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Abstract 

The proportion of Pacific academics in permanent confirmation path positions at New Zealand 

universities (1.4 percent) continues to lag far behind the Pacific share of New Zealand’s population 

(7 percent). In this paper, we use a thematic talanoa to explore the experiences of Pacific early 

career academics (PECA) at the University of Auckland to highlight the key themes, challenges 

and features of our daily lives in the colonial, Western, and Pākehā institution that is the university. 

This paper sheds light on the systemic and structural barriers that impact PECA journeys through 

higher education and suggests actions that universities in New Zealand can take to further support, 

nurture, and develop PECA pathways into and upward through the academy. 

 

 

Introduction 

The success of early career academics is a growing area of research in higher education. Recent 

research has shown that Pacific peoples continue to be under-underrepresented in faculty positions 

across Aotearoa, signalling a need for universities to not only focus on, but recruit, retain, and 

promote Pacific early career academics (PECA).1 This paper aims to shed some light on how 

PECA experience universities, in an effort to increase understanding of our lived realities within 

New Zealand universities, offering practical solutions for the successful retention and promotion 

of PECA. This paper will contextualise the significant under-underrepresentation of PECA by 

considering previous research on emerging academics in New Zealand and the experiences of 

racialised bodies working in universities. This paper then explores three questions: (1) what is 

challenging about being a Pacific early career academic; (2) what strengths do we see in the Pacific 

academic community; and (3) how are we currently supported, and how could we be better 

supported? Finally, we offer ways forward for the retention and promotion of PECA in New 

Zealand.  

 

Context 

Early career academics in New Zealand are likely to be women, Caucasian, under 40, and more 

than half (56 percent of new hires within New Zealand universities) are born overseas, of whom 

only 1 percent are Pacific.2 This demographic information provides insight into continued patterns 

of under-underrepresentation for Pacific peoples in academia; we are simply not being hired by 

New Zealand universities. A common response to this is that there are not enough Pacific 

doctorates; however, Naepi et al. identified areas within the New Zealand university system where 

significant opportunities to recruit and retain PECA are being lost, arguing for a system-wide 

approach that puts the onus on universities to consider what changes they could make to support 

Pacific success within universities.3  

 

Pacific peoples constitute 7 percent of New Zealand’s total population, and yet census data from 

2018 highlights that Pacific doctoral qualified academics make up a mere 1.4 percent of university 
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lecturers in Aotearoa New Zealand.4 Pacific peoples traditionally have a strong and recent migrant 

history from various islands in the Pacific; now, however, more than 60 percent of New Zealand’s 

Pacific population have been born in New Zealand.5 Naepi’s “Why Isn’t My Professor Pasifika? 

A Snapshot of the Academic Workforce in New Zealand Universities” shows the number of 

Pacific academics in Aotearoa has barely improved between 2012 and ––2017, whilst data from 

the University of Auckland shows a sharp reduction in the number of Pacific academic staff 

between 2015- and 2017.6 The data on Pacific academics in higher education mirrors global 

patterns of the exclusion of Indigenous communities from universities. In Australia, Indigenous 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders made up less than 3 percent of the academic staff 

workforce7; in the United States and Canada, Native Americans and Aboriginal Canadians made 

up less than 0.5 percent and 1 percent of faculty respectively. 8 The situation is similar for Māori 

academics who make up less than 5 percent of the academic workforce in Aotearoa New Zealand.9 

These figures have largely remained stagnant between 2012- and 2017, which raises important 

questions about the commitments of universities to building a sustainable Māori academic 

workforce and honouring commitments to Te Tiriti o Waitangi.10  

 

