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Abstract 

The role of place and how a person perceives a place are critical to constructing, 

maintaining, and expressing a person's identity. Therefore, changes to place identity have 

the potential to alter a person's identity and attachment to place. The concept of place is 

integral to several disciplines. However, despite calls for a deeper exploration of place in the 

field of consumer research, the conceptualisation of place identity has been inconsistent in 

that discipline.  

This research aimed to understand the local lived experiences of shifting place 

identities owing to newcomers moving into an area. It explored three interrelated questions: 

1) What is place identity? 2) How do locals experience shifting place identities? and 3) What 

role does place identity play in constructing individual identity? Conceptualisations of place 

identity from different disciplines were integrated to develop a working definition of place 

identity, and primary research was conducted in Kawerau, a small town in New Zealand. 

This case study consisted of two interview phases over two years, involving thirty-four 

participants.  

The findings revealed that place identity is an ongoing process, influenced by time, 

people and other places of influence. Locals rejected what they perceived to be the forced 

imposition of place identity by external influences and, instead, used identity narratives of the 

past in the present to mould the future identity of the place. Although the findings indicated 

that, in smaller towns, acculturation with newcomers could seem more prominent, an influx 

of newcomers is merely one, and not the primary, factor attributed to changes in place 

identity.  

From a theoretical perspective, an integrated definition of place identity is presented, 

that incorporates the multiple factors that simultaneously influence a place's identity. The 

research also suggests the methodological value of empowering participants to share their 

stories using multimodal cognitive deep-maps. The findings also demonstrate the practical 
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applicability of understanding place and identity as essential precursors to developing place 

marketing and development strategies.  
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Glossary 

Māori term Meaning 
Atua Ancestor with continuing influence, god, demon, supernatural being,  
Awa river, stream, creek, canal, gully, gorge, groove, furrow. 
Karakia to recite ritual chants, say grace, pray, recite a prayer, chant. 
Kaupapa Māori  Māori approach, Māori topic, Māori customary practice, Māori 

institution, Māori agenda, Māori principles, Māori ideology – a 
philosophical doctrine, incorporating the knowledge, skills, attitudes 
and values of Māori society. 

Mana prestige, authority, control, power, influence, status, spiritual power, 
charisma – mana is a supernatural force in a person, place, or object. 

Mana Whenua territorial rights, power from the land, authority over land or territory, 
jurisdiction over land or territory – power associated with possession 
and occupation of tribal land. 

Maunga mountain, mount, peak. 
Pakeha  New Zealander of European descent – probably originally applied to 

English-speaking Europeans living in Aotearoa/New Zealand. Despite 
the claims of some non-Māori speakers, the term does not normally 
have negative connotations. 

Pepeha tribal saying, tribal motto, proverb (especially about a tribe).  
Ringatū a Māori Christian faith founded by Te Kooti in the 1860s with adherents 

mainly from the Bay of Plenty and East Coast tribes. 
Tapu restriction, prohibition – a supernatural condition.  
Tohunga to be expert, proficient. 
Tūpuna ancestors, grandparents. 
Turangawaewae place where a person has the right to stand – place where a person 

has rights of residence and belonging through kinship and whakapapa. 
Whakapapa genealogy, lineage. 
Whare house, building, residence, dwelling, shed, hut, habitation/people in a 

house. 
Source: see Moorfield (2011) and updates from www.Māoridictionary.co.nz edited by John 
Moorfield.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Overview 

This chapter introduces the thesis by outlining the motivations for the research and 

the significance of the topic. It presents the core purpose of the research, establishes the 

relevant theoretical foundations, highlights the study’s objectives, research questions, 

methodology, and main contributions, and presents a document map of the thesis structure.  

1.2 Background  

Place, a location in space, is critical to constructing, maintaining, and expressing 

identity (Belk, 1988; Tian & Belk, 2005). However, despite calls to integrate parallel, yet 

separate, research streams on possession and place attachment (Schultz & Baker, 2004), 

consumer researchers continue to focus on possession rather than place. The movements 

of people across borders as immigrants (Fernandez et al., 2011), refugees (Gollnhofer & 

Kuruoglu, 2018), and cosmopolitan employees (Bardhi, Eckhardt and Arnould, 2012) will 

continue and even accelerate in the future, making the understanding of how varied 

acculturation processes (Luedicke, 2015) shape the identities of people and places over time 

a critical endeavour.  

