ themselves. 

8.3.4.4 Church networks and fellowship groups 

The importance of spiritual components to Pacific athletes’ wellbeing has been documented, so this section 

will specifically look at the social and relational nature of the Church and how it was viewed as a key source of 

social support and kinship for athletes in this study (see ‘3.2.3 Spiritual and religious support’). Despite church 

being an important spiritual sanctuary, for these participants church was largely seen as a socializing space, 
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where they were able to cultivate connectedness with their community and feel a sense of belonging. In 

particular, Similar findings were found in studies by Zakus and Horton (2009) and Panapa and Phillips (2014) 

who both identified church networks as a central element of community formation for Pacific rugby union and 

rugby league players in Australia. In New Zealand more generally, the church is a source of significant social 

capital for Pacific youth and families (Fa’alau, 2011; Salesa, 2017; Tiatia, 1998). Moreover, it could be argued 

that the church community is a social and cultural setting first, where structures of spirituality and hierarchy 

are interweaved with service and kinship (Guinness, 2018; Higa, 2011). These findings speak to the place of 

the church as not just a spiritual setting, but a powerful social mechanism within Pacific communities 

(Guinness, 2018; Tiatia, 2007).  

While the literature illustrates the positive connotations of church and spirituality from a connectedness 

perspective, there has been recent anecdotal evidence and literature around the significant financial impact 

some Pacific families are facing from attending certain churches. For example, gift giving and financial 

donations to the church has been identified as a significant financial burden for Pacific families in New 

Zealand and the Pacific Islands, with approximately 59 percent of Pacific families in New Zealand reporting 

that giving to the church hindered their household financial situation (Cowley et al., 2004; Higa, 2011; 

Thornton et al., 2010) (see also ‘8.3.3.2 Expectations to give back were a concern, but athletes and key 

stakeholders held differing views on the reasons why – self-imposed versus family imposed’). Tying into social 

cognitive theory, the prominence and powerful influence of the church community in the lives of young Pacific 

male athletes indicates that these complex social dynamics must be accounted for within any mental 

wellbeing initiatives targeting this group and make the church itself a potential agent for reducing stigma 

around mental health help-seeking in Pacific communities more broadly. It is important to note, however, that 

there are a variety of important subtleties that can be found within different religious denominations, which 

influence the social, cultural, mental, and spiritual effects of church and religion for Pacific youth (see 

(Guinness, 2018; Tiatia, 1998, 2007)). 

8.3.4.5 Struggles dealing with criticism from media and social media  

While many athletes were able to adjust to being in the media and could cope with the negative comments 

they saw, a few athletes faced a variety of challenges dealing with the media and social media. For example, 

negative comments in the media had a negative effect on mental wellbeing for a quarter (25%) of all athletes 

surveyed. The survey found that most athletes also used social media regularly, and there was a positive 

correlation between the amount of time athletes spent on social media and the amount of distress caused by 

negative comments on social media (see ‘ 

5.8 Media and social media’). Both athletes and stakeholders stated that media and social media workshops 

are provided to athletes by their respective organisations, which aim to support athletes to adjust to life in the 

‘limelight’ and better deal with the media and social media attention. From the focus group discussions, it was 

clear that athletes understood the pressures attached to their heightened visibility as athletes, as athletes 
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recalled how they were seen as ‘leaders’ and ‘role models’ by their peers once they reached the elite level. A 

lot of discussion has been undertaken on the impact of such visibility on young Pacific athletes; thus, this 

study aimed to examine in greater detail how athletes handled this ‘limelight’ and adapted to these new 

pressures.  (see ‘3.2.4 Wider societal influences: stigma, hypermasculinity, hypervisibility, and racialisation’).  

Athletes and stakeholders emphasised the need for young athletes to keep a ‘clean’ image within the media 

and on their social media platform, as both athletes and key stakeholders recalled situations where negative 

‘off-field’ actions led to negative consequences for athletes on a personal and professional level. Professional 

athletes are now scrutinised more than ever, and negative off-field actions can further tarnish athletes’ image 

in the public forum and among elite sports networks. Various media reports have highlighted both the 

heightened visibility of poor performances and athletes off-field ‘issues’ and the considerable public scrutiny 

and backlash that athletes and their families as well as sporting organisations must face as a result. Such 

experiences have taken their toll on the mental wellbeing of Pacific athletes in the past, with many athletes in 

this study aware of the repercussions for one’s career and personal life when ‘things go wrong’ away from 

sports. Several organisations, such as the New Zealand Ruby and the National Rugby League, provide social 

media workshops and have contractual codes of conduct for athletes which includes being a positive role 

model in the public sphere which includes social media (Keoghan, 2019).  

While most athletes responded to these expectations by avoiding any risk of off-field controversies, while 

some were more expressive on social media and preferred to use their platform to ‘humanise’ themselves to 

offset what they deemed as the ‘objectification’ of athletes by the media and general public. (Han et al., 2015) 

reported similar findings among collegiate athletes in the United States, where organisations and schools now 

actively monitor and regulate student-athletes’ use of social media. Han et al. (2015), however, questions the 

efficacy, ethics, and legality of such approaches; pointing out that 99 percent of student athletes regularly 

used some form of social media and largely for personal reasons. Such practices are viewed as an ‘uphill 

battle’, as the increasing use and influence of social media platforms has made these platforms an integral 

part of the business of elite sports as well as a powerful tool building for athletes to increase fan-athlete 

interactions and build their personal brands (Pegoraro, 2010). These findings highlight both the positive and 

negative effects linked to increased media publicity and social media visibility for young Pacific male athletes. 

It affirms the need to ensure young athletes are provided with the skills and resources to manage their ‘public 

profile’ and fulfil personal and professional expectations to be positive role models in and away from sports. 

The need for appropriate support systems to help athletes cope with the public backlash when things ‘go 

wrong’ was also pertinent. 

8.3.5 Balance, athletic identity, and dual-career factors 
This research placed an emphasis on exploring athletic identity given the strong connection between athletic 

identity and mental wellbeing. The literature on athletic identity is well-documented, highlighting the positive 

link between having a balanced athletic identity and mental wellbeing as well as the negative connotations 
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linked to holding a foreclosed athletic identity (see ‘3.3 The importance of athletic and cultural identities’). As a 

result of the significant literature on athletic identity, this discussion will focus on the findings unique to this 

research. 

8.3.5.1 Participants aware of the need to have balanced identities and backup career 
plans, but did not actively pursue alternative career pathways away from sports 

Most athlete participants were well aware of the need to have interests and ‘backup’ career options away from 

sports, as 53.53 percent of the athletes surveyed agreed that they had a backup career option in mind for 

when their athletic career finished. Key stakeholders were especially aware of the link between athletic 

identity and mental wellbeing and consistently stressed the importance of developing ‘balanced’ athletes who 

had interests away from sports and ‘backup’ career plans to pursue during and/or after their athletic career. 

Lebron James’ ‘More Than an Athlete’ analogy was a common reference point during focus group and 

interview discussions around athletic identity. Key stakeholders reported that, in their experiences, the more 

balanced an athlete was, the less likely they were to require support from formal services provided by 

organisations. Despite these findings and the constant messaging from organisations and former athletes 

about the short-term nature of elite sports and the dangers of ‘putting all your eggs in one basket’, many 

athlete participants were not actively pursuing non-athletic careers, with only 31 percent of athletes aged 19 

years and over enrolled in tertiary institutes or trade schools; it is important to note, however, that the 

qualitative phase uncovered a small minority of athletes who are choosing to pursue entrepreneurial ventures 

away from sports rather than traditional ‘dual-career’ pathways (see ‘8.3.5.3 More athletes looking to leverage 

their personal brand – community service and social entrepreneurial pathways’). 

A balanced athletic identity looks different for each individual; however, it can be defined as an individual 

holding a multi-dimensional sense of self that does not overemphasise one’s athletic role over the other 

dimensions of one’s self-identity (Brewer et al., 1993). For young Pacific male athletes a balanced athletic 

identity generally centres around multiple social roles and group identities that are developed in order to fulfil 

obligations related to sports, family, friends, school, church, and other kinship networks (Marsters & Tiatia-

Seath, 2019; Panapa & Phillips, 2014). While most athlete participants in this study held multiple group 

identities, such as being a family member, friend, student, and church member, their sense of self and value 

in each of these groups was strongly linked to their athletic identity. In short, while athletes held multiple group 

identities which helped to develop a multi-dimensional sense of self, being an athlete remained key in the way 

others perceived and valued athletes, which led to athletes attaching their sense of belonging and self-worth 

to this athletic role. Similar to findings from Price’s (2007) study, most athletes’ sporting obligations were the 

number one priority in their lives, usually followed by family obligations and/or God; highlighting the significant 

emphasis that participants placed on their athletic role in comparison to other areas of their lives. Moreover, 

the elite sports environment in itself often acts as a barrier for elite athletes given its all-encompassing nature, 
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which narrows the autonomy of athletes to explore other areas of their identity away from sports (Beamon, 

2012; Harrison et al., 2011; Price et al., 2010).  

The concern for young Pacific male athletes, from a mental wellbeing perspective, is that education and other 

‘life-sustaining’ career pathways are subordinate priorities during athletes’ pursuit of a career in elite sports. 

Ultimately, this can lead to increased challenges for Pacific athletes to fulfil kinship obligations related to 

family and church when they transition away from sports, which has been found to lead to significant distress 

for Pacific athletes (Grainger, 2006; Hawkes, 2018; Horton, 2014; McDonald & Rodriguez, 2014; Panapa & 

Phillips, 2014). From these findings, the key to developing sustainable athletic identities among young Pacific 

male athletes is not simply about having multiple identities and interests to fall back on but developing a self-

identity that will allow young athletes to sustain themselves and their families and fulfil their sociocultural and 

kinship obligations regardless of their athletic success. However, key stakeholders were concerned that some 

young athletes were committing to a foreclosed athletic identity regardless of the known dangers and advice 

from support staff, highlighting that young athletes are entering the elite level more determined and focussed 

from a sporting perspective but often lagging in other areas of their life.  

While the solution to addressing this issue is grounded in raising awareness and changing young athletes’ 

perspectives of what it means to become and be an elite athlete, there are a plethora of underlying factors 

driving young Pacific male athletes to commit to a foreclosed athletic identity that must also be addressed.  

This is evident in the way athletes were aware of the need to see themselves as ‘more than an athlete’ but 

acting in a way that prioritised their athletic role above other aspects of their self-identity and life. An example 

from the focus group discussions, was the way athletes expressed the importance of their cultural values, 

such as respect, service, collective effort, love, and reciprocity, to their success in sports. These are positive 

human qualities that athletes may not see as holding value in other areas, yet these traits actually hold 

significant value in many non-athletic roles. Reframing narratives in this way allows for the development of 

new perspectives to help young Pacific athletes see the value in their cultural identity, spiritual identity, self-

identity, and other social identities both in and away from sports – moving from seeing oneself as an athlete 

who is a Pacific man and Christian and student and father/son/brother/friend and moving towards viewing 

oneself as a Pacific Christian man who is a father/son/brother/friend as well as an athlete. In short, helping 

young athletes to see that being an athlete is only a small part of who they are and not the entirety of what 

they are. High-profile role models such as La’auli Sir Michael Jones and Sonny Bill Williams are great 

examples of Pacific athletes who cherish their athletic identity but are able to acknowledge that sports is just 

one aspect of their self-identity and not the sole source of value they have to offer their family, community, 

society, and wider kinship networks. As the literature explains, de-centring the athletic role is key to 

developing balanced athletic identities that protect athletes’ mental wellbeing and build on their resilience 

during times of distress during and after their athletic careers (see ‘3.3 The importance of athletic and cultural 

identities’). In order to support this argument, one must examine the sociocultural, historical, and systemic 
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processes involved in the interplay between athletic identity formation and fulfilling sociocultural and kinship 

obligations for young Pacific male athletes. 

Uperesa (2010, 2014) refers to this process as ‘the only way to the top’, a perception internalised by many 

young Pacific men and their families that is driven by external factors such the hypervisibility of Pacific 

athletes within mainstream media coverage.  While this trend is slowly changing as Pacific-led media 

programmes such as Tagata Pacific grow in popularity, the stories of and the limited exposure of Pacific 

peoples being successful in other fields have an ongoing impact.  Ultimately, such stereotypes socialise 

athletes to believe their athletic identity is the most valuable aspect of their self-identity and, thus, attach their 

worth to this facet of themselves. Breaking this stereotype is central to reducing the myth that sports is ‘the 

only way to the top’ and, thus, opens up new perspectives towards the many other pathways to success that 

will also allow for the fulfilment of social and economic obligations. There is a need to dispel the myth that a 

career in professional sports is ‘the only way to the top’ and ‘life-sustaining’, as this contributes to many young 

athletes being willing to sacrifice alternative career opportunities such as educational pathways in order to 

pursue their sporting dreams in the short term. As one Samoan stakeholder and former rugby league 

international expressed, a career in professional sports should be seen as a platform for further success over 

one’s life as it will not be a ‘life sustaining’ career for 99 percent of professional athletes. (Evans et al., 2015) 

affirm that there is limited evidence to indicate that success in elite sports leads to sustainable or even 

discernible progress in sustainably addressing social and economic inequality on the community or societal 

level and such an emphasis on sports being ‘the only way to top’ diverts attention away from other careers 

and pathways that have been proven to contribute to sustainable change and impact in these areas. This 

messaging is commonly passed down to young athletes; however, athletes in this study often did not 

acknowledge its importance until they were faced with the realities of a career in elite sports and/or the 

limitations of their athletic abilities to fulfil their family and social obligations. This demonstrates that these 

underlying sociocultural and economic factors are powerful determinants of one’s athletic identity and often 

cannot be counteracted by simply raising awareness: proactive approaches must be used to affirm to young 

athletes that other areas of their self-identity, such as the spiritual self, collective self, student self, and 

business self, hold equal value to their athlete self. 

For many of the older athlete participants and former athlete stakeholders, finding a ‘healthy’ balance between 

sports and other interests and parts of their self-identity was an arduous journey that required them to: first, 

understand the benefits of having a ‘balanced’ athletic identity and recognise what identity foreclosure looked 

like; and, second, find the time, support, and resources to actually work towards developing a more balanced 

athletic identity. This journey was described as a ‘trial and error’ process by athletes and was especially 

challenging for those who did not notice their foreclosed identity until they were already competing at the elite 

level. In contrast, some younger athletes in the focus groups were more concerned about establishing 

themselves as elite athletes and placed less emphasis on living a balanced life; perhaps because their athletic 

careers were less established and secure than older athlete participants. In this key difference, we again see 
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that many young Pacific male athletes, while holding a number of family and community roles and 

responsibilities, are willing to forego the multi-dimensionality of their present and future selves in order to 

establish (or attempt to establish) an athletic career and fulfil their obligations in the present. As one Samoan 

stakeholder explained, many young Pacific male athletes are willing to ‘ride the wave’ and deal with the 

repercussions as they come. This mentality is not new for many Pacific peoples who often bear the brunt of 

job losses during times of economic restructuring due to the industries and occupations where Pacific people 

are concentrated; it further highlights that many Pacific athletes and families may be more open to the risks 

associated with career choices such as elite sports given the monetary and social rewards on offer (Statistics 

New Zealand, 2002). For the young athletes who did prioritise other dimensions of their identity away from 

sports, it was mostly family who were the key drivers.  

Athlete participants were also vocal about their struggles in finding other interests and career pathways that 

they were passionate about, with most reporting their love for their respective sports was a key motivator for 

pursuing a career in elite sports, which was a childhood dream for many. Key stakeholders noted this trend is 

the main reason we see many athletes opting to pursue sports-related careers in coaching or management 

once they retire – careers which allow athletes to build upon existing knowledge, passions, and professional 

networks, and a phenomenon prevalent in Price’s (2007) study with young New Zealand rugby union players. 

Wood et al. (2017) reported similar findings among English professional footballers who also struggled to find 

interests and careers that they were passionate about away from sports, noting the grandiose nature of being 

an elite athlete and how narcissistic traits can develop in the elite environment and make it harder for athletes 

to adjust to a ‘normal’ life away from the adulation and public spectacle attached to elite sports. Furthermore, 

focus group findings suggest that organisational collaborations with educational and vocational institutes are 

especially effective in helping young athletes pursue alternative career pathways. With many athlete 

participants unsure of what they want to do after sports and/or struggling to find another career pathway that 

they are passionate about, more proactive and intentional exposure to different career pathways and 

vocational opportunities would hold significant benefit for this group. 