The awareness of the experiences of Pacific academic staff in navigating the terrain of the higher 

education landscape in Aotearoa New Zealand is growing.11 Recent analysis of early career 

academic experiences in New Zealand suggest they face several challenges. Sutherland highlights 

that the satisfaction and research productivity of early career researchers is higher for New Zealand 

than for elsewhere, but that there is a struggle to find a sense of work–life balance, compounded 

by unrealistic expectations and the disparity between different disciplines and universities’ support 

of early career academics.12 Sutherland argues that there are a number of ways early career 

academics can be supported: (1) departmental support is vital; (2) the importance of academic 

citizenship to the retention of faculty needs to be communicated; (3) relational agency (the ability 

to offer support and ask for support) should be encouraged; (4) Heads of Departments should 

consider early career academics’ previous experiences when designing orientation and 

socialisation into the department.13 Sutherland also encourages individual responsibility, noting 

that early career academics need to be resourceful in how they seek help, demonstrate resilience, 

be aware of institutional norms, and be conscious of work–life balance.14 Despite these important 

findings, Pacific peoples were not explicitly included in their work. As such, this paper offers 

insight into how the authors, as PECA, experience this same space, taking into consideration that 

the experiences of early career academics in New Zealand changes when you are a “space 

invader.”15 

 

Inclusion of a Pacific lens is critical for understanding the complexities of early career academic 

experiences, as our perpetual under-underrepresentation suggests flaws in the recruitment, 

retention, and promotion of Pacific academics. Recent research into how Pacific peoples 

experience the academy strongly point to New Zealand universities remaining spaces of 

exclusion.16 This exclusion can in part be attributed to the foundational whiteness of universities.17 

They are spaces and places where a monocultural knowledge system based on Western values is 

reproduced by those who have a significant investment in continuing their dominance in 

knowledge production.18 Higher education spaces in settler-colonial contexts such as Australia, 

Canada, New Zealand, and the USA have traditionally been dominated by Western ways of 

“knowing and being”,” thereby privileging dominant neoliberal discourses of education. This has 
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led to an “epistemological dominance” of institutionalised Eurocentric education norms.19 This 

highly political context privileges this kind of knowledge at the expense of other epistemologies 

and pedagogies. In addition to alienating other forms of knowledge, opportunities for collaboration 

or dialogue across different epistemological sets are limited, given the presupposed universal, 

neutral, and supreme nature of Eurocentric knowledge.20 

 

The limited number of PECA can also be attributed to the neoliberal value system that New 

Zealand universities subscribe to, reducing everything to an input/output measurement.21 This can 

have a significant impact on peoples whose value system lies in relationship building.22 

Organisational theories in higher education are largely grounded in structural functionalism, with 

little to no attention paid to other epistemologies and ways of being.23 Structural functionalism is 

criticised for its inability to consider issues of power, privilege, identity, oppression, equity, and 

social justice; Capper has argued further that education practices that emanate from structural 

functionalism “perpetuate inequities and social injustice.”24 

 

This epistemological hierarchy can be observed throughout the university structure, through 

dominant ideas about coursework and pedagogy infiltrating how key concepts such as 

“scholarship,”, “quality,”, and “success” are defined.25 Regarding pedagogy, traditional theories 

of learning have failed to recognise the wider dispositions, cultural knowledge, and influences of 

family and community for diverse learners.26 Epistemological dominance is exerted through the 

use of broad concepts such as diversity and inclusion that have enabled the reproduction of 

epistemological dominance and the silencing and othering of those denoted as “diverse.”27 

Diversity, defined in this way, typically refers to those who are “different,” often minorities within 

a majority group context; “diversity” offers “conditional hospitality,” rendering difference and 

otherness at the edges. The inclusion of Indigenous knowledges as an “add- on” or an afterthought 

to complement course curricula is a prime example of othering: the relegation of other (often 

Indigenous) knowledges to the edges of mainstream curricula and consciousness.28 

 

Methodology/Method 

The writers of this paper recognise that we are not the first to discuss the challenges and strengths 

of being PECA. This conversation happens often in the undercommons of universities by not only 

Pacific but other racialised groups. As such we wish to recognise that what we have to offer is a 

small contribution to an ongoing series of talanoa (dialogue)—both a cultural practice and a 

recognised Pacific methodology—amongst Pacific scholars, that continues as a way to strengthen 

our relationships to each other and our communities.29 In particular, this paper arose from a 

collective of emerging Pacific academics who recognise the neo-neoliberal values of the university 

mean that if we are to meet as an official group (input of time) then there would need to be an 

output (this publication).30 It is in this way we slowly chip away at the university value system, by 

taking the expectation of individual gain and instead producing collaborative work that strengthens 

our relationships to each other and our community, and enriches the higher education research 

field.  