Historically, most migration has been from rural to urban areas (Jackson, 2014). 

However, a new trend is emerging, of certain categories of people, including working 

professionals, the self-employed, and retirees, moving to smaller towns to avoid the high 

cost and pace of urban life. While it remains to be seen whether the effects of the COVID-19 

pandemic has a permanent effect on how people work, the pandemic has changed the way 

people are now working (i.e., much more from home), which has meant that people are 

moving to more rural places (McConnell, 2020), as they no longer have to commute to the 

extent that they did previously, if at all.  
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While urban residents can also be threatened by newcomers (See for instance, Insch 

& Walters, 2018), in less urbanised areas, an influx of newcomers is proportionately more 

extensive and has far greater potential to change or destabilise place (Mackay et al., 2009). 

However, this trend has not been fully examined and presents a gap in our understanding of 

place and identity (Chatzidakis, McEachern, & Warnaby, 2017; Kalandides, 2011; Kavaratzis 

& Hatch, 2013). Notably, this is an opportunity to examine how newcomers influence small-

town place identity from the perspective of residents as they adapt and acculturate 

(Luedicke, 2015; Sam & Berry, 2010) to shifts in the identity of their place.  

1.3 Research Problem 

A thorough literature review on place and identity indicates that consumer culture 

research is fragmented and lacks consistency in the conceptualisation and exploration of 

place identity. The geographical focus of place identity literature is generally focused on 

cities and migrant newcomers. However, the impact of significant numbers of newcomers 

moving into smaller towns is proportionately larger (Mackay et al., 2009); yet there seems to 

be a gap in research on how such inbound migration influences people local to a place. 

Therefore, there is an opportunity to understand the lived experiences of locals in small 

towns undergoing demographic change.  

1.4 Research Purpose 

The gaps identified in the literature form the basis for the overarching research focus, 

which is to understand the lived experiences of shifting place identities. Three specific and 

inter-related questions were asked: 1) What is place identity? 2) How do locals experience 

shifting place identities? 3) What is the role of place identity in constructing an individual’s 

identity? 

1.5 Methodology 

The purpose of this research was to investigate, using an interpretivist perspective 

(Creswell, 2014), the sociological phenomenon of people moving into small towns in 
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significant numbers, the impact (if any) of this movement from the perspective of local 

inhabitants, and how the multiple collective identities of people and place are continually 

created and re-created. To understand the lived experiences of local inhabitants of small 

towns, a phenomenological and qualitative methodology was used. This approach enabled 

the exploration of deeply held perspectives on the construction mechanisms of self and 

place identity. The use of multimodal methods, such as visual photo-art activities and the 

presentation of one physical item that represented place during the two semi-structured 

interview phases of the research, enabled participants to articulate and express their lived 

experiences in varied ways. The two interview phases, totalling thirty-four participants, took 

place over two years and provided longitudinal depth (Thomson, 2015) to the study. The 

inclusion of new participants (n=12), including newcomers (n=4) in phase two, provided 

breadth (Mills et al., 2010) to the phenomenologically interpreted study.  

An introspection provided by the researcher reveals her phenomenological 

perspectives and lived experiences of conducting the study in her geographical place of 

residence. All interviews were recorded and transcribed and the NVIVO software 

management tool facilitated data analysis.  

1.6 Context 

Previous consumer research has analysed how increased human mobility across 

geographical locations can cause dissent and friction between long-term residents and 

migrants. However, while some of this research explores the perspective of hosts, indigenes 

(as referred to in some literature), or long term locals (e.g., Luedicke, 2015; Veresiu & 

Giesler, 2018), most provides insights into the views of migrants – specifically, international 

immigrants (e.g., Askegaard et al., 2005; Mehta & Belk, 1991; Penaloza, 1994). Research 

on small-town locals is limited to those moving from rural areas to large urban centres (e.g., 

Mehta & Belk, 1991; Üstüner & Holt, 2007). As a result, a philosophical research gap exists 

in understanding the perspectives of long-term residents of small rural towns on the effects 

of the migration of newcomers to their place of residence, and if, and how, this affects and 
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changes the identity of the place. Here, migration refers to international migrants, secondary 

migrants, and migrants from elsewhere in New Zealand.  