8.3.5.2 Athletes who did pursue vocational pursuits, struggled to balance all of their 
commitments 

Despite the majority of athletes committing to a career in elite sports and foregoing non-athletic pursuits, there 

was still a significant number (43 percent) of athlete participants actively engaged in educational, vocational, 

or entrepreneurial pursuits. It was common for athletes pursuing both athletic and non-athletic pathways to 

express their struggles around trying to find the time and energy to fully commit to both. It was often non-

athletic interests that would be sacrificed in favour of athletic pursuits, as athletes viewed elite sports as 

having a short window of opportunity in comparison to other pathways; a phenomenon prevalent throughout 

the literature on young elite athletes (Hickey & Kelly, 2005; Price et al., 2010; Ryan & Chambers, 2015). 

Indications of burnout were also prevalent in this study, with just under half of all survey participants reporting 
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that they regularly felt burned out or overworked. Organisational support was found to be a key protective 

factor against burnout for athlete survey participants. Burnout was associated with low energy levels over the 

past two weeks and was higher among athletes whose main source of income came from their athletic career, 

with only 13 percent of full-time professional athletes and 23 percent of semi-professional athletes reporting 

that they find it easy to balance athletic and non-athletic commitments. These numbers are significantly higher 

than those found in Price’s (2007) study, where 59 percent of elite rugby players in New Zealand reported 

being able to effectively combine sport and education/career goals, suggesting that Pacific athletes have 

considerably more non-athletic commitments than non-Pacific athletes. For athletes in this study, there were 

additional family obligations alongside athletic obligations which further stretched their time and capacity to 

pursue non-athletic interests and pathways; moreover, only 18 percent of all survey participants found it easy 

to balance their athletic and non-athletic commitments.  

For those who were able to balance both athletic and non-athletic commitments, time management and 

communicating these commitments and expectations with coaches, organisations, and family proved to be 

central to avoiding burnout and the mental distress that these multiple commitments can cause when they 

clash (see ‘8.3.2.5 Organisations need to understand the wider sociocultural context surrounding young 

Pacific male athletes’). However, key stakeholders’ views around what could help athletes balance their 

athletic and non-athletic pursuits often contradicted the reality that athletes faced in the high-performance 

environment. The physical and psychological demands of elite sports and high performance environments are 

well-documented, often restricting the time available to focus on education and explore other interests which 

leads to athletes understandably neglecting or sacrificing non-athletic pursuits in order to rest and recover 

(Beamon, 2012; Petitpas & Champagne, 1988; Webb et al., 1998). A common theme during discussions with 

athletes and key stakeholders was the pressure on athletes to fully commit to their training and athletic career 

and be prepared to do ‘extras’ (extra training) in order to succeed at the elite level. Messaging from support 

staff that centred around encouraging athletes to pursue non-athletic interests, was often contradicted by 

expectations from coaching and high-performance staff that athletes need to apply themselves 100 percent to 

their athletic development. This messaging was deeply impactful on athletes in this study who were heavily 

influenced by coaching staff who held significant power and say over athletes’ every decision (see ‘8.3.2.3 

Organisations and their staff have huge influence over every facet of athletes’ lives including mental 

wellbeing’).  

In theory, fully committing to one’s athletic development appears consistent with what is expected to achieve 

optimal athletic performance; however, from a wellbeing perspective, the NRL identified that players who are 

‘career-engaged’ during their playing careers are 20 times less likely to be referred to the NRL Integrity Unit, 

which was set up to oversee disciplinary action for athletes behavioural issues and off-field incidents 

(Keoghan, 2019). One cannot expect young athletes to develop balanced athletic identities and actively plan 

and work towards non-athletic interests when they are bombarded with expectations to place sports above all 

other aspects of their lives. The focus, thus, moves towards how organisations can support elite athletes to 
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pursue non-athletic interests without hindering their athletic performance – after all, athletic success is the 

core business for elite organisations. Most stakeholders alluded to high-profile athletes such as Richie McCaw 

and Kevin Mealamu as individuals who assumed non-athletic interests and pursuits while also performing at 

the highest level of their sport. However, while stakeholders believed that awareness was growing among 

coaching and high-performance staff, the central focus of these staff remains on developing athletes who will 

perform and succeed at the elite level. 

The shifting acceptance of non-athletic pursuits by elite organisations is evident in examples such as the 

NRL’s new regulations that require all players 20 years and younger to undertake at least eight hours of 

education or work a week in order to be eligible for team selection. However, while such initiatives are a 

positive step forward, the effectiveness and long-term impact of such initiatives for athletes remains to be 

validated in practice. For example, how would such regulations be enforced and the long-term benefits of 

eight hours of education or work a week will differ significantly depending on the area of focus and types of 

employment. There is also the argument that such initiatives are ‘tokenistic’ in that they do not target the 

underlying drivers of foreclosed athletic identity and may not truly encourage athletes to explore who they are 

away from their athletic role; rather, such initiatives, may be seen by athletes and coaching staff as just 

another ‘tickbox’ for athletes to fulfil in order to continue pursuing athletic development and success. 

Ultimately, athletic identity formation and foreclosure takes place long before young Pacific male athletes 

enter the senior elite environment, so regulations that require certain levels of success in educational and/or 

vocational pathways must be enforced within school and age-grade talent development programmes in order 

to ensure that young Pacific male athletes are supported to develop balanced athletic identities and build a 

foundation for their current and future non-athletic pursuits. 

8.3.5.3 More athletes looking to leverage their personal brand – community service 
and social entrepreneurial pathways 

Another major finding from this research was that many young Pacific male athletes are looking to build upon 

their personal brands and leverage their profile as an athlete to pursue entrepreneurial and community-

focussed interests away from sports. These findings suggest that young Pacific male athletes are moving 

away from traditional education and trade school pathways and moving towards leveraging their profile to 

pursue interests that align with their personal values and passions away from sports. There are several 

examples of this happening in the news media, with a plethora of athletes such as Ardie Savea starting their 

own clothing labels and several athletes using their social media platforms to advertise different brands and 

products. Service and giving back to the community were the key drivers for athletes when pursuing such 

interests. Stakeholders also preached the need to foster autonomy among young Pacific male athletes when it 

came to their professional development away from sports. The reason given was that young Pacific male 

athletes must find a career away from sports that provides just as much purpose and joy as their athletic 
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career. Finding interests that matched the purpose and joy sports provided was challenging for athletes but 

was viewed as non-negotiable given the fact that all athletes must transition away from sport eventually.  

The pursuit of such interests is growing in popularity, and we are seeing an increasing number of athletes 

leverage their profile to pursue such interests. All Blacks star TJ Perenara, for example, has given back to his 

community by developing a youth sports academy at his former high school (One News, 2020). Whereas, All 

Blacks star Ardie Savea as leveraged his profile to develop a clothing brand as well as a podcast and plethora 

of other community-centred ventures away from sports (Savea, 2019). While these pursuits may not be of 

significance or even successful in the long-run, they allow athletes to explore other avenues and aspects of 

their self-identity in a way that aligns with their own personal values which can have a powerful impact on 

athletes seeing themselves and the value they hold away from sports. However, some athletes explained how 

‘red tape’ and contractual restrictions can make it challenging to truly pursue one’s interests and passions 

away from sports. For instance, some athletes described how their non-athletic interests were deemed to 

clash with organisations or sponsors’ values or were perceived as ‘too political’ for organisations to be 

associated with and were therefore dropped by athletes (see ‘6.2.6 Identity and dual-career factors’). 

Moreover, some athletes reported that they had business and entrepreneurial ideas in mind but lacked the 

confidence and capacity to pursue them. For most of these athletes, their business ideas centred around 

service and giving back to the community in a positive way.  

There is a need to encourage and unlock young Pacific male athletes’ potential when it comes to such 

interests, particularly given the ethnic disparities within the business sector and the significant authority and 

status athletes hold during their playing careers and within their own communities (Sorensen et al., 2015). 

Steinbrink et al. (2019) states that elite athletes often hold personality and psychological traits that have been 

found to match those linked to entrepreneurial success. Organisations may want to look towards how they can 

assist athletes to leverage their personal brand and profile as an athlete to create purposeful and income-

generating opportunities away from sports. Kenny (2015) asserts that elite athletes hold unique 

entrepreneurial education needs that organisations should consider when designing entrepreneurial training 

programmes for athletes. These needs included the use of action learning principles, exposure to existing 

business owners, and clear learning outcomes; athletes’ level of education, career phase, ethnicity, level of 

public profile or visibility, and previous business experience must also be considered when delivering such 

programmes (Kenny, 2015). Exposure to a variety of social entrepreneurial and community-focussed 

experiences would help athletes to develop their transferable skills and gain a greater perspective of the value 

they hold in non-athletic roles. As one stakeholder explained, professional sports is a great steppingstone for 

life but should not be viewed by young athletes as the ‘be all and end all’ of their life. This is especially true for 

elite athletes who often, and without noticing, develop large and high value social networks within which to 

leverage their entrepreneurial ideas and pursuits (Kenny, 2015). 

8.3.6 Athletic career and performance factors 
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Athletes today face increased pressures to perform, increased risks of serious injuries, increased expectations 

to be role models given the visibility of elite sports in the news media and on social media, and are expected 

to navigate immersive talent development programmes and transnational pathways in order to put themselves 

in the ‘best’ position to succeed in the global athletic labour market and participate at the elite level. These 

career and performance pressures are amplified for young Pacific male athletes who place significant 

expectations on themselves to succeed in order to serve and provide for their families. For young Pacific male 

athletes in this study, the reality of these pressures was often hidden until it manifested itself in both positive 

and negative ways. The process of acknowledging these realities was viewed with both hope and cynicism by 

athletes and stakeholders alike. A discussion of these phenomena in relation to mental wellbeing for young 

Pacific male athletes is presented in the following sections. 

8.3.6.1 Athletes tended to hold unrealistic expectations for their sporting careers 

As noted throughout this discussion section, a career in elite sports will not be a ‘life-sustaining’ career for 99 

percent of professional athletes. The odds of ‘making it’ in elite sports may appear slim; however, on closer 

inspection, the chance of reaching the professional level for some sports such as rugby union is not entirely 

out of reach for those who flourish at the junior elite level. For example, between 20 and 30 professional 

contracts are given to young rugby union players from Auckland’s 1A Secondary School Rugby Union 

competition each year and about 40 percent of current Super Rugby professional rugby union players come 

from Auckland’s 1A Secondary School Rugby Union competition which is stacked with young Pacific talent 

(Paul, 2015). Yet, such narratives around elite sports being a feasible career were frequently debunked by 

athletes and stakeholders in this study. Focus group participants reported the extreme time, effort, and 

sacrifices required to secure a professional athletic contract. 

The step up from the age-group and sub-elite level to the elite level was fast and unexpected for most 

athletes. Alongside other occupational factors (such as relocation, being away from friends and family, 

adapting to new training loads), in going from ‘star athlete’ to ‘role player’ and feeling a sense of inadequacy, 

experiencing injuries, and being subject to deselection, focus groups participants experienced a barrage of 

new stressors which caused significant mental distress for some. The literature asserts that a number of 

young athletes across a variety of sports also face similar challenges once they are confronted with the 

realities of life as an elite athlete, with Souter et al. (2018) outlining that the average elite athlete will face 

around 640 stressors during their athletic careers that may induce some form of common mental disorder (see 

‘3.4 Career and performance challenges’). Athletes also acknowledged the importance of being prepared to 

cope with the limitations of a career in elite sports, outlining how injuries and aging take a toll both physically 

and psychologically, another phenomenon well-documented in the literature. All athletes in this study 

accepted that this is the business of elite sports and that these realities were part of the ‘risk’ of chasing their 

sporting dreams. The common coping mechanism for most athletes in this study? was to first accept these 

realities, then rethink these challenges as part of ‘living the dream’, and lastly, re-establish realistic 
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performance and career expectations; as one athlete pointed out, not all athletes can be Sonny Bill Williams 

or Jonah Lomu.  

In fact, the literature outlines that most athletes will experience short careers at the elite level, particularly 

when compared to the years they will spend in non-athletic working roles (see ‘3.4 Career and performance ’). 

A number of studies have linked missed selection and de-selection to increased psychological distress and 

depression (see ‘3.6 Injuries and other physiological factors’). Moreover, Neely et al. (2017) identified that de-

selection also takes a psychological toll on those around the athlete, namely parents. In addition, Agnew et al. 

(2018) found that processes around supporting Australian Football League [AFL] athletes who have faced de-

selection are ineffective in that they often abruptly remove athletes from key support networks which are 

almost entirely derived from athletes’ sporting connections (see ‘8.3.4 Social factors’) These findings highlight 

the importance of organisational and other social support systems following de-selection.  

In this study, athletes and key stakeholders both noted the importance of support from coaching and support 

staff following missed selection or deselection. After these incidents, athletes benefitted from critical feedback, 

remaining in contact, and being given the opportunity to discuss these decisions. From these findings, it 

seems that mental health support and initiatives would benefit from redirecting resources towards particular 

key risk periods for young athletes such as the initial transition to the elite level, injuries, missed selection, and 

de-selection. The use of standardised mental health measures and screening tools may also be useful in 

identifying young athletes entering the elite level who may be especially vulnerable to these occupational 

risks. As one stakeholder explained, most athletes he worked with experienced the usual ups and downs of 

elite sports without suffering any significant or long-term mental distress, however it was a small number of 

athletes who did require significant wraparound support services; thus, it is important that organisations with 

limited wellbeing support adapt these targeted approaches in order to get the most out of their staff and 

resources. 

The shock that many athlete reported once they experienced the limitations of a career in elite sports comes 

as no surprise given the framing of professional sports as a ’dream job’. Uperesa (2014) explains the 

compliant, racialized, and commodified positioning that young Pacific men must take up in order to get a 

chance at a career in elite sports and which they must maintain once they enter the elite environment. While 

these pathways instil a number of positive life skills, build social networks, open up new opportunities to fulfil 

kinship obligations and partake in a plethora of life-changing experiences, they also sustain a façade of readily 

attainable wealth and prestige that helps to maintain a pipeline of young athletic talent who will mostly never 

be remunerated for their labour and may even suffer from the physical and non-athletic sacrifices they make 

chasing their sporting dreams (see ‘3.4 Career and performance challenges’). Young Pacific athletes must be 

made aware of this reality and educated from a young age on the realities and myths of pursuing professional 

sports as a career. While the possibilities of accumulating wealth, success, and fulfilling personal dreams 

make professional sporting pathways attractive, the findings from this study and wider literature strongly warn 
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young athletes and their families of the danger in assuming the duration of these rewards should they be 

attained (Uperesa, 2014). 

8.3.6.2 Some of the greatest pressures to perform came from athletes themselves 

The pressures on athletes to perform is well-documented in the literature (see ‘3.4 Career and performance 

challenges’). What is less researched is the way in which athletes, in this case young Pacific male athletes, 

cope with and manage these pressures. In this study, athletes had a high level of internalised pressures to 

perform derived from wanting to fulfil obligations to their family, teammates, and coaching staff – regardless of 

whether these expectations were communicated from such external sources or not. These pressures were 

found to contribute to a continuous cycle of mental distress when efforts to meet these high expectations were 

unsuccessful, with some athletes affected by performance issues more than others; most likely as a result of 

differing levels of athletic identity, as self-worth for athletes with more foreclosed athletic identities is often 

directly linked to their athletic performance (see ‘3.3 The importance of athletic and cultural identities’). 

Although media scrutiny did impact on athlete participants’ mental wellbeing, it was those closest to athletes 

such as family, teammates, and coaches that had the greatest influence over lifting athletes’ mental wellbeing 

following poor performances. It is important to note, however, that athlete participants placed a significant 

emphasis on owning their ‘failures' and that it is only though an individual’s hard work and resilience that 

‘success’ can be achieved. From a sporting perspective, such extreme ownership and accountability is often 

perceived by coaching staff has essential to improving performance and maintain the motivation required to 

succeed at the elite level (Bueno et al., 2008; Denison, 2007; Tracey & Elcombe, 2015). However, from a 

mental wellbeing perspective, these findings indicate high degrees of self-blame, which has been linked to 

increased risk of depression (Beck, 1963; Stroebe et al., 2014). This contradicts Pacific athletes’ views of 

‘success’ as collective achievements and suggests athlete participants view their ‘failures’ in a more 

individualised and self-critical manner. Crocker and Graham (1995) identified similar trends among 235 

female and male athletes who also commonly used self-blame as a primary coping behaviour following poor 

performances.  