 

Our research method is framed with all of this in mind. We agreed to a basic premise regarding 

this article: that it is an opportunity to articulate what is challenging and what is inspiring about 

being a Pacific early career academic, and then for each to contribute a vignette. Vignettes in social 
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science qualitative research are used to elicit responses to a proposed set of questions/scenarios 

and facilitate a deeper exploration of individual responses.31 Early vignettes indicated that we 

could answer three questions: (1) what is challenging about being a Pacific early career academic; 

(2) what strengths do we see in the Pacific academic community; and (3) how are we currently 

supported and how could we be better supported? Once we had each contributed our vignettes, our 

lead author captured seven key themes that spoke to the individual experiences. 

 

We define PECA as someone of Pacific heritage employed in a full-time permanent position at the 

university who has transitioned into this role within the past five years. This limited definition 

acknowledges that PECA in precarious employment do not have the benefit of protection around 

freedom of speech that permanent academics do. We are mindful of how this may impact career 

progression for those without permanent contracts.32 

 

Findings 

The data produced from the shared experiences of seven PECA were grouped thematically, 

initially producing seven key themes. A reflexive thematic analysis was used to analyse and code 

the data and to generate initial themes, which were then reviewed and refined to combine 

thematically similar sub-subthemes.33 We draw on the creative methodological practices of Pacific 

researchers across higher education who refashion conventional methods to incorporate Pacific 

research methods and values.34 For example, Thomsen’s research uses the general principles of a 

thematic analysis but makes direct links to principles that are rooted in Pacific ways of being and 

knowing.35 A thematic talanoa analysis includes telling a story where the theory is combined with 

the narrative in conversation, which differs from a conventional thematic analysis that can still be 

extractive.36 Many of the themes are interconnected. In response to the first research question, the 

first four themes highlight the various challenges PECA face daily in navigating the university 

landscape. The remaining three themes respond to the second and third research questions by 

highlighting the strengths-based coping mechanisms that support the academic development and 

the strengthening of academic identities within the academy.  

 

The vignettes are presented as summaries of the combined talanoa, as opposed to the opinions of 

specific individuals. While we recognise the diversity of PECA membership, and the significance 

of that diversity, the authors committed to the act of sharing our combined experiences in this 

collective manner to set a foundation to represent our collective voices. This allows for further 

publications that contain more nuanced experiences and understandings based on our respective 

institutional positionalities within higher education. As a recently developed network within the 

university, this publication is a sounding board, representing our commitment to working 

collectively to support one another in our collective navigation of higher education.  

 

The seven key themes identified are: 

 

1. Lack of academic capital 

2. Isolation and loneliness 

3. Systemic and structural tensions 

4. Cultural labour/taxation 

5. Institutional support 
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6. Strength of Pacific values and connections 

7. Support from Pacific colleagues 

 

Lack of Academic Capital 

A consensus amongst the narratives from PECA was a lack of academic capital—that is, a lack of 

an early exposure to academia—which has contributed to the current low number of Pacific 

academics. Often, PECA were the first in their family to attend university, and spoke of the lack 

of accessible Pacific role models within families and their broader communities. The responses 

mirror the lack of academic capital that broadly characterises the journey of Pacific generally 

within the academy:37 

Growing up in a poor South Auckland household meant that my exposure to the world of 

academia was only ever through my experiences as a learner once I entered university. 

Bereft of any role models or familial social capital in the field has meant that navigating 

the “academy” has been tremendously difficult. 

 

I do not have any familial or community reference points to draw from. Many of my non-

Pacific colleagues who I have met and those I studied with as a PhD student in the United 

States had parents who were college professors or came from middle class backgrounds 

and had been conditioned early on in their lives to understand what is needed to be able 

to survive and thrive in academia. I see this as one of the biggest barriers to Pacific 

scholars entering academia.  