The case study of Kawerau, a small town in New Zealand, provides an exploration of 

small-town perspectives on shifting place identities. Preliminary secondary research of news 

stories, government reports, Statistics New Zealand data, social media forums, and personal 

observation provided background information on shifts in the identity of the place over time.  

1.7 Contributions 

Supported by research findings from multiple disciplines, this study adds to place and 

identity research in the field of consumer culture as it explores the processes of place 

destabilisation and reimagining due to newcomers moving into smaller towns. There is a 

need for this research, as emphasised by the editors of Marketing Theory, who, in 2017, 

wrote, “There is scope in marketing research for a more overtly phenomenological and 

social-relational perspective... which incorporates more dynamic and relativistic perspectives 

originating from disciplines such as geography and sociology” (Chatzidakis et al., 2018, p. 

150). Moreover, the Academy of Marketing’s Place Marketing and Branding SIG’s call for 

papers for its 2019 conference, On Managing and Marketing Places, encouraged scholars to 

undertake research and present papers investigating the links and interactions between 

places and the people who inhabit and utilise them (Skinner & Maheshwari, 2018).  

The contribution of this research includes the development of theory, including 

looking at whether the current understanding of place identity is comprehensive, or if this 

interdisciplinary concept needs an updated and integrated definition of, and a framework to 

study place identity. It also seeks to consider a new, updated and integrated definition of 

place identity. Methodologically, the research demonstrates the usefulness of multimodal 

tools in understanding consumers’ lived experiences of place identity. The development of 

multimodal interview tools, including a participant-led visual montage activity (Banks, 2001; 

Harper, 2002, 2004) and the showcasing of one physical object that represents place, can 

help future researchers to tap into lived experiences. In addition, encouraging participants to 
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share their life stories (Atkinson, 2011; Bamberg, 2015) as they explore place, and the 

researcher's use of introspective narrative methods to encourage participants to share their 

life stories extends Gould's work, which focuses on just self-introspection (Gould, 1995; 

Gould, 2008). to understand and interpret the lived experiences of participants offer new 

ways to collect and interpret primary research data. Practically, the research demonstrates 

the need to understand consumers’ lived experiences of place before initiating place 

marketing and branding strategies, as well as the need to consider legislation and policies 

conducive to the sustainable acculturation of varied population demographics. Without place, 

there are no people; without people with fulfilled self-identities and extended selves, there is 

no vibrant place. Therefore, it is vital that policymakers and practitioners consider the 

findings, discussion, and recommendations offered in this thesis.  
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1.8 Document Map 

Section Content 
Introduction Introduces the research purpose, context, 

background, methodology, findings, 
contributions, and document structure. 

Literature Review Critically reviews literature on place and 
place identity, place branding and 
marketing, and identifies gaps in literature. 

Research Methodology Elaborates on the epistemology, theoretical 
perspective, methodology, methods, and 
tools used for research. 
Provides an introspection on 
phenomenology as a methodology. 

Findings Presents descriptions of participants' lived 
experiences and main themes arising from 
the research. 
Illustrates a collage of the participants’ 
physical and pictorial representations of 
place.  

Discussion Discusses the findings in relation to the 
research questions. 

Conclusion Presents the theoretical, methodological, 
and practical contributions. 
Explains limitations and opportunities for 
future research. 
Provides a succinct researcher 
introspective. 

References A list of all publications referred to in this 
study. 

Appendices Includes supporting documentation, such as 
tables, participant information sheet, and 
interview schedules. 
Detailed researcher introspection. 
Participants’ stories – Māori legend about 
the place. 
Photo collage of place. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction  

This chapter reviews literature from a variety of disciplines to understand how place 

identity is conceptualised, and to demonstrate the need for consumer researchers to further 

investigate place identity using established perspectives from fields such as geography and 

psychology.  

2.2 Overview  

Place identity is regarded as a sub-set of self-identity, and what a place means to a 

person’s sense of self, is a definition originating from psychology but generally accepted 

across various disciplines. It is a complex yet critical concept to disciplines such as 

geography (Cresswell, 2015; Massey, 1991, 1995, 2004; Relph, 1976, 2018; Tuan, 1975), 

psychology (Altman & Low, 1992; Proshansky et al., 1983), architectural planning (Lynch, 

1960; Sepe, 2013), and marketing and branding (Kavaratzis & Kalandides, 2015; Medway & 

Warnaby, 2008).  