The literature on self-blame is complex, in that some scholars view self-blame as an adaptive coping 

behaviour and others view it as maladaptive. The general consensus, however, is that perceived control over 

an outcome is the key determinant of how self-blame effects mental wellbeing (Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 

2011). Self-blame linked to high levels of perceived control over a negative outcome has been found to 

increase problem-focussed coping; for example, an athlete may feel motivated to work on their performance 

issues in order to avoid the same performance issue in the future (Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2011). In 

contrast, low levels of perceived control over an outcome is linked to emotion-focussed coping, where 

individual’s focus on the emotional consequences of a negative outcomes rather than addressing the problem 

that caused the negative outcome (Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2011). However, in light of findings from this 

study, it may be that athletes’ extreme ownership and self-blame is a key risk factor for the mental distress 
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caused by poor performances regardless of perceived control, as athlete participants simultaneously 

experienced both adaptive and maladaptive coping responses following poor performances. As elite athletes, 

participants were aware of the regularity of poor performances and the need to continually adapt and develop 

as an athlete. However, athlete participants were also highly sensitive to the negative emotional 

consequences that often followed poor performances; pointing to the perceived importance of pleasing kinship 

networks and the underlying influence of the sociocultural and economic drivers that underpin these 

‘internalised’ pressures (see ‘8.6 Wider sociocultural factors underpin the stigma around help-seeking for 

young Pacific male athletes’).  

In thinking about solutions, the literature makes it clear that self-compassion, which has been found to lower 

depressive symptoms, is a key protective factor against self-blame and self-criticism (Yamaguchi et al., 2014). 

Yamaguchi et al. (2014) affirms that the development of self-criticism and self-compassion is 

interdependently-driven in relational and holistic cultures such as those found in Japan but are more 

individually-driven in more independent cultures such as those found in the United States. For young Pacific 

male athletes, these findings suggest that developing a high-performance environment based around self-

compassion and constructive reflection rather than self-blame and self-criticism hold significant benefits in 

regard to this group being able to bounce back from poor performances. These findings also provide further 

evidence of the limitations of viewing resilience as merely an individual experience, as most athletes reported 

very high resilience tendencies when surveyed and 94 percent of athletes surveyed reported looking to 

themselves to get out of difficult times; neglecting the significant support resources and services available to 

them. It is important that family, friends, and organisations do not create environments where athletes feel like 

they must rely only on their internal resources to cope and manage these pressures, as individuals can only 

take so much pressure before the effectiveness of these internal resources fade. Viewing resilience as a 

collective resource helps to expand the possibilities of building resilient networks and support systems for 

athletes, and also facilitates a shared sense of adversity when it comes to performance issues which would 

help to strengthen the solidarity and connection within these support systems (Cocking et al., 2018). Greater 

exploration of ‘self-blame’ as a coping behaviour among this group would help to recognise why this group 

view successes as ‘collective’ achievements but failures as one’s own shortcomings and identify interventions 

to increase self-compassion and prevent mental distress and depression caused by performance issues. 

8.3.6.3 Concussion and other head injuries 

Concussion and head injuries were not a major focus of this study, but given the emerging literature linking 

concussion and other brain injuries to mental health issues and the fact that many contact sport athlete 

participants experienced concussion it will be discussed here. The emerging literature indicates that 

concussion and other brain trauma sustained in sports may significantly elevate the risk of mental health 

disorders, particularly for athletes playing high contact sports such as rugby union and rugby league (Gulliver 

et al., 2015; Guskiewicz et al., 2007; Hume et al., 2017; Kerr et al., 2012; Manley et al., 2017; Mez et al., 
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2017; Moser et al., 2005; Putukian et al., 2009; Rice et al., 2018; Sicard et al., 2018; Souter et al., 2018). In 

this study, the main concern was around the concussion experiences of some rugby union and rugby league 

athletes. While most focus group participants reported adhering to medical advice and mandatory stand-down 

periods, some athletes reported hiding their concussion symptoms or returning to full-contact despite doctors 

advising them not to.  

Similar trends have been found in the literature, with Torres et al. (2013) identifying that 22 percent out of 262 

collegiate athletes in the United States stated that they would be unlikely to report concussion symptoms to 

coaching staff. Moreover, 43 percent of collegiate athletes with a history of concussion reported that they had 

previously hidden their concussion symptoms from coaching staff in order to avoid mandatory removal from a 

game (Torres et al., 2013). Delaney et al. (2015) similarly identified that 78 percent of collegiate athletes in 

Canada did not seek medical help at the time their concussion took place, with American football and ice 

hockey athletes more likely to hide their concussion symptoms. The main reason for hiding concussion 

symptoms was that athletes believed their concussion was not serious or severe enough to impact on their 

health or ability to perform (Delaney et al., 2015). Similar trends can be found in New Zealand, as King et al. 

(2018) identified that for every one concussion reported, there are five concussions that go unreported among 

amateur rugby union players in New Zealand. The New Zealand Rugby Players Association (2013) survey 

also points towards the pressure on athletes to play through concussion and other injuries, reporting that 10% 

of rugby union players had been pressured to stay on the field after a concussion or injury at some point in 

their career (New Zealand Rugby Players Association, 2013). Although there is no evidence supporting this 

hypothesis, it is possible that Pacific athletes could be at higher risk of concussion given the physical style of 

play that many Pacific athletes have become known for. There is a need for more research in this area, with 

Gardner (2017) suggesting that future research could use video analysis to determine whether certain playing 

styles are associated with increased risk of injury. 

These findings are concerning given the high incidence of concussion in sports such as rugby union and 

rugby league and support the evidence that concussion goes underreported in both amateur and elite level 

sports, despite the increased awareness and education on the risks of concussion and other traumatic brain 

injuries (King et al., 2017; Marshall & Spencer, 2001). From an intervention perspective, research tends to 

agree that independent neurologists who have no personal or professional interests in athletes returning to 

sports prematurely are best placed to make decisions in relation to concussion diagnosis and ‘return to play’ 

protocol; however, the reality is that most organisations do not have access to a neurologist, so a well-trained 

sports physician has been noted has the second best option (Chermann et al., 2014). As the research in this 

area grows, it will be interesting to see how organisations work to address the current underreporting of 

concussion by athletes as well as the increasing literature that high-impact sports such as rugby union and 

rugby league may be inherently dangerous. For example, some researchers argue that high-impact sports 

carry an acceptable level of risk while others argue that even mild concussion and brain trauma caused by 

high-impact sports has been linked to irreversible brain damage (Graham et al., 2014; Hume et al., 2017; 
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Maroon et al., 2015). Moreover, it would be helpful to explore the cultural differences in the way concussion 

and brain injury risks are perceived; especially in relation to how these risks are accounted for by young 

Pacific athletes when it comes to chasing their rugby union and rugby league dreams. 

8.3.7 Developing a pan-Pacific cultural framework 
The pan-Pacific nature of this research makes it challenging to develop cultural frameworks that are 

responsive to the unique and diverse realities of each Pacific culture; however, without generalising, most 

Pacific cultures are evolutionary and, while values may stay the same, the way in which these cultural values 

and principles are practised evolves with time and place and between generations (Tiatia-Seath, 2018). For 

example, many of the young Pacific men that took part in this research, and the majority of Pacific youth in 

New Zealand more generally, were New Zealand-born and proud of their respective Pacific cultures, but held 

more ‘contemporary’ views towards their Pacific cultures and own cultural identity; with some athletes 

mentioning their discomfort in ‘traditional’ Pacific spaces such as church (Mila, 2013; Puna & TiatiaSeath, 

2017). As a result, it is not possible to provide a ‘one-size-fits-all’ cultural framework for this research, as there 

is no single Pacific cultural perspective or practice that aligns with all Pacific athletes and families. 

Nevertheless, Figure 24 captures some of the cultural concepts relevant to this research and provides a 

preliminary cultural framework to work from moving forward. As Palmer (2016) asserts, indigenous scholars 

must continue reconstructing narratives from our cultural past in order to frame and understand the 

sociocultural reality of the present and influence the future. This frameworks provides a visual reference point 

that helps to better situate the findings of this research to a contemporary New Zealand-born Pacific 

worldview and the lived realities of many young Pacific male athletes here in New Zealand. 
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Figure 24 Preliminary Pacific Cultural Framework 

8.4 DEPRESSION AMONG YOUNG PACIFIC MALE ATHLETES 
This section will discuss the findings related to athletes’ prevalence, aetiology, understandings, and 

experiences with depression. In summary, the findings showed that both athletes and stakeholders had a 

good level of understanding when it came to depression and most participants had personal experiences with 

depression either through their own experience or through a close friend and/or family. However, both athletes 

and stakeholders stated that it was difficult to identity depression among young Pacific male athletes, 

acknowledging that young Pacific male athletes often ‘hide’ their emotions from others for various reasons 

such as stigma and a general fear of the personal and/or professional consequences. This section will also 

explore the importance of fostering authentic connections and relationships with young athletes in order to 

identify any subtle changes and/or allow these young men to feel comfortable expressing themselves and 

disclosing their depression or distress. It will also discuss the important role that athletes’ social support 

networks play in helping these young men cope with their distress and/or depression, as well as the urgent 

need to better facilitate access to formal mental health support and treatment for young athletes when they 

are experiencing depression. 

8.4.1 Prevalence and aetiology of depression 
The scales used in this research were not designed nor implemented to measure the prevalence of 

depression among athlete participants; however, a small, yet significant, number of athletes (n = 11/99) 
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surveyed reported low levels of subjective wellbeing and focus group participants commonly reported 

symptoms indicative of depression (see also ‘5.11 Subjective wellbeing). The percentage of athletes who 

reported low subjective wellbeing scores indicative of depression is similar to that found among the general 

playing population in the NRL, where 11 percent of players experience depression (National Rugby League, 

2020). In relation to the general Pacific youth population in New Zealand, athlete participant rates of 

depression were slightly higher than the 9 percent prevalence rate found in the New Zealand national youth 

health and wellbeing survey. Findings from this study, however, suggest that rates of depression among 

survey participants are lower than the prevalence rates found in the study undertaken by (Du Preez et al., 

2017), which found that the prevalence of depression was 18.1 percent for Pacific professional rugby league 

players - three times higher than the prevalence among European players, 6.2 percent. Furthermore, these 

findings are significantly lower than the rates of depression found among retired rugby union players in New 

Zealand, where 35 percent of retired players (n = 43/123) reported experiencing depression, and retired rugby 

union players Europe and South Africa, where 28 percent of retired players (n = 82/295) reported 

experiencing depression (Gouttebarge et al., 2016; New Zealand Rugby Players Association, 2013).  

The main risk factors for depression among elite athletes are well-documented in the literature, including 

injury, deselection, performance pressures, social expectations, and relocation (Crampton, 2014; Gouttebarge 

et al., 2015; Gulliver et al., 2015; Lebrun et al., 2018; Rice et al., 2016; Smith, 2018; Souter et al., 2018). The 

majority of precipitating factors for depression in this study stemmed from either ‘John Henryism’, a term used 

to describe the psychological costs of disbursing high levels of effort to cope with prolonged exposure to 

stressors and pressures, or ‘narrative wreckage’, a term used to define the psychological and emotional 

consequences that athletes face when they do not live up to their own internalised performance and/or career 

expectations (Carless & Douglas, 2009; Matthews et al., 2013). For example, athletes in this study faced the 

usual risk factors such as injuries and de-selection, but also faced additional stressors related to fulfilling often 

conflicting sporting and kinship obligations and sacrificing educational pursuits in attempts to secure a 

professional contract after leaving secondary school. Athlete participants also reported low levels of ‘feeling 

relaxed’ and ‘having energy to spare’, both symptoms of burnout which is a key risk factor for depression 

among youth athletes and elite athletes alike (Clews, 2015; Crampton, 2014; Hodge et al., 2008; Horton, 

2014; Hughes & Leavey, 2012; Rice et al., 2016; Souter et al., 2018) (see also ‘3.6.2 Burnout’). 

There were also repercussions for these athletes’ attitudes towards help-seeking, with the majority of athletes 

(n = 9/11) who reported low levels of subjective wellbeing also reporting, that they would not seek help from 

anyone most times if they were experiencing mental distress. While these athletes were more open to seeking 

help from God and social support networks like friends, key stakeholders emphasised that athletes they had 

worked with experienced depression regardless of being well-adapted to the elite environment and/or having 

positive support systems around them.  These findings align with the literature, which affirms that although 

emotion-focussed coping behaviours such as seeking social support and releasing pent-up emotions have 

been found by Starck (2018) to temporarily alleviate depressive feelings among rugby union players, in the 
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long-run depression often gets worse for those who rely on emotion-focussed coping behaviours without 

seeking or accessing formal support from trained mental health professionals (Crampton, 2014; Doherty et al., 

2016; Muris et al., 2001; Rice et al., 2016). Low subjective wellbeing scores were more prevalent among 

those aged 16 to 18 years, who were also more likely to report dissatisfaction with organisational support 

away from sports and lower resilience scores in comparison to survey participants aged 19 to 24 years.  

These findings point towards the challenges facing athletes still enrolled at secondary school and the 

uncertainties for young Pacific athletes in preparing for the transition out of school, as well as the need for 

schools to ensure they provide the appropriate support to assist school-aged athletes with their wellbeing 

needs away from sports. It also indicates that most athlete participants in this study were able to adjust over 

time to the transition from age-grade elite to senior elite environments, which many Pacific athletes have 

touched on in previous studies and media interviews (see ‘3.4 Career and performance challenges’). 

Perceived family wellbeing and perceived organisational support were positively correlated with higher 

subjective wellbeing, again, reaffirming that these two support systems also play a key protective role in 

relation to subjective wellbeing. There was no correlation between subjective wellbeing scores and the type of 

sport.  

As stated earlier, studies vary significantly in methodology, sample size, and recruitment, it is difficult to 

accurately compare prevalence rates between this research and the existing literature. Moreover, the true 

prevalence of depression among New Zealand’s Pacific population is underreported given the barriers Pacific 

peoples face in accessing mental health services (see ‘2.7.1 Use of mental health services‘). Nevertheless, 

these findings suggest that the young Pacific male athletes surveyed in this study have lower rates of 

depression in comparison to rates found among Pacific NRL rugby league players as well as retired rugby 

union players in both New Zealand and Europe. In comparison to the general population, depression rates in 

the athlete participants survey were slightly above the rates found in the general population; illustrating that 

elite athletes are most likely at increased risk of depression in comparison to the general population (Biggin et 

al., 2017; Tucker-Masters & TiatiaSeath, 2017). Although a more focussed study is required to explore the 

aetiological and maintaining factors for depression among secondary school athletes, these findings indicate 

that it could be especially effective to target mental wellbeing initiatives and interventions at the secondary 

school level given the level of distress and low subjective wellbeing prevalent among this age group. 

8.4.2 Understandings of depression 
Both athletes and stakeholders in this study had a good understanding of depression and the common 

symptoms. For example, the majority of survey participants (n = 69/99) believed that they could explain what 

depression is to a friend, with Island-born and Fijian participants less likely to be able to explain what 

depression is (n = 6/10) in comparison to participants from other ethnicities (n = 24/89); age was not a 

significant factor in participants’ responses. Those who reported that they would be able to explain what 

depression is to a friend were more likely to report that they would seek help if they were experiencing a 
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mental health problem and held less stigma towards others seeking help for mental health issues (see also 

‘5.9 Understandings of depression and anxiety’). Despite having a general understanding of depression and 

its symptoms, focus group participants expressed that they would like to learn more about depression and 

other common mental disorders such as anxiety. Moreover, despite having a good basic knowledge of mental 

health, athletes and stakeholders were still concerned that many young athletes did not know how to 

recognise the difference between ‘having a bad day’ or ‘feeling down’ and depression. The main sources of 

information about depression were participants’ lived experiences, whether experiencing depression 

themselves or knowing of someone who had, and the plethora of mental health education and awareness 

initiatives carried out by organisations as well as awareness campaigns aimed at society more generally. 

These findings contradicted other research involving the general Pacific population in New Zealand, in which 

Pacific peoples largely have low levels of health literacy compared to other ethnic groups; those with limited 

health literacy tend to experience worse health outcomes (Liddle et al., 2019; Statistics New Zealand & 

Ministry of Pacific Island Affairs, 2011).  

From this study, it can be claimed that current mental health promotion and education initiatives are having a 

positive impact on young Pacific male athletes’ understanding of depression. There is, however, significant 

room to improve athletes’ understandings of other mental disorders such as anxiety and to implement 

education in more culturally appropriate ways to meet the needs of Island-born athletes and young athletes 

who have parents that do not speak English as their first language. Mental health literacy and increased 

understandings of depression, while beneficial in a number of ways, may not necessarily be the answer to 

reduced prevalence of depression or increased help-seeking behaviours. As Liddle et al. (2019) identified, 

while increased mental health literacy bolsters the ability of young athletes to identify and assist their 

teammates with mental illness, it does not change individual help-seeing intentions; pointing towards the wider 

contextual factors that drive help-seeking for young male athlete. Sullivan et al. (2019), however, found that 

increasing mental health literacy among coaches and support staff was a key facilitator in raising athletes’ 

mental health literacy and promoting mental health help-seeking among elite collegiate athletes in Canada. 