 

Isolation and Loneliness 

PECA spoke of the burden of often being the only (or one of the very few) Pacific members of 

academic staff in their respective departments. The isolation had significant implications on their 

ability to thrive holistically as Pacific peoples and as academic staff, mirroring the experiences of 

other Pacific staff:38 

The profound loneliness negotiating academia is the same reason I understand it is 

important to remain in it. That to stay and develop your voice is to take up and create 

space, for others like us. Right now, I am the only Pasifika woman in my faculty with a 

full-time contract. It is a daily occurrence when I find myself the only Pasifika person in 

the meeting, in the staffroom, at a staff event, or presenting to students. Usually, I am the 

only Pasifika woman, even when there is a bigger staff pool if the meeting includes 

professional staff. I sometimes look at my Pālāgi39 colleagues and am incredulous that 

they will likely never—never—in their whole career ever have to feel the isolation that 

comes with being one of the under-represented.  

 

My time in academia so far has largely been positive but peppered with moments of 

frustration. These frustrations are all connected to an underlying issue of there being so 

few of us in the academy. Isolation in academia is common.  

 

Not only do we need to be present, but we also need to be assertive and comfortable to 

push for our students—which is a challenge as an emerging academic when you are often 

the only Pasifika voice in the room. There is no training in this. 
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Systemic and Structural Tensions  

Linked to the previous theme of isolation and loneliness, the university often proved an 

inhospitable place for Pacific itulagi (worldviews), diverse ways of being, teaching and learning.40 

PECA spoke of the disconnect of non-Pacific colleagues from the lived realities of Pacific students, 

and how this often resulted in grand misperceptions and poor judgement from such staff. Like the 

respondents in Kidman and Chu’s study, PECA found themselves constantly having to respond to 

and correct colleagues, often advocating for the broader interests of both Pacific students and 

staff:41  

Like many of my Pacific colleagues, I have the unenviable challenge of privileging 

multiple Pacific itulagi within an institution whose monoculturalism is both domineering 

and unforgiving in its dominance and sidelining of Indigenous ways of teaching, learning 

and being.  

 

Pālāgi colleagues have little self-awareness of how Indigenous, Pasifika, Māori discourse 

has developed, and the nuance of deficit framing, or how they are no longer (they never 

were) the experts to advise us on pathways to self-determinacy on our terms. I find myself 

often listening to un-invited, wide-ranging Pālāgi perspectives that reveal ontological 

dissonance with Pasifika worldviews, the penultimate of outdated framing: speaking 

authoritatively about Pasifika, their peoples, and communities as a deficit subject because 

you have Pasifika friends or worked with a Pasifika community that one time.  

 

I remember the deficit framing of Pasifika in lecture content when I was a student. It was 

always difficult to deal with, but it’s a different ball game as academic staff. I can now 

see and challenge the deficit framing within the system, but it gets very frustrating and 

tiring. There’s a back and forth among my colleagues asking, “How can we improve the 

pass rates of our Māori and Pacific students?” versus “What is it about how we are 

teaching, and the school is structured that is not benefitting our Māori and Pacific students 

in the same way?” A kind of “achievement gap” vs “opportunity gap” positioning.  

  

The school overall seems to really want Pacific to thrive but there are blindspots like 

power and structure that need to be addressed to succeed. They have talked to me about 

burnout and making sure I don’t, but they are failing to recognise it is the wider university 

structure that causes that burnout and until that is addressed Pacific academics will 

continue to be overloaded as we try to meet the expectations of two worlds. 

 

Although aware of the need to respond to and often correct the misperceptions of non-Pacific 

colleagues, PECA are all too aware of the implications their advocacy could have on their 

employment as staff and any future hopes of progression: 

Sometimes it’s also hard because I’ll point out racism to a colleague and they will say 

hey let’s report it without really understanding what it means to be Pacific and a woman—

reporting that racism endangers my progression, yes, the person who did it may get 

reprimanded, but they will remember what I did and have the power to slow my 

progression or viability in tenuous times.  
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The-academic-at-work-what-I-feel-I-can-say-voice-says: I think research demonstrates 

that Pacific pass rates are more complex than simply lack of attendance. There are 

countless instances like this. This holding back of what I would like to say in-my-head-

voice while redirecting Pālāgi colleagues to the greater systemic issues with the what-I-

feel-I-can-say has significantly characterised developing my voice.  

 

I found spaces that allowed me to flourish as an emerging Pasifika academic and others 

where my drive and advocacy for Pasifika peoples was actively discouraged by those in 

leadership positions. 