Increased mental health literacy among coaches and support staff has also been linked to an increase in their 

capacity to recognise the signs and symptoms of depression and appropriately intervene if necessary – an 

area that stakeholders struggled with in this study (Sebbens et al., 2016). 

8.4.3 Identifying depression 
Despite partaking in a number of mental health workshops, stakeholders asserted that they often struggled to 

identify depression among young Pacific male athletes. Both athletes and stakeholders did not identify 

depression using the DSM-V diagnostic criteria, rather they believed that the main signs and symptoms of 

depression in athletes are related to changes in mood and behaviour, such as low energy, performance 

issues, social withdrawal, excessive drinking, and acting out of character or ‘erratically’, among others. While 

some of these symptoms aligned with the DSM-V criteria for depression, many did not. This is not necessarily 
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a negative finding however, as both this research and the literature has identified that there are many signs 

and symptoms of depression in athletes that lie outside of the DSM-V criteria; for example, missed trainings, 

mounting performance issues, and accumulative kinship obligations are often key triggers for depression and 

warrant further investigation when identified (Brownrigg et al., 2012; Doherty et al., 2016; Gulliver et al., 2012; 

Hill et al., 2016; Jensen et al., 2018).  

It is also important to recognise, however, that an athlete can experience depression even if they are 

performing well and fulfilling their kinship obligations. Stakeholders also claimed that young Pacific male 

athletes were good at masking their true mood and emotions, recalling past experiences where depressed 

athletes did not show any symptoms of depression or even mental distress. For example, some athletes 

would rather report feeling ‘homesick’ rather than depressed given the stigma and potential personal and 

professional consequences of being labelled as depressed within the elite sports environment and society 

more generally (Smith, 2018). Various studies have found similar challenges for coaches and support staff 

working in elite environments, particularly in regard to differentiating between signs of depression and normal 

reactions or feelings such as sadness and general fatigue. It is important to note that the distinction between 

distress and depression is often unclear and requires clinical diagnosis to confirm; nevertheless, these 

findings add to the arguments made by both Lebrun et al. (2018) and Doherty et al. (2016) that coaches and 

support staff working with athletes must look beyond the DSM-V criteria when trying to identify depression 

among elite athletes. For example, stakeholders reported that having a personal connection with athletes was 

key to identifying depression in athletes during their experiences, as it allowed them to notice the small 

changes in mood, behaviour, communication, and body language that just seemed ‘off’. Given the ability of 

young Pacific male athletes to ‘mask’ their true emotions and avoid admitting they are depressed, there is a 

need to increase the personal connection and trust between athletes and organisational staff as well as build 

upon the confidence of staff to recognise potential indicators and warning signs of depression in athletes and 

facilitate the appropriate treatment. Ultimately, in this study, depression and mental wellbeing were not simply 

inherited or biochemical, but determined by a number of complex and interrelated phenomena driven by a 

variety of sociocultural, economic, and wider societal factors (see ‘8.3.2.5 Organisations need to understand 

the wider sociocultural context surrounding young Pacific male athletes’). 

The most effective method of identifying depression, however, came in the form of insight or referrals from 

teammates, who acted as a middleman between the athlete with depression and formal support services. For 

example, athletes stated that it was easy to tell when a teammate was depressed; however, athlete 

participants also found that their teammates often put on a ‘front’ or façade that they were ‘all good’ or would 

reject that they were depressed when asked. The stigma and shame associated with depression in elite 

sports and the need to supress any signs of vulnerability from coaches, team staff, and teammates is a 

common trend in the literature and has been well-documented in both Pacific and non-Pacific research (see 

‘3.2.4 Wider societal influences: stigma, hypermasculinity, hypervisibility, and racialisation’). For example, 

displaying any signs of weakness, whether mental or physical, is not only unacceptable but frowned upon in 
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the elite environment and is commonly perceived to trigger negative professional and personal repercussions 

among elite athletes (Doherty et al., 2016). The tendency for Pacific athletes to avoid accepting that they had 

depression or avoid acknowledging that depression is a ‘real illness’ is a view shared by many elite athletes 

and some Pacific communities (Crampton, 2014; Doherty et al., 2016; Gulliver et al., 2015; Mila-Schaaf & 

Hudson, 2009; Ministry of Health, 2008; Suaalii-Sauni et al., 2009). The risk associated with these perceptions 

is that they only further delay help-seeking and the provision of treatment, which ultimately contributes to 

depression increasing in severity from subclinical to clinical levels of impairment given this delay (Lebrun et 

al., 2018; Schinke et al., 2018). In response to these experiences, stakeholders expressed the importance of 

‘senior leadership groups’ when it comes to encouraging and directing younger athletes to access formal 

support services so that they can receive the appropriate treatment. Such athlete-driven phenomena are 

crucial to identifying depression in young athletes as well as reducing the stigma associated with depression 

among athletes. As Doherty et al. (2016) explains, the most effective recovery pathways for athletes with 

depression takes place when athletes themselves are able identify and acknowledge their own depression, 

which often leads to a sense of acceptance, personal responsibility, and determination to recover and abide 

by clinical treatment plans. 

8.4.4 Treating and coping with depression 
All participants, athletes and stakeholders, believed that depression is treatable, although views towards 

treatment differed in some regards between athletes and stakeholders. Key stakeholders were firm on the 

belief that formal clinical support is central to treatment and recovery, while athletes believed in a number of 

holistic coping strategies that were centred around the mobilisation of social support as the key factor to 

treating depression. Moreover, athlete participants were more likely to share that they would be able to deal 

with depression if they were to experience it. In short, key stakeholders encouraged formal support services 

and problem-focused coping behaviours that directly addressed the source(s) of depression, while athletes 

focussed on informal emotion-focused coping behaviours, such as ‘unpacking’ or prayer, aimed at managing 

their emotional distress and emotional responses to stressors prior to adapting problem-focused approaches, 

such as getting assistance from social support systems to deal with the source of depression (Carroll, 2013).  

Athletes and stakeholders also reported that avoidance coping behaviours, such as overtraining, social 

withdrawal, excessive alcohol use, and/or gambling, were commonly used by athletes as a means to distract 

oneself from depression and other sources of stress (Nicholls et al., 2008). Problem-focused coping 

behaviours have been found to be more effective in treating depression in the literature, as such approaches 

focus on what can be done to remove the stressor(s) (Horwitz et al., 2011; Rice et al., 2016; Weber et al., 

2018). Starck (2018), however, found similar coping trends among New Zealand provincial rugby union 

players who heavily relied on emotion-focused coping behaviours such as ‘venting’ about their issues or 

‘offloading’ their distress to social sources of support such as family, teammates, or team staff. While such 

coping behaviours may not treat depression, they proved to be a key prerequisite to seeking formal support 
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from mental health professionals for athlete participants. Despite this trend and athletes encouraging others 

with depression to seek formal help, athlete participants stated that they would still be hesitant disclosing 

depression to another person and seeking formal help themselves; speaking to the stigma and cognitive 

dissonance around help-seeking that leaves little space for athletes to express vulnerability. This reluctance is 

not merely a sporting issue however, as it is estimated that over half of all people experiencing depression do 

not disclose their depression or consult a health professional (Barney et al., 2006). 

8.5 MENTAL HEALTH HELP-SEEKING FOR YOUNG PACIFIC MALE ATHLETES 
This research found that the majority of athlete participants held generally more negative views towards for 

themselves, despite holding largely positive views towards mental health help-seeking for others (see ‘5.13 

Attitudes towards help-seeking’). The key contributing factor was the stigma attached to mental illness and 

emotional vulnerability which was embedded in every area of athletes’ lives; for example, the elite sports 

environment, the family and wider community environment, and New Zealand society as a whole. The stigma 

attached to mental illness and help-seeking has been well-documented in both sporting and Pacific mental 

health research (see ‘3.2.4 Wider societal influences: stigma, hypermasculinity, hypervisibility, and 

racialisation’). A general reluctance to seek help led to delayed treatment and saw athletes’ distress often 

escalate from subclinical to clinical levels as a result. This is problematic as mental health professionals and 

formal mental health services are crucial sources of evidence-based support for mental health disorders 

(Gulliver et al., 2012). While mental wellbeing among male athletes has received increased attention, there 

remains a paucity of research regarding the factors surrounding male athletes’ decisions to seek help from 

both informal social sources of support and formal mental health services (see ‘3.10.1 Help-seeking among 

young Pacific male athletes’).  

The limited studies around help-seeking behaviours in elite athletes demonstrate that athletes tend to have 

less positive views towards help-seeking in comparison to non-athletes, but these studies are either outdated 

or inapplicable to New Zealand and Pacific contexts (Carmen et al., 1968; Gulliver et al., 2012; Pierce, 1969; 

Watson, 2005). Similar trends were prevalent in this study, where athlete participants were more likely to keep 

mental health issues to themselves, held more positive views towards informal social sources of support, and 

held highly negative views towards formal sources of support (see ‘5.13 Attitudes towards help-seeking’). The 

impact of stigma and the underlying drivers of this stigma are discussed in greater detail within the following 

sections (see ‘8.6 Wider sociocultural factors underpin the stigma around help-seeking for young Pacific male 

athletes’). However, a key finding is that the stigma attached to mental illness and the perceived personal and 

professional consequences attached to disclosing mental health issues were the greatest barriers to help-

seeking for athletes, while positive ‘peer norms’ around mental wellbeing and emotional vulnerability were the 

greatest facilitator for help-seeking. This stigma was found to be the culmination of a number of 

interconnected intrapersonal, interpersonal, and wider societal factors related to social class, extensive 
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kinship obligations, the business of elite sports, hypermasculinity, and hypervisibility, among other external 

sociocultural factors.  

It was not just the stigma and perceptions of others, however, that made athletes shy away from seeking help. 

There are significant rewards on offer for those who succeed in elite sports, especially professional rugby 

union and rugby league, which leads many athletes to avoid seeking help in order to escape the perceived 

personal and professional consequences related to disclosing mental health issues. In contrast, positive ‘peer 

norms’, largely established by athletes’ teammates, coaches, and family members, were found to be of 

greatest influences on athletes’ views towards emotional vulnerability and mental health help-seeking, and 

enabled many athletes to overcome the powerful structural barriers and stigma around seeking help. 

8.5.1 Hypermasculinity and gender conditioning must be addressed 
The historical, political, and sociocultural processes involved in the interplay between elite sports, ethnicity, 

and the production and maintenance of (hyper)masculine identities have been discussed in great detail in the 

literature, but requires discussion in this thesis given its considerable impact on mental health and help-

seeking for this group (see ‘3.2.4 Wider societal influences: stigma, hypermasculinity, hypervisibility, and 

racialisation’). In this study, both athletes and stakeholder participants reported hypermasculinity as a barrier 

to help-seeking for young Pacific male athletes. In particular, there was a strong consensus that athletes 

suppressed their mental health issues and true emotions in order to present a stoic and staunch image that 

embodied ‘manliness’ and portrayed ‘strength’ – both as a means to fulfil sociocultural expectations of 

‘manhood’ and to present themselves as elite athletes. Stakeholders in particular were quick to point out the 

role of the male ego, which they believed makes it hard for many young men to ask for help given the ‘shame’ 

and ‘embarrassment’ linked to disclosing mental health issues as a result of the stigma around mental illness 

(see ‘7.3.1 Identifying depression’). While some scholars have analysed the presence of hypermasculinity 

among Pacific men (e.g. Chen, 2014, Hawkes, 2018, Rodriguez, 2013, Calabro, 2016, Tengan, 2009, 

Hokowhitu, 2004), this study is the first to examine the views of Pacific male athletes themselves, along with 

the stakeholders responsible for their career trajectories. Athletes in this study expressed the major impact of 

hypermasculinity on their behaviours, views, emotional expression, mental wellbeing, and help-seeking.  

Masculine gender norms are achieved through the socialisation of gender in a number of different social 

systems, including education, sports, policy, economic systems, employment, and cultural traditions (Muñoz-

Laboy et al., 2012). Furthermore, gender hierarchies exist within different societies and communities, with 

men who adherer to hegemonic forms of masculinity, the ‘ideal’ forms of masculinity that men are expected to 

aim for, holding greater social value and experiencing less prejudice than men who deviate from these ideals 

(Messner, 1990). Although the hegemonic forms of masculinity in Pacific and elite sporting communities vary 

dependent on socioeconomic status, ethnicity, age, and sexual orientation, they remain heavily underpinned 

by traits indicative of hypermasculinity (Besnier, 2014; Hawkes, 2018; Hokowhitu, 2004; Tengan & Markham, 

2009). In this study, it was clear that athletes adapted their beliefs and behaviours to align with these 
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hegemonic forms of masculinity and, ultimately, in order to gain respect and acceptance from their teammates 

and coaches. Furthermore, the pressures on athlete participants to perform these forms of masculinity so they 

could best fulfil their professional obligations, and thus kinship obligations, contributed significantly to athletes 

denying their mental health issues, engaging in maladaptive coping behaviours, and avoiding help-seeking 

and/or disclosing mental health issues (see ‘5.13 Attitudes towards help-seeking’). 

The pressures to live up to these hegemonic norms may also contribute to the high levels of homophobia and 

homophobic language present in male team sports, with Dennison et al. (2020) stating that 75 per cent of 

New Zealand and Australian teenage rugby players had heard words such as "fag" and "poof" used in the 

past two weeks and 53 per cent admitted to having used the slurs themselves. There is also the additional 

influence of certain religious denominations for some Pacific athletes, which can further promote homophobic 

norms and attitudes; as seen most recently with Israel Folau’s homophobic comments and posts on social 

media which led to his contract with Rugby Australia being terminated. While beyond the scope of this 

research, one athlete participant in this study did make comments that hinted towards the more accepting 

views that are also prevalent among Pacific athletes, acknowledging the benefits of girlfriends as well as 

boyfriends for young Pacific male athletes. Ultimately, Folau’s homophobic comments speak to the hegemony 

that Christianity hold’s in many Pacific communities and highlights the profoundly homophobic and patriarchal 

nature of post-colonial Pacific world (Kanemasu & Molnar, 2014). However, it is important to remember that 

Pacific indigenous perceptions of gender and sexuality are relationally-defined and differ to conceptions found 

within the Western world; for example, identities perceived as ‘homosexual’ or ‘transgendered’ in the West 

often fuilfiled, and in many instances continue to fulfil, important kinship and relational functions within Pacific 

societies (Thomsen, 2019). As Thomsen states, in order to cultivate gender and politicial reform, Pacific 

communities require decolonisation politically, financially, culturally, and socially; including dismantling 

Christianity’s hegemony over the Pacific. More research in this area is urgently needed to identify strategies to 

remove homophobia in New Zealand sports and explore ways to support Pacific Rainbow LGBTIQA+ 

MVPFAFF communities in New Zealand sports. 

From Pacific perspectives, such hypermasculine norms are entrenched in colonial discourses of indigenous 

masculinity as ‘physical’ and ‘savage’; and thus, oversimplifying the complex notions of masculinity that we 

know exist in indigenous Pacific communities and ignoring the social, mental, and spiritual aspects of 

indigenous beings (Calabrò, 2016; Chen, 2014; Hawkes, 2018; Hokowhitu, 2004; Tengan & Markham, 2009). 

Though mental health among men is becoming less stigmatised in society, many young Pacific male athletes 

still do not feel comfortable or confident showing emotional vulnerability or seeking help for mental health 

issues. The concern is that many young Pacific male athletes may similarly feel that they must cope with their 

mental health issues in isolation and without support in order to abide by these engrained hypermasculine 

gender norms tied up in colonial ideas of how Pacific men should think, feel, behave, and dream. From an 

intervention perspective, hypermasculine gender norms are so deeply engrained in society that they are 

present in every individual and sociocultural setting. Thus, organisations and communities must acknowledge, 
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challenge, unpack, and unlearn these values and reflect on the harm such hypermasculine traits can have on 

mental wellbeing and help-seeking for young Pacific men. So, while these traits may assist young Pacific male 

athletes from an athletic perspective, help-seeking for mental health issues will remain stigmatised until 

Pacific and sporting communities and society in general divest from these ideals.  

8.5.2 Culture of self-reliance 
Athlete participants highlighted the strong culture of self-reliance in the elite sports environment as well as 

within their own personal lives, evident in the way they often assumed significant responsibilities and held high 

expectations for themselves (see ‘8.3.6.1 Athletes tended to hold unrealistic expectations for their sporting 

careers’). Moreover, athletes had strong levels of individual resilience, were confident in their abilities to be 

able to ‘deal’ with depression if they were to experience it, and reported that they rely heavily on themselves 

to get through ‘tough times’ (see ‘5.10 Resilience’); again, illustrating the significant self-belief athletes held in 

their abilities to remain self-reliant in the face of adversity (Ravulo, 2016). From a mental wellbeing 

perspective, while individuals benefit from balanced levels of self-reliance, these qualities are indicative of 

extreme self-reliance which has been linked to emotional repression and increased levels of mental health 

disorders and substance abuse (Hawkes, 2018; Seidler et al., 2018; Wong et al., 2017). This extreme form of 

self-reliance ultimately impacts upon coping behaviours and may highlight why some male athletes perceive 

external sources of support as unnecessary and/or dishonourable; pointing towards the close link between 

this phenomenon and the hypermasculine norms present in all or most of the social spaces in which athletes 

navigate (Matthews et al., 2013) (see also ‘8.5.1 Hypermasculinity and gender conditioning must be 

addressed’).  

Addressing this culture of extreme self-reliance requires structural interventions to ensure that the socialising 

agents surrounding young Pacific men promote a balance between being self-reliant and being able to ask for 

help and express one’s emotions when necessary. Moreover, specific organisational and clinical interventions 

must acknowledge and leverage this sense of self-reliance in a way that promotes problem-focussed coping 

behaviours and equips athletes with the skills to detect mental health issues and seek help as required. 

However, interventions must also aim to assist young athletes, and young men in general, to reflect on their 

views towards self-reliance and recognise when extreme self-reliance hinders rather than protects mental 

wellbeing. Given the findings here, there is also a need for future research to explore the sociocultural, 

economic, and wider institutional structures that maintain hypermasculine gender norms and the socialising 

conditions that reinforce young Pacific men’s commitment to these traits. 

8.5.3 Informal social sources of support were key facilitators of formal help-
seeking 
As noted earlier, athletes were more willing to disclose their mental health issues with informal social sources 

of support, such as team staff, teammates, friends, partners, and family, who often helped athletes to ‘unpack’ 
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their distress by letting them ‘vent’ about their issues (see ‘8.3.4.2 Brotherhood and mates were a key source 

of support and development’). Although these informal sources of support mostly facilitated emotion-focused 

coping behaviours, which often only leads to temporary relief since they do not reduce the stressor(s) itself, 

they were key catalysts for athletes to seek further help from organisational support staff and/or formal mental 

health services (Horwitz et al., 2011). For example, it was common for other athletes to encourage teammates 

who were experiencing mental distress to seek help from team staff who would then facilitate access to the 

appropriate formal mental health support services. This is not an uncommon trend for Pacific peoples, who 

often look to a friend or family member as their preferred first source of support when experiencing mental 

health issues (Ataera-Minster & Trowland, 2018).  

However, there were also significant barriers to seeking help from informal sources of support for athlete 

participants; mostly related to the cultural expectations that youth are ‘seen and not heard’ and athletes’ fears 

that they would harm the relational space between themselves and their friends and/or family should they 

disclose their mental health issues. One stakeholder participant referred to this process as ‘protecting the vā’ 

and stated that Pacific values around humility and collectivism make it hard for Pacific youth to share their 

personal issues as they do not want to ‘burden’ others with their problems and, instead, keep these issues to 

themselves. In contrast, however, this same stakeholder participant stated that as an older Pacific person he 

can feels like he can go to others and unpack his issues; highlighting the influence of age and hierarchy when 

it comes to communication and help-seeking for this group. This is concerning given the fact that family 

appears to play a key role in facilitating formal mental health support for this group. It is also concerning as 

Teevale et al. (2016) identified that Pacific youth who felt that they were unable to share their worries with 

family members were three times more likely to attempt suicide than those who did feel comfortable sharing 

their worries with family. Cultural views around communication and hierarchy were also believed to limit the 

ability of Pacific youth to communicate and disclose distress to parents and older Pacific peoples. In 

particular, one stakeholder participant mentioned that the young Pacific men they had worked with felt that 

they were seen as ‘going palagi’ if they thought their voice mattered and, therefore, had to be ‘inspired’ to 

disclose their issues and not just told to ‘ask for help’. The challenges Pacific youth in New Zealand face in 

relation to intergenerataional communication are well documented in the literature. Tiatia-Seath (2015) and 

Panapa and Phillips (2014) both assert that cultural values and protocols, such as respect and respecting 

your elders, can make it hard for Pacific youth to comfortably raise mental health and other personal issues 

with parents and elders. 

As informal sources of support appeared to prompt further help-seeking, it is important that each aspect of this 

‘chain’ is also aware of the mental health services provided by organisations and health providers and have 

the confidence to encourage and direct athletes to the appropriate support persons. (Wahto et al., 2016) 

identified similar help-seeking pathways among collegiate athletes in the United States who were more likely 

to seek help from mental health professionals when encouraged by a family member, teammate, or coach. 

These were echoed by stakeholders who were vocal about their role as both a support person themselves but 
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more importantly someone to facilitate treatment from the appropriate mental health professionals. Ultimately, 

the key to effective help-seeking was rooted in informal sources who acted as both acute sources of support 

as well as ‘gatekeepers’ to more formal and qualified sources of support who are better trained to find long-

term solutions that target the source(s) of athletes’ mental health issues.  

8.5.4 What help-seeking looks like for young Pacific male athletes 
In line with the help-seeking pathways of other population groups, help-seeking is a culturally nuanced 

process for young Pacific male athletes, and is heavily influenced by a variety of complex interactions and 

wider societal and environmental factors that accumulate over time to influence athletes’ willingness to seek 

help (Edwards, 2016; Gulliver et al., 2012; Nagai, 2015; Wood et al., 2017) (see ‘8.6 Wider sociocultural 

factors underpin the stigma around help-seeking for young Pacific male athletes’). It generally involves a 

number of steps, starting with athletes’ own understandings of ‘mental wellbeing’, followed by athletes 

identifying and accepting that a mental health issue(s) is present, and that external help is required. Athletes 

then explore potential sources of support and assess the appropriateness, efficacy, and accessibility of these 

sources. Lastly, athletes weigh up the potential risks and benefits of seeking help from these sources for 

themselves, their family, and their sporting career, which ultimately determines their willingness to actually 

seek help (see also Figure 25). As discussed previously, it was also common for athletes’ first source of 

support to encourage and facilitate further help-seeking from more formal sources of support. Understanding 

this help-seeking pathway is of significance given the plethora of barriers to help-seeking and accessing the 

appropriate mental health care for this group (see ‘3.10 Help-seeking among young Pacific male athletes’). 

 

Understanding 
and recognising

issue(s)

General 
distress/concern?

Or specific mental 
health disorder

(i.e. depression)?

Acceptance that 
there is a need 

for help

How long has 
distress/disorder 

been present?

Can it be 
managed using 

internal 
resources?

Identifying 
sources of help

Formal/Clinical

Semi-formal/
Organisational

Informal/Social

Self-help

Assessing the 
risks and benefits 

of seeking help

What are the 
potential personal 

consequences?

Potential 
professional 

consequences?

Will help-seeking 
help or make 
things worse?

'Asking for help'

What is my 
relationship with

source of 
support?

How 
approachable is 

this person/
source of support

How will 'asking 
for help' impact 

my relationships?

Receiving the 
appropriate care 

Emotion focused 
vs problem 

focused vs kinship 
focused?

Culturally 
relevant, holistic, 
evidence-based

Clinical 
treatment/

medication?

Wider societal 
and  

environmental 
influences

Navigating The Help-Seeking Matrix

Outcomes



Chapter 8: Discussion 

 

 

 
 

 

270 

Figure 25 Theorising the help-seeking process for young Pacific male athletes 

While the usual help-seeking process involves three recognisable phases, the initial recognition of the 

problem, the conscious decision to seek help, and then the action of actively seeking help from an external 

source, the help-seeking process for athletes in this study was significantly more complicated given the 

unique sociocultural factors that interacted to mostly discourage help-seeking and required athletes to 

constantly weigh up whether the benefits of help-seeking are worth it in relation to the potential personal and 

professional risks (Cauce et al., 2002; Edwards, 2016; Srebnik et al., 1996). What was also clear is that there 

is substantial potential to target interventions at each stage of this process in order to better support mental 

health help-seeking among young Pacific male athletes; particularly stage four of this process, where athletes 

assess the risks and benefits of seeking help. Each of these processes will be discussed in greater detail 

below. 

8.5.4.1 Understanding symptoms and recognising the issue(s) 

The first step in any help-seeking pathway is when an individual recognises that they are experiencing a 

mental health issue(s), which first requires an understanding of the symptoms of both subclinical levels of 

mental distress as well as symptoms for common mental disorders such as depression (Edwards, 2016; 

Nagai, 2015). Recognition of a mental health issue can be difficult depending on the type of disorder, severity, 

and overall effect on one’s quality of life, and is made even more difficult for those who do not have a well-

informed understanding of mental health and mental health disorders (Edwards, 2016). Athletes and 

stakeholders in this study generally had good understandings of mental distress and depression but were less 

informed about other common mental disorders such as anxiety (see ‘8.4.2 Understandings of depression’). In 

the literature, mental health issues among young people are most often identified by a family member or 

friend; however, given the commonality of subclinical mental health issues and athletes’ tendencies to mask 

their distress, symptoms were often not visible to stakeholders in this study (see ‘7.3.1 Identifying depression’) 

(Cauce et al., 2002; Edwards, 2016; Srebnik et al., 1996). Athletes, however, were more confident in their 

ability to recognise when a friend or teammate was feeling down or experiencing mental health issues; often 

highlighting the deep connection required to be able to notice the small changes in someone’s mood or 

behaviour (see ‘8.4.3 Identifying depression’).  

Another significant theme in this research was the fact that many athletes struggled with subclinical levels of 

mental distress, which had a significant psychological impact on athletes’ mental wellbeing despite not 

meeting the clinical symptoms for any single mental health disorder. This distress often derived from the 

accumulation of a variety of athletic and sociocultural stressors. A similar aspect was also prevalent in a study 

by Bird et al. (2020), affirming that even athletes without diagnosable mental health disorders would benefit 

from formal support to deal with the plethora of stressors elite athletes experience; illustrating that mental 

health must be viewed on a continuum of severity and optimum, rather than ‘black-or-white’ clinical diagnoses. 
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These themes will be further discussed in relation to the typical help-seeking pathway used by young Pacific 

male athletes. 

It is also important that young athletes and those close to them understand the difference between normal 

human emotions, subclinical mental distress, and clinical mental disorders. While the use of validated scales 

to screen for symptoms of mental health disorders may help to identify disorders, there are a number of 

limitations to this method. First, third party services must provide these screening tools in order to avoid self-

report bias where athletes may be more likely to report positive mental wellbeing in order to avoid professional 

consequences attached to showing symptoms of a mental health disorder. Second, mental health issues for 

this group were largely subclinical and suggest that the absence of mental health disorders does not 

necessarily equate to positive mental wellbeing for this group. Henriksen et al. (2019) similarly explains that 

current sports research focuses too much on the absence of mental health disorders and claims that the 

assumption that athletes without clinical disorders are mentally healthy is problematic and overly simple given 

the considerable number of stressors elite athletes face (Henriksen et al., 2019). These findings indicate the 

success of existing interventions in this area that have raised awareness of mental health and is increasingly 

improving mental health literacy among athletes; however, there is still significant room to improve the mental 

health literacy of athletes, coaching staff, and athletes’ families, particularly in regards to mental health 

disorders other than depression, such as anxiety. These findings also highlight the importance of developing 

young men who feel emotionally competent to express their feelings free of stigma, rather than mask their 

emotions making it hard for others to recognise when they are struggling. 

8.5.4.2 Acceptance that there is a need for help 

This study identified that young Pacific male athletes were often reluctant to accept they were experiencing a 

mental health issue or required help for their distress (see also ‘8.5.2 Culture of self-reliance’). For many 

athletes this manifested in the use of maladaptive coping mechanisms, such as excessive alcohol use or 

overtraining, to gain temporary relief from difficult feelings and avoid having to directly confront their mental 

health issue(s). It was also common for athletes’ distress to grow from subclinical to clinical levels before 

athletes accepted that they required external support. While this was largely tied to the stigma around mental 

illness and athletes’ extreme sense of self-reliance, the literature affirms that those experiencing mental health 

issues are a lot less likely to accept that they need to seek help in comparison to those without distress 

(Rickwood et al., 2007). Wood et al. (2017) further explains how many athletes often feel discouraged from 

adopting a ‘self-care’ mindset in the elite environment, holding the belief that such a mindset is the antithesis 

of what is required to succeed at the elite level where only the fittest, strongest, and best adapted succeed. In 

short, this stage of the help-seeking pathway only further delayed treatment, with many athletes choosing to 

forego seeking help entirely in favour of trying to deal with their distress or issues themselves. 

8.5.4.3 Identifying and assessing potential sources of help 
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Athletes were well aware of the numerous mental health services provided by their organisations and the 

public more generally. Despite this knowledge, most athletes were only willing to seek help from people who 

they felt could relate to their issues or sociocultural background, which mostly included teammates, parents, 

and/or Pacific support staff. This trend is common among young people in general, who mostly seek help 

through their family and friends before accessing formal support (Rickwood et al., 2007). Similarly, Ataera-

Minster and Trowland (2018) identified that Pacific peoples generally look to their family and friends as the 

first point of contact for help when experiencing depression, with 52 percent of Pacific peoples reported that 

their family or friends would be the first point of contact if they were experiencing depression, followed by 

doctors at 21 percent. In this study, stakeholders acted as gatekeepers to these formal services, whereas 

teammates and family were more likely to provide emotion-focussed care but less likely to encourage athletes 

to access formal services. While support staff were found to be key gatekeepers to formal support, some 

athletes did believe that ‘off-field’ issues such as mental health should be dealt with away from sports and 

therefore did not want to ‘burden’ support staff with these issues. For example, athletes have been found to 

feel more confident seeking help from their organisation for performance-related psychological issues but are 

reluctant to seek help from organisational staff for other mental health issues such as depression (Gulliver et 

al., 2010). This presents issues for young athletes who are forced to relocate away from family and friends 

and into new team environments where they must build new connections, which can be difficult and requires 

time, effort, and mutual understandings from both parties. These findings suggest that there is a need to build 

greater connections between clinicians and athletes and their families, as formal sources of support were 

rarely seen as a possible source of support by athletes (see ‘5.12 Support networks’). The findings also 

indicate that existing initiatives are doing well to educate athletes on the mental health services available to 

them. However, gaps remain between athletes’ knowledge of formal support services and their actual use of 

these formal services. 

8.5.4.4 Assessing the risks and benefits of seeking help 

This stage of the help-seeking pathway is both the most important and most complex. Athletes reported they 

benefitted from organisations and coaching staff discussing mental health help-seeking with athletes as it 

helped to break the ice and made it easier to bring up mental health concerns with support staff. It also helped 

to cultivate an environment where athletes were willing to encourage other athletes to seek help. However, 

even if athletes perceived potential sources of support as approachable and beneficial, they were willing to put 

off disclosing their mental health issues in order to avoid any potential personal or professional consequences 

and in order to maintain and/or protect the relational space between themselves and others. In this study, as 

with many studies focussed on the help-seeking behaviours of elite athletes, athletes’ decisions to seek help, 

or not seek help, was based on assessing the potential risks that help-seeking might have for their athletic 

career prospects. The greatest barrier to actually asking for help was athletes’ fear: fear of letting others 
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down, fear of being seen as a ’burden’ or ‘incompetent’, fear of being embarrassed, and fear of ‘ruining’ their 

current and future athletic career prospects.  

In this context, it is no surprise that saying nothing can feel like the ‘safest’ option; however, suppressing one’s 

emotions and delaying formal treatment only leads to further psychological stress and avoidable impairment in 

the long-term (Gulliver et al., 2012; Nagai, 2015; Rickwood & Thomas, 2012; Wood et al., 2017). Wood et al. 