 

At best these moments provide for the sassiest laugh sessions with fellow Pasifika early 

career academics, at worst they can trigger depressive episodes that I manage as best as I 

can without inviting attention from my line manager or colleagues with antidepressants, 

publicly funded mental health services, personally funded clinical psychology, and 

periods of low scholarly productivity. These periods I count myself lucky to have such 

employment, although it does concern me that others like me might be facing greater 

precarity. 

 

Cultural Labour/Taxation 

Institutional cultural dissonance has led to PECA feeling pressure to perform additional 

responsibilities in both advocating for and supporting Pacific learners.42 PECA were often called 

upon by non-Pacific colleagues as remedies to the issues presented to them by their Pacific 

learners. This theme builds on the key tension identified earlier: the disconnect between, on the 

one hand, the priorities and expectations of the university for students, and on the other, the diverse 

experiences and ways of learning of Pacific learners. Although PECA are generally committed to 

the service and advocacy of Pacific students, this was often done in addition to already heavy 

workloads: 

I get a lot of emails from colleagues asking for advice about engaging with Pacific 

students, communities etc. It’s a kind of labour that doesn’t get a lot of recognition. 

Sometimes the labour feels like a lot of supporting staff who really want to “make sure 

I’m being culturally appropriate”—a bit of hand holding and reassuring.  

 

One of the central challenges with being an early career Pasifika academic is that there 

are so few of us, that we very fast become stretched thin as we are pulled in different 

directions and asked to represent Pasifika people in multiple forums. There are simply 

not enough of us and much of what we do is “invisible” to the university’s expected job 

description. One central aspect of this is the social and emotional support we give our 

students outside of the bounds of what is expected, and the steps we take to advocate for 

them. 

 

Within the University the mindset and structures are designed to support the concept of 

the Western student who has no responsibility beyond passing their classes, with enough 

money to live comfortably while they do this; a picture so far removed from our Pasifika 

students that it is laughable. We need to represent our Pasifika students in these Western 
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forums so we can give voice to the lived realities they face, and we need to do that loud 

and in full colour for people to recognise the importance of what we are saying. 

 

We could make the political statement of not following this advice, but we know we won’t 

get promoted and we need more Pacific people higher up the academic ladder. Sometimes 

I see what our more senior Pacific colleagues have achieved, and I am disheartened that 

they are not professors yet; the message is clear—serving your community will not get 

you promoted even though that’s what universities claim to be about.  

Institutional Support  

Despite the challenges identified in the first four themes, PECA were able to share examples of 

institutional practices that contributed positively to supporting their academic development. Here, 

colleagues identified helpful departmental practices such as structured mentoring and guidance 

provided by departmental heads who were often non-Pacific. These processes provided clearer 

guidance around navigating departmental/faculty systems and progression pathways: 

My faculty have implemented mentoring programmes for emerging researchers of which 

I was invited to be part of. I was thankful for time in them and for the wisdom I gained 

from my peers and seniors/mentors. The skills, support, and guidance were mainly 

centred on career advancement and promotion. This was useful in its own right and I 

don’t want to detract from the benefits I gained from it. 

 

I come from a really supportive department, they have arranged mentoring, are 

minimising my service and check in on me regularly.  

 

To better support the development and progression of PECA, there are particular priorities of the 

academy that must be amended to accommodate Pacific priorities of service to communities: 

A group publication that supports all of us is of less value than an individual publication. 

But it is in group publishing those relationships are built. Open access publication means 

my community can access my work, but that is devalued. I’ve been advised to publish 

internationally not domestically, and by international they mean European and North 

American journals. It angers me that we aren’t supporting local journals that our 

community can access easily in measuring the “success” of an academic. 

 

Promotion needs to consider that different academic communities have different 

measures of a successful academic. Senate who signs off on promotion needs to 

understand this—it is unfair to have a department, then school say yes because they 

understand the limits of the structure to then have the wider university say no because 

they haven’t critically engaged in their own value system. 