(2017) explores this phenomenon in his research with elite soccer footballers in England, defining it in terms 

of ‘survival’ as a professional footballer. Wood et al. (2017) asserts that most athletes feel obligated to cope 

by themselves and not seek help as it may be seen as struggling and a threat to their ‘survival’ as a 

professional footballer, which often left athletes feeling isolated and trapped; both major risk factors for suicide 

among athletes and Pacific youth alike (Bryan & Rudd, 2006; Teevale et al., 2016). Similar themes were 

present in this study, however athletes did find solace in disclosing their issues with teammates, who 

comprised a strong ‘brotherhood’ and source of support for athlete participants (see ‘8.3.4.2 Brotherhood and 

mates were a key source of support and development’). The concern from this study, however, is that athletes 

were heavily invested and dependent on meeting their professional obligations in order to fulfil their own 

personal goals and kinship obligations, and so seeking help was seen as potentially jeopardising their athletic 

career prospects and ability to fulfil both of these obligations. Reflecting on these findings, it is no wonder that 

both Pacific and non-Pacific athletes wait until they have retired from sports before disclosing their mental 

health issues and the psychological challenges they faced during their careers (Faumuina, 2016; Lebrun et 

al., 2018). In sum, athletes’ agency to seek help was hampered by a fear of the potential professional 

consequences linked to disclosing a mental health issue. For this reason, coaching staff, sporting 

organisations, and the wider domestic and global athletic labour markets must make a strong stand against 

‘punishing’ athletes who seek help; however, this may be challenging given the performance-centred and 

profit-driven business of professional sports (see also ‘3.4.3 The business of elite sports’).  

Alongside the sociocultural pressures of being a Pacific man and show no signs of weakness, there was a 

shared expectation among athletes that they must deal with their own mental health issues without showing 

any signs of struggling emotionally (see also ‘8.5.1 Hypermasculinity and gender conditioning must be 

addressed’ and ‘8.5.2 Culture of self-reliance’). This dynamic has been found to reduce help-seeking 

behaviours and increase the risk of adverse mental health outcomes among male athletes (Lebrun et al., 

2018; Purcell et al., 2019; Rice et al., 2016; Souter et al., 2018). For this reason, it is imperative that coaching 

and organisational staff cultivate a working environment that welcomes emotional expression and vulnerability 

and thus encourages athletes to disclose their mental health issues with teammates or organisational staff 

without fear of professional repercussions. However, the feasibility of avoiding professional practices is limited 

in practice given the competitive nature of elite sports and the overarching pressures on coaching staff and 

organisations to select athletes that will have the best chances of succeeding and the stigma attached to 

mental illness that assumes athletes cannot perform at the highest level while experiencing mental health 

issues – despite a number of high-performing athletes reporting that they were experiencing mental health 
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issues during the peak of their careers (Doherty et al., 2016; Lebrun et al., 2018; Souter et al., 2018). 

Ultimately, these findings highlight the need for all sporting bodies to ensure athletes have access to ‘third-

party’ mental health services who do not have any personal or professional interests in the business of elite 

sports in order to minimise some of these conflicts. 

8.5.4.5 Receiving evidence-informed and culturally-appropriate care 

While intervention strategies aimed at supporting help-seeking among young Pacific male athletes should 

focus on reducing stigma, increasing mental health literacy, and improving engagement and relations with 

mental health professionals, there was also a strong need to ensure that services are culturally relevant once 

athletes access these formal sources of support. Both athletes and stakeholders affirmed the need for 

‘relatable’ mental health professionals who were able to understand athletes’ sociocultural background and life 

away from sports. The need for culturally relevant mental health services is well-documented in the Pacific 

mental health literature (see ‘2.7.3 Culturally responsive mental health services’). In this study, it was evident 

that athlete participants lived complex lives and were expected to balance multiple and sometimes conflicting 

athletic, social, and cultural roles and obligations (see also ‘8.3.2.5 Organisations need to understand the 

wider sociocultural context surrounding young Pacific male athletes’). As a result, it is important that mental 

health professionals are equipped with the personal and professional knowledge to effectively deal with the 

often-nuanced issues young Pacific male athletes experience and present with, which can easily be 

misinterpreted or misunderstood by those who do not have the relevant contextual and sociocultural 

knowledge of athletes’ family background and Pacific cultural practices and protocol (see also ‘Sociocultural 

context ’). It was imperative to include this step into this pathway as Pacific peoples regularly receive a lower 

quality of mental healthcare in New Zealand (Ataera-Minster & Trowland, 2018; Marriott & Sim, 2015; Tiatia-

Seath, 2018). Moreover, it was common for athletes to seek help from informal sources of support but not 

necessarily from formal mental health services which means they miss out on receiving the appropriate 

treatment and evidence-informed care (see ‘8.3.4 Social factors’). As stated by Maisel and Gable (2009), 

while informal sources of support play a key role in support mental wellbeing, there is always the risk of 

receiving generic care or unwarranted support that may not be appropriate nor safe for both parties. 

Stakeholders agreed that social support is helpful, but ultimately athletes must have access to trained mental 

health professionals who can provide the best treatment over the long-term.  

In addition, there is a need for mental health services to provide culturally relevant care and reflect on the 

significant differences between the worldviews and lived experiences of mainstream mental health 

professionals and those of young Pacific males. As a result of these different worldviews and lived 

experiences, some athlete participants felt reluctant to approach formal services. It is important to note that 

these differences cannot be addressed through tokenistic cultural displays. For example, services do not 

necessarily have to adapt a Pacific façade, although Pacific clinicians were preferred by athletes, but rather 

services and mental health professionals must find ways to build rapport and connect with young Pacific male 
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athletes on a personal level before providing clinical care. One example of this may be through the use of 

appropriate communication conventions, such as the use of humour and slang, which was commonly used by 

team staff to connect with young Pacific men in the elite sports environment and cultivate a space for these 

young men to express themselves on their own terms. Similar methods have proven effective in engaging with 

young Pacific men in tertiary education spaces (Mayeda et al., 2014). Furthermore, both athletes and 

stakeholders affirmed the need for mental health resources that are in Tongan, Samoan, or Fijian in order to 

remove the language barrier for some athletes and their families. The quality of care that an athlete receives 

cannot be stressed enough, because while most male athletes hold negative views towards formal help-

seeking, the majority of athletes who have accessed formal help generally hold positive views towards these 

formal sources of support; making it a powerful determinant of future help-seeking behaviours (Wood et al., 

2017; Woolway & Harwood, 2015).  

In the literature, the exploration of help-seeking pathways is relatively undeveloped, despite help-seeking 

pathways providing a reliable tool to address possible areas of intervention between the onset of mental 

health issues and athletes actually accessing the appropriate treatment (Rogler & Cortes, 2008). For example, 

the barriers and facilitators for help-seeking among elite athletes and Pacific peoples have been well-

documented in the literature; yet, research exploring the pathways that these individuals take to access formal 

care is limited (see also ‘3.10 Help-seeking among young Pacific male athletes’). Ultimately, this study 

provides important evidence-based understandings of the help-seeking pathway for young Pacific male 

athletes, which can help schools, organisations, and mental health services to (re)orient their services so that 

they are more accessible and effective for this group. A focus on the actual care provided in response to 

athletes’ help-seeking efforts is also included to illustrate the importance of effective and culturally-appropriate 

treatment processes which have been found to be central to long-term recovery and wellbeing for Pacific 

peoples (see ‘2.7.3 Culturally responsive mental health services’). There is a need for future research to build 

upon and further refine this initial framework, as it is a powerful tool to assist organisations in supporting 

greater help-seeking among this group. 

8.6 WIDER SOCIOCULTURAL FACTORS UNDERPIN THE STIGMA AROUND 
HELP-SEEKING FOR YOUNG PACIFIC MALE ATHLETES 

A key finding from this research was that despite the success of existing mental health and help-seeking 

initiatives in elite sports, there are wider societal factors that must also be addressed before mental health 

help-seeking becomes destigmatised among young Pacific male athletes. These factors are common in the 

literature and discussed earlier in this thesis (see ‘3.2.4 Wider societal influences’). However, this section will 

explore the impact that these factors have on athletes’ attitudes, willingness, and ability to seek help for 

mental health issues, with Figure 26 outlining how these factors impact upon help-seeking and mental 

wellbeing for this group. For athletes in this study, the societal stigma and hypermasculine norms that 

discourage emotional help-seeking were only heightened within the elite environment. In short, mental health 
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stigma, poverty, negative stereotypes, racism, hypermasculine expectations, hypervisibility, and the business 

of professional sports, among a plethora of other social factors, appear to entice young Pacific men to chase a 

career in sports – a pathway conducive to high levels of psychological stress but also antagonistic to any sign 

of emotional vulnerability when athletes’ internal coping resources are exhausted. After all, the stigma 

impacting upon athletes’ willingness to seek help is largely socially constructed and embedded in a larger 

sociocultural context including social relationships, cultural norms, education level, socioeconomic status, and 

working environments among others (Büchter & Messer, 2017). Moreover, it is difficult to change these 

internalised beliefs for young men raised in an environment that tends to shun signs of weakness and social 

disharmony; both challenges facing some young Pacific peoples more generally (see ‘2.4.2 Family 

relationships’). While these internalised beliefs can be altered, change largely depends on whether the 

individual interprets the new information as reliable or not; which is difficult as all new information an individual 

receives is judged in relation to their deeply engrained pre-existing beliefs (Bornstein & Lansford, 2010).  

Ultimately, there is a need for all levels of stakeholders and society as a whole to place greater emphasis on 

the sociocultural, economic, and political structures, which maintain negative views towards help-seeking and 

health damaging peer norms among young Pacific male athletes and young Pacific men more generally. In 

doing so, organisations must work alongside young Pacific athletes and their families to cultivate an 

environment conducive to help-seeking and emotional vulnerability and ensure external and culturally relevant 

mental health support services are available to these athletes if they want to meaningfully address existing 

barriers. There is also work to be done at the Pacific community level, with a need to reflect on the cultural 

tapu around mental distress and the harmful impact of certain gender norms and expectations. However, even 

when environments are supportive of help-seeking it is important to remember that it will always be difficult for 

athletes to dissociate from the stigmatising ideas held in wider society which are normalised and internalised 

by most young men from an early age (Latalova et al., 2014; Rosenfield & Mouzon, 2013; Sinden, 2013). It is 

not enough to simply encourage athletes to ‘speak up’, initiatives and interventions must be rooted in 

community collaboration and an awareness of the wider sociocultural and structural realities impacting upon 

young Pacific male athletes’ mental health and help-seeking behaviours in order to elicit sustainable change. 

A shift in attitudes towards mental health and help-seeking attitudes has started in many elite sports, Pacific 

communities, and among athletes themselves, and this research hopes to assist these efforts as 

organisations, Pacific communities, and athletes continue to break down barriers and challenge the stigma 

attached to mental health and help-seeking behaviours. 
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Figure 26 Determinants of help-seeking for young Pacific male athletes 

8.7 SUMMARY 
This chapter discussed the key findings from this research in relation to the literature. It explored the complex 

mechanisms impacting upon mental wellbeing and help-seeking for young Pacific male athletes. Many of 

these findings had not been critically examined in previous literature. For example, this chapter discussed the 

importance of Pacific representation within sports organisations and some of the positives and negatives of 

informal help-seeking for young Pacific male athletes. Analysis of these key findings provides important 

evidence-based understandings that are based on the narratives of athletes themselves and those key 

stakeholders who work alongside young Pacific male athletes within elite sports. As an example, this research 

sheds new light on the family and wider kinship obligations facing young Pacific male athletes and the self-

assumed responsibilities Pacific athletes place on themselves to fulfil these obligations. It is hoped that these 

discussions help others to re-think their critique around areas such as family obligations and complex nature 

of the issues facing these young men in and away from sports. Most of the factors impacting upon athletes’ 

mental wellbeing and deterring help-seeking were deeply engrained within elite sports organisations, 

educational institutes, athletes’ families and social circles, and the social and cultural norms that underpin 

what it means to be a young Pacific male in New Zealand.  

This chapter also illustrated the significant barriers to help-seeking for young Pacific male athletes. The stigma 

around mental health and the hypermasculine norms in society and elite sports were at the forefront of these 

discussions. It analysed how many athletes do not seek help for mental health issues in fear of the potential 

personal and professional repercussions of seeking help and the important role of team staff and sports 

organisations to support, rather than ‘punish’, athletes who disclose mental health issues. It is important to 

recognise that mental wellbeing and help-seeking for this group is underpinned by collective norms and the 
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maintenance of positive relationships. Mental wellbeing, for example, is improved through positive 

relationships with team staff and, similarly, help-seeking is facilitated through the cultivation of authentic and 

meaningful connections between mental health professionals and athletes. At the same time, this chapter 

recognised the wider sociocultural and economic drivers behind a lot of these issues. For example, while it is 

problematic that many young Pacific men and families view sports as ‘the only way to the top’, against the 

backdrop of high youth unemployment and increased barriers to educational achievement, professional sports 

becomes a rare space of positive visibility for young Pacific men and provides an alternative opportunity for 

athletes to fulfil important social and financial obligations. In short, this chapter presents new theoretical 

claims and outlines the implication of these findings for practice. These implications emphasise the need to 

build upon existing interventions and develop comprehensive and multi-sectoral approaches that address the 

sociocultural and wider societal factors impacting upon mental wellbeing and help-seeking for young Pacific 

male athletes.  
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9 CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

9.1 INTRODUCTION 
Building upon the discussion of the research findings in the previous chapter, this chapter provides a 

summary of the concluding arguments for this thesis, the theoretical implications and contribution of this 

research in light of the literature, and puts forward practical recommendations that may assist organisations, 

schools, families, and other stakeholders to support mental wellbeing and help-seeking among young Pacific 

male athletes in New Zealand. From a theoretical perspective, this research provides new ways of theorising 

mental wellbeing and help-seeking for young Pacific male athletes and provides frameworks to assist 

stakeholders in explaining and predicting events and provides numerous points to consider when working with 

and supporting young Pacific male athletes in and away from sports. From a practical perspective, findings 

from this research may inform athlete development and the mental health support provided to young Pacific 

male athletes and young male athletes more generally - highlighting the interconnectedness of individual, 

family, sociocultural, and organisational factors in determining athlete development, mental wellbeing and 

help-seeking. This section will discuss areas for future research, research limitations, and finish with some 

concluding thoughts on this research. 

9.2 CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE LITERATURE AND THEORETICAL 
IMPLICATIONS 

This research set out to build upon the existing literature exploring mental health and help-seeking among 

male athletes, youth athletes, and Pacific male youth in order to contribute new tools, resources, and 

knowledge to better support mental wellbeing, help-seeking, and overall development for young Pacific male 

athletes and their families. In particular, this research filled a gap in the literature relating to the mental health 

and help-seeking experiences of Pacific athletes and Pacific male youth more generally. This research also 

contributes to an important gap in the literature related to Pacific males’ experiences and attitudes towards 

depression. In short, this research contributed new knowledge to a number of areas where Pacific athletes, 

Pacific male, and/or Pacific youth voices are limited or non-existent. For example, there is limited research 

related to the mental health of Pacific athletes, young male athletes, and Pacific male youth.  

As well as filling gaps in the current knowledge base, this research also contributes new frameworks for 

understanding and theorising mental health and help-seeking among young Pacific male athletes, as well as 

new methods for carrying out research with Pacific male youth in New Zealand that centres around shared 

this groups sociocultural realities and adapts protocol and principles unique to the New Zealand Pacific youth 
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context (see ‘Methodology’). For example, this research highlights the urgent need to develop Pacific research 

frameworks that align with the lived realities and sociocultural context of this new generation of Pacific youth 

growing up in New Zealand. While indigenous Pacific methodologies provide a great foundation and should 

remain at the centre, there is significant room to adapt these frameworks to fit the contemporary realities of 

Pacific youth in New Zealand; many of whom do not fully relate to or even feel comfortable engaging with 

‘traditional’ practices. It is hoped that this research demonstrates that indigenous concepts and frameworks 

can be used in diasporic and contemporary settings, but it also demonstrates that reflection is required to 

explore what cultural practices fit with this new generation and what changes are required to meet the realities 

of the way culture is practiced by today’s Pacific youth and in today’s world. 

9.3 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PRACTICE 
This research informs practice by collating athlete and stakeholder experiences of ‘what works’ alongside 

evidence-based tenants of effective interventions for promoting mental wellbeing and help-seeking. It is clear 

that most elite sports have commenced a culture shift towards acknowledging and supporting athletes’ mental 

health, but as many participants reported ‘more can be done’ to address the stigma around mental health and 

help-seeking as well as the potential personal and professional consequences attached to seeking help for 

mental health issues in professional sports. The findings have practical implications for understanding the 

aetiology of mental health issues for young Pacific male athletes in elite sports and for the delivery of 

interventions aiming to support mental wellbeing and help-seeking for young Pacific male athletes. Providing 

access to trained mental health professionals and third-party mental health services is important, and this 

research supports both sports organisations and mental health professionals to better understand the sporting 

and non-sporting context underpinning mental wellbeing for these young men. Collaboration between 

athletes, coaching staff, families, schools, elite organisations, and mental health services may help to facilitate 

greater continuity and connection between athletes, key stakeholders, and mental health professionals. 

Personal development away from sports remains a key protective factor for young athletes’ mental wellbeing 

and provides athletes with the resources to cope with the personal, professional, and psychological demands 

of elite sports and life after elite sports. The overlap in components of youth development suggests that talent 

development programmes and sports organisations would benefit from consulting Pacific youth development 

literature. It is important to also acknowledge the plethora of existing athlete development programmes and 

mental health interventions already in place in New Zealand and the numerous stakeholders investing their 

time and effort into the holistic development of young Pacific male athletes. Moreover, there are many Pacific-

led initiatives in their early stages but proving effective in supporting the wellbeing of Pacific athletes globally. 

A number of practical implications have been provided throughout this thesis to support these current 

initiatives as well as future initiatives, but the following bullet points will briefly outline the practical implications 

of this research for the three most relevant stakeholders of this research. 
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9.3.1 For organisations 
• Despite athletic success being the core business of elite sports, board members, high performance 

staff, coaching staff, athlete support staff, athletes, and athletes’ families must all be on the same 

page when it comes to support mental wellbeing, help-seeking, and the development of well-rounded 

people. For example, coaching staff were found to have considerable influence over not just athletes’ 

athletic development, but also their mental wellbeing, help-seeking behaviours, and development 

outside of sports (see ‘8.3.2.3 Organisations and their staff have huge influence over every facet of 

athletes’ lives including mental wellbeing’). Similarly, executives and board members must not solely 

invest in athletic performance but must also contribute the appropriate resources to support athlete 

mental wellbeing and development away from sports. In short, organisations and other stakeholders 

must all be mindful of how their foci and investment will affect the lives of young Pacific male athletes 

away from sports and in the long-term. 

• Accessing mental health support should be promoted to all young Pacific male athletes as a way to 

maintain their mental wellbeing and not just a ‘last resort’ for those experiencing mental health issues. 

This would do much to increase engagement with formal services and establish meaningful 

connections between athletes and clinicians.  

• Although it is beneficial for organisations to provide mental health support services, partnering with 

third-party mental health services is crucial to addressing athletes’ fears around the potential 

professional consequences of seeking help. Having mental health professionals with no vested 

conflcting interests in the professional side of athletes’ lives would be beneficial in improving help-

seeking for this group. Moreover, organisations must communicate their support for athletes 

experiencing mental health issues if they want to reduce these fears among this group. It would be 

helpful for organisations to acknowledge and reflect on the power imbalances that underpin their 

relationships with young athletes and how certain sociocultural and economic circumstances may 

further exacerbate this power imbalance. In short, organisations and their staff must understand the 

power and influence they have over athletes’ livelihoods and how this power imbalance effects 

athletes’ decisions to seek help or not (see also ‘8.5.4.4 Assessing the risks and benefits of seeking 

help’) 

• In elite environments, mental health is commonly measured in relation to athletic performance. While 

mental health is related to performance, it is important that mental health is seen as separate from 

performance. The belief that athletic performance and mental wellbeing are linked leads to 

maladaptive coping behaviours such as overtraining and stops athletes from seeking help. 

Performance is not the end all and be all, and young Pacific male athletes are at an increased risk of 

mental health issues resulting from sociocultural issues and cannot train or win their way through 

these issues. Social support and professional help are required to unpack these issues and address 
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the source(s) of distress appropriately. Assessing mental health in relation to wider sociocultural 

events and general life satisfaction, rather than merely focussing on athletic aspects of athletes’ lives, 

would be beneficial to supporting the mental wellbeing of young Pacific male athletes and facilitating 

early intervention. 

• There is a need to develop support systems that align with Pacific models of wellbeing, rather than 

adopting individualised and biomedical models of care that conflict with Pacific athletes’ holistic and 

collective lived realities. Embedding cultural values into the support services and athletic environment 

had positive effects for both Pacific and non-Pacific athletes in this study. 

• Greater collaboration between elite organisations, schools, and age-group talent development 

programmes would improve the continuity of the personal development services provide to young 

Pacific male athletes. Currently athletes and stakeholders report a disconnect between the non-

sporting pre-elite and elite and professional level. Not just from a funding and resource perspective, 

but in regards to the advice and type of support provided to athletes. Embedding holistic youth 

development principles within sporting settings may help to increase the efficiacy of personal 

development services and reduce the issue of young athletes entering the elite level with foreclosed 

athletic identities. Both athletes and stakeholders also expressed the need for these programmes to 

build upon young Pacific male athletes’ existing strengths and interests, rather than relying on generic 

dual-career pathways that may limit young Pacific male athletes career prospects away from sports. 

Collaborations with other sectors and education providers proved effective in facilitating study 

pathways, apprenticeships, and other employment opportunities for young Pacific male athletes. 

• While mental health literacy interventions are encouraged, athletes who held low levels of stigma and 

were aware of the support services avaliable to them were still likely to not seek formal help for 

mental health issues. It is important that efforts are made to build meaningful interpersonal 

connections between athletes, athlete support staff, and mental health services in order to increase 

athletes’ willingness to access these services. Face-to-face enagement with support staff and 

clinicians was found to be effective and useful for most athlete participants. Building the Pacific 

workforce in clinical, coaching, and support roles would also be beneficial given athletes’ tendencies 

to gravitate towards Pacific support staff in this study.  

• While all athletes experience their own psychosocial challenges, the majority of young Pacific male 

athletes experience positive mental wellbeing and high levels of subjective wellbeing; however, there 

is a small but significant number who struggle psychologically. This research suggests that there is 

significant scope for coaches, support staff, and mental health professionals to focus on screening, 

early detection, targeted monitoring, and intervention among this group. Identifying and connecting 

with these ‘at-risk’ athletes and targeting specific interventions towards key risk periods such as 
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following injury, transitioning into the senior elite level, deselection, following athlete suicide deaths, 

and following performance difficulties would be beneficial for this group. 

• Athlete support and coaching staff must come from a place of connection and understanding, rather 

than stigma and judgement, in order to build trust and rapport when working with this group. Young 

Pacific male athletes currently see informal sources of support in more a positive light given the 

interpersonal connections they have with friends, family, and often Pacific support staff, highlighting 

the importance of focusing on these connections in order to improve athletes’ willingness to seek 

help. As one Samoan stakeholder put it, staff must ‘build and nurture the va’ and use relational 

principles to engage and connect with athletes on a level deeper than just sports. Athletes were also 

more comfortable sharing their emotional vulnerabilities if support staff were also willing to show their 

own vulnerabilies. 

• Now is a great time to build on the success of current mental health initiatives and the broader social 

movement towards discussing mental health more openly among Pacific male athletes. This study 

has shown that many Pacific athletes hold non-judgemental views towards mental health and illness 

and an increasing number of well-established Pacific athletes continue to discuss mental wellbeing 

and help-seeking on news media and their own social media platforms. In particular, facilitating 

greater collaboration between formal mental health services and Pacific athletes would be beneficial 

in raising awareness of formal support services among young athletes and developing more 

accessible and approachable help-seeking pathways for young Pacific male athletes. Athlete 

participants frequently emphasised the influence of talking with older Pacific athletes who had 

overcome their own mental health challenges and were able to share about their recovery journeys 

and use of formal mental health services. 

9.3.2 For mental health services 
• Although athletes’ hypermasculine traits remain a barrier to help-seeking and risk factor for their 

mental health, using a masculine lens to engage athletes was identified as central to increasing young 

Pacific male athletes’ use of formal mental health services. As one stakeholder put it, formal services 

must meet these young men on their level and engage in a way that these athletes are comfortable 

with. Adapting a masculine lens allows for these traits to be seen as enablers for help-seeking, rather 

than barriers. Ultimately, this requires services to be aware of the underlying sociocultural reasons for 

why these hypermasculine norms are so deeply-embedded among this group and realise that these 

traits only make up a small part of athletes’ wider sense of self (see ‘8.5.1 Hypermasculinity and 

gender conditioning must be addressed’). 

• There is room to collaborate with established and former Pacific athletes in order to facilitate greater 

engagement with young Pacific male athletes, their families, and the wider Pacific community. Face-
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to-face engagement is paramount to connecting and relationship building for Pacific peoples and 

would do much to improve relations with this community, raise awareness of formal services, and 

reduce the stigma around help-seeking. Many young Pacific male athletes access formal services 

after encouragement from family and friends. So, building a greater connection between these two 

groups using tailored and culturally-relevant outreach interventions may increase the willingness of 

young Pacific male athletes to access and receive formal treatment when needed. 

• Again, moving away from traditional performance-centred sports psychology models and adapting 

models of care that intertwine athletic factors, sociocultural factors, and individual factors is essential. 

The context of elite sports can place pressures on athletes to focus on their performance and the 

fulfilment of organisation and coaching goals over their own mental wellbeing and personal goals. 

Aspects of service and kinship obligations adds further nuance that must not be overlooked in a 

clinical setting. Services must be more concerned about understanding the lived realities of young 

Pacific male athletes and the meanings they assign to their experiences than just developing 

universal theories to predict and enhance athletic performance. The collective nature of wellbeing still 

remains central; however, young Pacific male athletes must be supported to develop their autonomy 

and remain in control over their personal and professional decisions. 

9.3.3 For athletes, friends, and families 
• Athletes and their families and friends must manage their expectations around ‘making it’ in 

professional sports and recognise the transient nature of a career in elite sports. While a small 

number of athletes will enjoy prolonged athletic success, most athletes will experience brief careers at 

the top level and all athletes will spend more time in their non-athletic careers than their athletic 

career. There is a need to dispel the myth among Pacific families and communities that a career in 

professional sports is ‘the only way to the top’ and ‘life-sustaining’, which contributes to the willingess 

of many young athletes to sacrifice other career pathways, such as education, in order to pursue their 

sporting dreams. Families must support the holistic development of their sons in and awy from sports 

and encourage them to pursue alternative career options while they chase their sporting dreams. As 

one Samoan stakeholder and former rugby league international affirmed, a career in professional 

sports should be seen as a platform for further success in one’s life and not the be-all and end-all, as 

it will not be a ‘life sustaining’ career for 99 percent of professional athletes. 

• Young Pacific male athletes must be aware of the realities of a career in elite sports. Athletes will face 

many setbacks and challenges over their athletic careers and the business of elite sports is commonly 

noted as being cut-throat and ‘ruthless’. Athletes must also be emotionally prepared for the often swift 

transition away from elite sports. 
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• Family, namely parents, are the most important support system for young Pacific male athletes, but 

can also be the biggest source of pressure for athletes – highlighting the power families have to 

support mental wellbeing and help-seeking for this group. Family wellbeing and communication were 

positively correlated with higher levels of subjective wellbeing and more positive attitudes towards 

asking family for help when experiencing mental distress. While acknowledging the sacredness and 

importance of collective and hierarchal Pacific family dynamics, it would be beneficial for parents to 

encourage open communication with their son(s) and provide reassurance when athletes do 

experience setbacks and challenges. 

• Family must also be aware of the realites of elite sports and the signiciant time commitments required 

to succeed at the top level. Athletic commitments and family commitments often clashed for the young 

Pacific male athletes in this study. Time management and agreeing upon these commitments in 

consolidation with coaches and family proved to be central to avoiding burnout and mental distress 

caused by these clashses. 

• Similarly, athletes and stakeholders reported concerns around the unrealistic financial oblgiations 

expected of young Pacific male athletes once they show signs of success in elite sports. The reality is 

that most young Pacific male athletes are on low incomes and/or experience signficant job insecurity. 

Parents play a key role in alleviating these pressures by managing their expectations for their son’s 

athletic career and clearly communicating and agreeing upon financial obligations and expectations 

with their son(s). 

9.4 AREAS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
The findings from this study fill a significant gap in the literature on Pacific athlete mental wellbeing and Pacific 

male youth mental wellbeing; however, this research has also uncovered numerous areas requiring further 

investigation. These areas for future research will be outlined below: 

• There remains a need to assess Pacific male athletes’ mental health literacy using standardised and 

validated assessment tools and explore the effectiveness of mental health literacy interventions for 

this group. 

• Future research is required to explore the coach–athlete relationships factors that impact contribute or 

hinder performance, mental wellbeing, help-seeking, and life satisfaction for Pacific male athletes. 

The identification of what makes an effective coach–athlete relationship in relation to these factors 

would allow for the development of more culturally-relevant coaching strategies and programmes.  

• There is considerable international research on the positive impact of individual resilience on youth 

mental wellbeing and it would be beneficial to explore the factors that cultivate individual resilience 

among young male athletes and young Pacific men more generally. 
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• Research investigating the phenomenon of perceived stigma among young Pacific male athletes as 

well as the exploration of potential interventions to address perceived stigma is warranted in order to 

to gain a greater understanding of how this phenomenon impacts upon help-seeking attitudes and 

behaviours for this group.  

• There is a need to further explore the mental health experiences of young athletes who enter into the 

talent development and feeder systems of professional sports, but fail to make it to the senior elite 

level or have their athletic career prematurely terminated. 

• Research exploring the association between gender socialisation and mental wellbeing and help-

seeking among different Pacific male population groups is required. An investiation into the 

sociocultural, economic, and wider institutional structures that underpin hegemonic forms of 

masculinity and the socialising conditions that reinforce young Pacific men’s commitment or non-

commitment to these forms of masculinity would be beneficial to informing tailored help-seeking 

interventions and mental health services for young Pacific men. 

9.5 LIMITATIONS 
As with other research, this research had its own epistemological, methodological, logistical, and personal 

limitations that must be considered. Despite a number of strategies employed to reduce the impact of these 

limitations, it is important to identify potential limitations so that they can be addressed in future research and 

to inform any comparative studies. Methodological limitations are explained in greater detail in the 

methodology chapter (see ‘4.14 Methodological limitations’). 

• A primary limitation of this study is that although the key themes emerged in each successive focus 

group, participants were largely self-selected or invited by their friends, family, or coaches to 

participate which led to only a few sports represented within the focus groups. It is possible that some 

themes were not identified in this study that may be present for young Pacific male athletes in other 

sports. Moreover, the transient nature of elite sports led to a number of logistical limitations that meant 

some participants who were interested in contributing to this research were not able to take part. The 

use of online interviews may mitigate these challenges in future research.  

• Focus group and interview discussions of mental wellbeing often centred around mental illness, 

namely depression. It is possible that previous discussions of mental health had centred around 

mental illness for this group, which have shaped their understanding and expectations for any 

discussions related to mental health. Thus, participants’ experiences of mental wellbeing may be 

clouded by their experiences of mental illness which adds a certain nuance to be aware of when 

assessing this research. 
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• Self-report bias was also a potential limitation of this study, as people in general may be selective in 

their recollection of events or feel the need to give socially acceptable responses to certain research 

questions. For example, questions regarding depression and other forms of mental illness relied on 

self-identification which may hinder construct validity.  

• As a result of the need to protect participants’ privacy and anonymity, there were also limitations 

related to data coding. In mixed methods research, it is recommended that the coding process is 

carried out by two or more people in order to increase validity and remove the influence of any 

personal bias. However, triangulation strategies were implemented to address this limitation and 

improve study validity (see ‘4.11 Triangulation protocol’). 

• Another potential limitation was the cross-sectional nature of this study and differing career status of 

the athletes that took part. Future research should use a sampling criterion based on specific career 

stages, rather than using age as a guide for recruitment. It is also worth emphasising that the sample 

characteristics inevitably limit the generalisability of the findings to other countries and population 

groups such as young Pacific female athletes and well-established elite athletes. Nevertheless, 

widespread sampling was prioritised for this research in order to gain a broader understanding of 

mental wellbeing and help-seeking for young Pacific men engaged in elite sports. 

• The frameworks developed in this research should be assessed and further developed in future 

research in order to avoid premature theory development. These theoretical frameworks would 

especially benefit from the input of Pacific mental health clinicians and sports psychologists. 

Furthermore, input from the field of psychology would allow for the development of robust theory 

which can inform reliable and valid psychometric tools. 

9.6 CONCLUSION 
This research explored young Pacific male athletes’ experiences of mental wellbeing and help-seeking in New 

Zealand. Findings illustrated the powerful sociocultural, economic, and wider societal factors that underpin 

mental wellbeing and help-seeking for this group. It was also evident that culturally-competent coaching and 

support staff contribute significantly to supporting mental wellbeing and encouraging help-seeking among this 

group, making it vital that elite organisations and their staff understand the lived realities and wider kinship 

obligations facing young Pacific male athletes away from sports. Understandings of depression were strong 

among athletes and stakeholders; however, both athletes and stakeholders struggled to identify depression 

among young Pacific male athletes noting the ability of this group to ‘mask’ their true feelings and emotions as 

a key factor. Key risk periods such as following injury, transitioning into the senior elite level, deselection, 

following athlete suicide deaths, and following performance difficulties linked to mental health difficulties. It 

was also common for subclinical levels of mental distress derived from a variety of athletic and non-athletic 

stressors to accumulate and lead to clinical mental health issues such as depression and anxiety, as most 
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athletes would delay seeking help and/or not receive the appropriate formal support and treatment. 