 

Strength of Pacific Values and Connections 

PECA discuss how their Pacific cultural values and traditions have acted as protective strengths 

that validate their cultural identities within the academy. This allows for the incorporation of 

Pacific cultural knowledge, pedagogies, and methodologies to support their work and the work of 

their fellow PECA: 

https://doi.org/10.26686/jnzs.iNS33.7379


18 

Journal of New Studies NS33 (2021), 10-24  https://doi.org/10.26686/jnzs.iNS33.7379 

 

 

I think a lot about being raised in a Samoan household and how that’s affected me. In 

particular, I was brought up to understand Samoan values around tautua or service as a 

way to frame and understand your work.  

 

As social scientists, we know relationships are important for wellbeing. As Pasifika, we 

know relationships are the foundation of our being. The disconnect between the ways we 

conceptualise relationships as Pasifika within a largely Eurocentric institution can make 

life difficult sometimes. Relationships in academia can become so transactional that my 

connection and identity as an academic becomes less meaningful.  

 

Our greatest strengths are our relationships. Although we are a small collective, and we 

are spread across the university, the bonds between us all are some of the strongest 

collegial relationships I have ever come across. There are times I don’t need to speak in 

depth because our shared experiences mean we already know. A simple question of 

“How’s everything going?” can be explained with a roll of the eyes and received with a 

knowing smile and shared laugh at our own expense. It is interactions like this where I 

know I am with people I need to be with. Where we can simultaneously be each other’s 

shoulder to lean on and hype-person. Before entering academia, I had heard of the fierce 

competition of academia, the “publish or perish mentality” and I geared myself to get 

used to it. I thought I must know and work the system to survive its individualised 

competitiveness. However, it is the compassion and support of our unofficial Pacific 

networks that keeps me safe.  

 

Our relationships as Pacific staff are informal and formal at the same time. We offer each 

other career advice and make jokes at each other’s expense. It is a kind of collegiality that 

feels the same as if you were visiting a cousin at their home. We are each other’s 

constructive critics and hype people. I like not having to start at square one and providing 

broader context to Pacific experiences with our emerging Pacific academics, we can get 

straight to business.  

 

Support from Pacific Colleagues 

All PECA were unanimous in the fundamental mentoring role senior Pacific academics provide: 

 

Since I transitioned into a permanent role, my direct manager who is a senior Pacific 

academic has been guiding my progression plan and pushed me out of the department to 

find a Pacific academic mentor. The first person I asked gave me a resounding yes. The 

community of Pacific scholars and their strength as a network, their capability to self-

determine for themselves the support their younger colleagues like me need, is what will 

ultimately lift our presence in academia and move us forward. 

 

I am incredibly thankful for the connections I have with other Pacific staff—those that 

have been here longer than me and helped pave the way, and those that I have started this 

journey alongside. We have shared experiences that don’t need to be elaborated on 

because they are known—it’s like a taken for granted kind of thing within Pacific spaces 

that you have to explain and justify in other spaces. Because our relationships are 
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fundamental to our ways of being, we very easily form networks of support. It is the 

quality and focus on these relationships which is perhaps the greatest strength that we 

have (despite our small numbers), and something that the university could never provide. 

 

Currently I receive mentoring from a senior Pacific colleague, it’s nice to have somebody 

who goes to the same meetings as me, recognises the same problematic behaviour and 

then we can talk about it. 

 

Our senior Pacific mentors have also been invaluable, they help guide us on this path and 

many of them have laid the pathway for us. It amazes me how invested and supportive 

they are in our success. 

Discussion 

The narratives above offer a new way to understand early career academic experiences by 

exploring the lived experiences of PECA. While several barriers are identified (lack of academic 

capital, isolation and loneliness, systemic and structural tensions, cultural labour/taxation) we also 

identified the strengths we bring as a community (strength of Pacific values and connections, 

support from Pacific colleagues, and ways in which institutions can support us).  