Maladaptive and emotion-focussed coping mechanisms were most commonly used by athletes to deal with 

their distress and/or depression.  

This research also uncovered the largely positive views young Pacific male athletes hold towards others 

seeking help for mental health issues, yet the significant stigma and fear of personal and professional 

consequences that athletes feel when seeking help for themselves. A culture of extreme self-reliance and 

hypermasculine norms embedded in both athletic and wider sociocultural settings further contributed to 

athletes’ unwillingness to reach out for help when experiencing mental health issues. While some athletes 

were comfortable approaching informal sources of support such as friends and family for help, most athletes 

believed that the perceived personal and professional risks of seeking help outweighed the perceived 

benefits; highlighting the need for elite organisations to identify ways to facilitate help-seeking in a way that 

will avoid any personal or professional conflicts or consequences. Further recommendations for practice have 

been provided by collating athlete and stakeholder experiences of ‘what works’ alongside evidence-based 

tenants for promoting mental wellbeing and help-seeking within the elite sports context.  

This research has shown the strength of adapting indigenous Pacific methodologies to fit with contemporary 

Pacific youth contexts, as well as the importance of centring Pacific ways of doing, knowing, and being when 

doing research with Pacific communities, regardless of the predominantly European spaces surrounding the 

research topic and existing literature. Despite the wider scope of this research and its contribution to the 

literature, there remain a number of areas requiring further investigation; in particular, there is a need to 

explore the sociocultural, economic, and wider institutional structures that underpin the hypermasculine forms 

of masculinity prevalent in the environments surround young Pacific male athletes and the socialising 

conditions that influence young Pacific men’s commitment or non-commitment to these traits, which 

significantly hinder help-seeking for this group. 

Elite sports have continued to evolve, as athletes are stronger, more skilful, and quicker than ever, and it is 

promising to see that the mental health side of sports is also rapidly developing and being provided further 

attention and resources in order to meet the mental wellbeing needs of each athlete. This research hopes to 

show that tailored support and interventions are key to supporting the mental wellbeing needs of young Pacific 

male athletes as well as other groups of athletes who may not necessarily fit within the largely European 

systems and structures that make up elite sports. However, it also demonstrates the need for community and 

societal-level interventions that address the wider sociocultural, economic, and institutional structures that 

hinder mental wellbeing and deter help-seeking among young Pacific male athletes and young Pacific men 

more generally. 
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APPENDIX D FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET  

'Run it Straight!' - Pacific Men, Mental Wellbeing and Elite Sports 

Student Researcher: Caleb Marsters 

Principal Investigator: Dr Jemaima Tiatia-Seath 

Introduction 

My name is Caleb Marsters. I am a PhD candidate based at the Centre for Pacific Studies at the University of 

Auckland. My main supervisor is Dr Jemaima Tiatia-Seath and my second supervisor is Dr Lisa Uperesa; both 

staff are based at the Centre for Pacific Studies at the University of Auckland, and are very experienced 

Pacific health and wellbeing researchers and experts. 

The project 

Reason: The reason I am doing this research is to look at young Pacific male athletes, coaches, managers, 

psychologists, and sports administrators opinions, of what could help towards positive mental wellbeing and 

performance at an elite level of sport. This research is a response to findings from my masters research on a 

similar topic and recent media attention around young Pacific male athletes which confirm that there are 

distinct issues faced by this group that need deeper exploration.  

Aims: The aim of this PhD study is to capture an understanding of the views of young Pacific male elite 

athletes towards the factors that impact upon positive mental wellbeing and high performance in elite sports. It 

is hoped that this research will help us better understand the sociocultural and contextual factors that support 

positive mental wellbeing among young Pacific male athletes playing at elite levels or engaged in an elite 

development sports programme and looking to enter a career in professional sports career. 

Duration: Participation in this study will include a one-off focus group that will last up to 60 minutes maximum. 

The research period is July 2017 - July 2020, where findings will be submitted as a thesis and presented back 

to community level and professional level sports organisations and at seminars and lectures and published in 

journal articles. 

Benefits: This research gives you the chance to share and discuss ways we can better support and promote 

positive mental wellbeing for young Pacific athletes and potentially Pacific male youth, as well as discussing 

issues around depression and suicide. Overall, your input will provide useful information that will help to 

inform future support to address and meet the mental health and wellbeing needs of young Pacific male 

athletes. 
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Risks: There are no expected risks or harm to you as a result of participation or nonparticipation in this study. 

Participation is voluntary. All information gathered on this issue is viewed as sensitive and confidential and will 

be strictly handled and stored safely and securely.  

Invitation 

You are invited to take part in this research because you are a Pacific male elite athlete aged between 16-24 

and living in New Zealand. 

To find potential participants, like you, we have used an advertisement that has been shared with my own 

personal networks as well as on social networking sites (such as Facebook). 

Your participation is completely voluntary and you may decline this invitation to participate without giving a 

reason and without penalty. The choice is entirely up to you.  

If you do accept this invitation you are free to withdraw without giving a reason and without penalty. The cut-

off date for withdrawal is one month after the focus group takes place.  

What will happen if I do accept? 

If you choose to participate, we will set up a focus group time with you as soon as possible once you’ve 

accepted your invitation to take part in this research.  

The focus group is expected to take up to 60 minutes at the longest, and will be carried out at a location and 

time agreed upon by all focus group participants. You can choose not to answer particular questions or leave 

the room at any time, without needing to provide a reason. 

I would like to digitally record the focus group (audio only) and this will only be done with your permission. 

Again, even if you do accept to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without giving a reason and 

without any penalty.  

 

If you have any further questions about the research process, please do not hesitate to email me at 

cmar502@aucklanduni.ac.nz. Or my primary supervisor Dr Jemaima Tiatia-Seath at 

j.tiatiaseath@auckland.ac.nz if you have any questions about the researcher or the study.  

Confidentiality 

If you choose to participate in the focus group, you can be assured that no material that can personally 

identify you will be used in any reports and publications on this study. All information both written and 

recorded will be transcribed into electronic transcripts (word documents) and will be strictly handled and 

securely stored at all times. Information will be encrypted so that it can be transferred securely to the Principal 

Investigator who will save the files in password-protected file space on the university server. After this 
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research is finished, all information will be kept indefinitely on this password-protected file space on the 

university server. 

If you would like to receive a copy of the findings from this research it will be made available to you.  

Any concerns related to the topic of mental health? 

If you have any concerns related to focus group discussions or to the topic of mental health please feel free to 

contact the free-phone Youth Helpline on 0800 376633, or free text 234 to Youthline New Zealand. You can 

also visit www.thelowdown.co.nz and/or www.auntydee.co.nz for further support regarding mental health and 

wellbeing. Also, feel free to contact one of the contacts below if you have any questions or concerns about 

this study.  

Participation gift 

We value your contribution to this study greatly and the only cost to participate in this study is your time. A gift 

voucher ($50) will be given to you upon completion of the focus group. You may keep the voucher even if you 

choose to withdraw from the study after your focus group. Light food and refreshments will also be provided at 

the focus group for you. 

Contact details 

Student Researcher:  

Caleb Marsters 

 

PhD Candidate 

Pacific Studies 

The University of Auckland 

E: cmar502@aucklanduni.ac.nz 

Principal Investigator 

Dr Jemaima Tiatia-Seath 

 

HoD 

Pacific Studies 

The University of Auckland 

E: j.tiatia-seath@auckland.ac.nz 

Head of Department: 

Dr Jemaima Tiatia-Seath 

 

HoD 

Pacific Studies 

The University of Auckland 

E: j.tiatia-seath@auckland.ac.nz 

 

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 extn. 83711. Email: ro-ethics@auckland.ac.nz 

If you want to talk to someone who is not involved with the study or have concerns regarding your rights as a 

participant in this study you may contact the Health Advocates Trust.  

Telephone: 09 623 5799  

Thank you very much for your time and consideration to help make this study possible. 

Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 30 June 2017 for three 

years. Reference number: 019467 
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APPENDIX E FOCUS GROUP SCHEDULE 
Focus Group Schedule 

Welcome participants 

Go over formalities 

Go over the PIS and read out this statement on confidentiality: 

All opinions expressed will be treated in confidence everyone here and in the production of the project report. 

All responses will remain anonymous.  

Go over the consent form with participants and collect signed consent forms before starting. 

Check again that there are no objections to the use of the audio recorder; then switch it on. 

Prayer/Pure/Lotu 

As with most Pacific meetings of this nature, prayer will both open and close the meeting. 

Introduction and reason for this meeting 

Reiterate the purpose of the meeting.  

Do an ice breaker by having all participants introduce themselves and tell a little about their sporting and 

ethnic backgrounds. Build connections. 

Start discussions 

To get the conversation going, use a simple opener: 

Is everyone aware of what mental health is? Ask about things like what does positive mental wellbeing look 

like for you? 

This gives an opportunity to go around the group if the conversation doesn’t start naturally. Continue with 

something like: 

How many of you make use of the athlete welfare services or support services on offer to athletes? What 

helps to access these for those who do? For those who don’t use them, why is this for you? 

Do you discuss mental health much in your organisation/club/school?  Or anywhere else like among friends or 

at home or with your partner? 

Encourage participants to expand on a Yes/No answer by getting them to talk about specific experiences or 

opinions. 

In some cases you will need to prompt.  
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What sorts of reasons do you think young Pacific athletes feel pressured? What do you think individual 

athletes can do to stay resilient? What do you think we or others such as family or clubs can do to remove or 

reduce some of these pressures? 

 

Try to involve everyone: if you have non-interested participants, involve them by asking participants questions 

such as: “Is that something you similarly agree with or have experienced?” 

Use certain questions to probe deeper and gain a better understanding of participants’ views. 

Discussion points 

Ø Discussion point 1: What does mental wellbeing mean to you? 

Ø Discussion point 2: What are some of the things that are important to you when it comes to staying 

positive? 

Ø Discussion point 3: What are the main challenges for youse? And what are some of the things that are 

important to you when it comes to staying resilient and pushing through the challenging times? 

Ø Discussion point 4: What does depression mean to you all? (Discuss triggers, prevention mechanisms, 

coping mechanisms, what is most needed moving forward) 

Ø Discussion point 4: Formal support systems and initiatives (I.e. clubs, schools, programmes, etc) 

Ø Discussion point 6: Discuss barriers, facilitators, and potential interventions for help-seeking and 

supporting young athletes to seek help and return to a positive state of mind. (Doesn’t have to just be 

seeking help with services, but also friends, partners, teammates, family, God, etc) 

Ø Discussion point 7: Messages for organisations, future athletes and families coming through to prepare 

them and their families for a career in elite sports 

Some prompts for discussions 

1. Risk factors 

a. Sports-related factors such as injury, performance issues, etc 

b. Familial obligations 

c. Intergenerational communication 

d. Binge drinking  

e. Drugs 

f. Burnout 

g. Hypermasculinity 

h. Specific mental health problems such as anxiety and depression 

i. Stigma and tapu 

2. Support factors 

a. Family 
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b. Sports organisations 

c. Schools 

d. Friends 

e. Teammates – the brotherhood 

f. Partners 

g. Others 

h. Religion/Spirituality/God 

i. Culture 

j. Identity 

k. Balance 

3. Initiatives and what could be done 

a. Best ways to raise awareness? 

b. Best ways to promote the positive side of mental wellbeing – ‘flourishing’ 

c. Best ways to engage athletes? 

d. What are the messages that should be shared? 

e. What would make mental health easier to talk about for you all? 

f. What advice would you give younger athletes to prepare them for the challenges of elite sport? 

g. What did you wish you were told earlier in your career that would have made your career journey 

easier? 

h. Best approach to building transferrable life skills for young athletes like yourselves? 

Finish up discussions 

Lastly, do you have any further thoughts you would like to share around this topic and the mental wellbeing of 

young Pacific athletes in general? 

Give the group chance to make comments on ways of improving the service: 

What messages would you send to mental health services, schools, organisations, families, and other young 

athletes when it comes to staying positive and resilient in elite sports? 

Closing and farewell 

Finally, thank the group for their time and tell them that the discussion has been most valuable. Remind the 

group that you are particularly interested in how everything goes with them and will keep them all updated 

with the study. Hand out pākau aro’a/gift vouchers to everyone as a token of appreciation. 
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APPENDIX F FOCUS GROUP CONSENT FORM 
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APPENDIX G STAKEHOLDER INTERVIEW ADVERTISEMENT 
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APPENDIX H STAKEHOLDER INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT INFORMATION 
SHEET 
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APPENDIX I STAKEHOLDER INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 
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APPENDIX J STAKEHOLDER INTERVIEW CONSENT FORM 
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APPENDIX K CONVERGENCE CODING MATRIX 
Convergence coding matrix download link: 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1TrlvJB4TZVW3Sqez221qgBuK9jYd3JQR/view  

Convergence coding matrix QR code: 
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APPENDIX L ETHICS APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX M SURVEY PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS 
Table 11 Participant demographics 

 Frequency (n = 99) Percent 

Age   

 16-18 19 19.19 

 19-20 20 20.20 

 21-22 21 21.21 

 23-24 39 39.39 

Birthplace   

 New Zealand 57 57.57 

 Fiji 5 5.05 

 Tonga 5 5.05 

 Samoa 4 4.04 

 Australia 3 3.03 

 Cook Islands 2 2.02 

Current residence   

 Auckland, New Zealand 57 57.57 

 Hamilton, New Zealand 8 8.08 

 Christchurch, New Zealand 5 5.05 

 Wellington, New Zealand 5 5.05 

 Nelson, New Zealand 2 2.02 

 Rotorua, New Zealand 1 1.01 

 Sydney, Australia 13 13.13 

 Melbourne, Australia 4 4.04 

 Brisbane, Australia 2 2.02 
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 Canberra, Australia 1 1.01 

 California, United States 2 2.02 

 Rarotonga, Cook Islands 1 1.01 

Type of sport played   

 Professional or Olympic-level team sport 56 57.57 

 Professional or Olympic-level individual sport 9 9.09 

 Non-professional or Olympic-level team sport 26 26.26 

 Non-professional or Olympic-level individual sport 8 8.08 

Table 12 Sport played 

Sport Frequency Percent 

Rugby Union 37 37.37% 

Rugby League 32 32.32% 

Basketball 8 8.08% 

Soccer 1 1.01% 

Boxing 4 4.04% 

MMA 6 6.06% 

Cricket 1 1.01% 

Volleyball 1 1.01% 

American Football 1 1.01% 

Weightlifting 2 2.02% 

BMX 1 1.01% 

Crossfit 1 1.01% 

Mountain Biking 1 1.01% 

Rowing 1 1.01% 

Swimming 1 1.01% 

Tennis 1 1.01% 
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Total 99 100 

Table 13 Ethnicity 

Ethnicity Frequency Percent 

Cook Islands Māori 4 4.04% 

Cook Islands Māori/Fijian/Samoan/German 1 1.01% 

Cook Islands Māori/Niuean/Papa’a 1 1.01% 

Cook Islands Māori/NZ Māori 4 4.04% 

Cook Islands Māori/NZ Māori/Papa’a 3 3.03% 

Cook Islands Māori/Papa’a 6 6.06% 

Cook Islands Māori/Samoan 1 1.01% 

Cook Islands Māori/Samoan/NZ Māori 1 1.01% 

Cook Islands Māori/Samoan/NZ Māori/Papa’a 1 1.01% 

Cook Islands Māori/Samoan/Papa’a 1 1.01% 

Fijian 9 9.09% 

Niuean/NZ Māori 1 1.01% 

Niuean/Samoan 2 2.02% 

Niuean/Samoan/Papa’a 1 1.01% 

Niuean/Tongan 2 2.02% 

Samoan 27 27.27% 

Samoan/NZ Māori 4 4.04% 

Samoan/NZ Māori/Papa’a 4 4.04% 

Samoan/Papa’a 4 4.04% 

Samoan/Scottish 1 1.01% 

Samoan/Tongan 3 3.03% 

Tongan 14 14.14% 



Chapter 11: Appendices 

 

 

    
 

 

377 

Tongan/NZ Māori 1 1.01% 

Tongan/Papa’a 2 2.02% 

Tongan/Persian 1 1.01% 

Total 99 100.00% 

Table 14 Ethnic heritage 

Ethnicity Frequency Percent 

Samoan 51/99 51.51% 

Cook Islands Māori  23/99 23.23% 

Tongan  23/99 23.23% 

Fijian  10/99 10.10% 

Niuean  7/99 7.07% 

NZ Māori  19/99 19.19% 

European 23/99 21.21% 

 