 

Although the themes produced in this article are relevant to Pacific academics, critical connections 

can be made to previous research conducted by Māori academics. Mercier et al. showed that 

connections between and with Māori academics provided especially empowering and positive 

support.43 Māori academic early career researcher networks were also identified as a means of 

strengthening the support necessary for individuals to navigate the institution as Māori. Moreover, 

such networks provided critical spaces where whanaungatanga (relational networks) are grown 

within the university that serve as spaces of refuge and retreat from the battleground of policy and 

decision-making.44 

 

PECA face similar socialisation issues to those faced by other early career academics, but it is also 

clear that as “space invaders” there is an extra layer of complexity in this experience.45 Our 

findings suggest that the challenges Sutherland noted for early career academics in New Zealand 

are compounded for PECA, as we must also engage with systemic and structural tensions and 

cultural labour and taxation whilst attempting to locate a work–life balance, engage as good 

academic citizens, and practice relational agency.46 

 

The systemic and structural tensions experienced by PECA mean that engaging as good academic 

citizens can be highly problematic for us. It is difficult to contribute positively to a structure in 

which you experience the isolation and loneliness outlined above and the exclusion recorded in 

previous research.47 Instead, as outlined by the experiences above we become overloaded with 

service requests while attempting to navigate a space that is fundamentally unfamiliar to us all, 

while also being aware that the university itself holds onto policies and processes that continue to 

under-undervalue our work. The expectation that we could be good academic citizens whilst 

attempting to reconcile our exclusion leads to the burn- out discussed above.  

 

Earlier literature identified the need to develop “relational agency” to be successful as early career 

researchers; that is, being able to ask for and provide help to others. The stories above suggest that 
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early career academics practice relational agency amongst our own Pacific academic community, 

both seeking support from senior Pacific academics and supporting other Pacific early career 

researchers.48 

 

Strength of the Pacific Academic Community and Institutional Support 

What remains clear from the narratives shared is that PECA continue to find strength and support 

within the Pacific academic community. This needs to be expanded to include the entire academic 

community, which may take some significant structural change on behalf of the university. The 

stories shared about institutional support begin to give us some idea of what this may look like: 

supportive management, meaningful mentoring relationships, and recognition of Pacific 

epistemologies and ontologies as key to institutional success. 

 

Pacific peoples have long been heralds of relational ontological practices, and the narratives above 

indicate that these practices are influencing our success as PECA. Fundamental aspects of the 

relational agency referred to earlier are critically embedded in Pacific cultures. This is captured in 

Pacific notions of the vā, often referred to as “sociospatial connections,” the “space between people 

and things.”49 The vā not only refers to relationships with people, it also speaks to ecological 

relationality: relationships with the land, sea, and heavens.50 Notions of vā (Tonga, Sāmoa, 

Rotuma, Tahiti) and wā (Hawaiʻi, Aotearoa) are underpinned by core common Pacific values that 

include ʻofa, alofa, aroha, aloha, arofa, aroʻa (love and generosity), langimalie, langmalie, 

rangimarie (equilibrium, harmony, holistic wellbeing), fakaʻapaʻapa, faʻaaloalo (respect), and 

fetokoniʻaki, feososoani (mutual assistance).51 

 

Pacific understandings of vā represent an embracing of the holistic being. This article has shown 

that Pacific practices of relationality are viewed as a strengths-based approach to supporting the 

academic development of emerging Pacific academics. The mutual reciprocity of nurturing and 

sustaining the vā continues to be a pivotal tool for emerging Pacific academics in navigating the 

university landscape. Despite the monocultural focus on the individual within the academy, Pacific 

academics continue to find ways to acknowledge, validate and reaffirm Pacific sociocultural 

practices within academic contexts. This adoption of cultural practices within an institutional 

context contributes to building a sense of cultural interconnectedness between PECA.52 Pacific 

approaches to relationality have also been prominently featured in extensive research on pedagogy 

that enhances learning outcomes for Pacific students. Emerging Pacific academics, therefore, have 

a lot to offer the university, and universities should invest in the spaces and resources necessary to 

enable and further strengthen the development of relational agency.  

 

Conclusion 

Despite the significant challenges PECA face in New Zealand universities, we continue to engage 

in relational practices that bring strength to our academic practices. Universities need to begin to 

consider how they will match our strengths with support in ways that enable us to successfully 

contribute to our communities while participating fully in the university. In this way both Pacific 

communities and the university community can move forward together and imagine a future where 

we both grow in strength and solidarity. This article highlights Pacific practices and 

understandings of relational agency that are key to supporting the development and progression of 

early career Pacific academics. It joins a wealth of research that highlights key institutional 
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practices that are conducive to the development of Indigenous early career academic staff, 

providing specific detail on how to support Pacific staff in the context of higher education in 

Aotearoa.53 
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