However, beyond the surface-level acceptance of the concept, the varied priorities of 

these disciplines make the existing literature on place identity fragmented. Moreover, 

because both place (a space with meaning (Altman & Low, 1992; Relph, 1976)) and identity 

(the sense that people make of themselves (Knox & Marston, 2016)) are both complex 

concepts in their own right, it is not surprising that there has been little consensus on what 

place identity actually means, even within a single discipline. 

More recently, marketing and branding scholars have acknowledged this lack of 

consensus and have attempted to conceptualise place and identity (e.g., Anholt, 2008; 

Kavaratzis, 2008; Ntounis & Kavaratzis, 2017). There is a need to move beyond the visible 

aspects of branding, such as logos and images (Brodie et al., 2017), to understand the 

“beneath the water” (De Chernatony, 2006, p. 11) or “below the waterline” (Brodie et al., 

2017, p. 184) aspects of how place identity is formed over time.  
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2.3 Multidisciplinary Focus on Place Identity  

The concept of place and the formation of place identity are part of the fabric of 

disciplines such as psychology, geography, and architecture and planning. However, the 

focus of each discipline is different. While the focus in psychology is the formation of self-

identity (e.g., Breakwell, 1986; Proshansky, 1978; Proshansky et al., 1983), in geography it 

is space and place and how human interpretations shape place (Massey, 1995; Massey & 

Thrift, 2003; Massey, 1994; Relph, 1976, 2018), and in architecture and planning it is how 

humans form meaning and identity based on the built environment (Hospers, 2010; Lynch, 

1960, 1984). In marketing, meanwhile, place and place identity research focus on place 

branding, such as destination branding, inward investment branding, and residential 

attraction branding (Aitken & Campelo, 2011; Brodie et al., 2017; Dinnie, 2010; Govers, 

2011). This section reviews the study of place and identity in three non-marketing 

disciplines: psychology, geography, and architecture.  

2.3.1 Psychological Place Identity 

In psychology, place is the environmental and social backdrop that forms a person’s 

identity. Psychology research has focused primarily on place identity in relation to a person’s 

self-identity from infancy to old age, rather than on what the place is, which could be 

anything from a room, a house, or a neighbourhood (Proshansky et al., 1983). For instance, 

psychology scholars have investigated place in the context of favourite places (Korpela, 

1989), self-identity construction through social and environmental relations (Gustafson, 

2001), and the impact of large scale redevelopment on the self-identity of residents in a 

place (Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996).  

Social psychologists have sought to understand place identity from a variety of 

perspectives. One such perspective is Breakwell’s Identity Process Theory (IPT), which 

states that self-identity is dynamic, social, and formed from the interactions between physical 

and social structures (Breakwell, 1986, 2015; Jaspal & Breakwell, 2014). IPT illustrates the 

importance of the distinctiveness, continuity, self-esteem, and self-efficacy of place to self-
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identity. Another perspective is that of Twigger-Ross and Uzzell (1996), who differentiate 

between ‘place-referent’ and ‘place-congruent’ continuity; the former refers to the use of 

places to create emotional bonds in people, and the latter refers to people seeking to portray 

their identities by choosing to live in places that have characteristics that preserve their 

perceptions of their self-identity. This theory provides an opportunity to explore how locals 

cope with changes to their place using place-referent and place-congruent continuities. 

While the meaning of place identity continues to evolve, the most widely accepted 

definition of place identity comes from the field of psychology. Some social psychologists 

consider place identity to be a “sub-set of self-identity” formed by “a potpourri of memories, 

conceptions, interpretations, ideas, and related feelings about specific physical settings” 

(Proshansky et al., 1983, p. 60). Although Proshansky et al.’s (1983) definition continues to 

be widely used within the context of understanding the role of place in the formation of self-

identity, some scholars have criticised it for not considering the processes that aid the 

formation of place identity and how these relate to self-identity (Korpela, 1989; Twigger-Ross 

& Uzzell, 1996). Although nuanced and useful for psychological analysis, a “sub-set of self-

identity” and a “potpourri of memories” that limit place identity to a person’s feelings about a 

physical environment may not benefit consumer research, which needs to consider how 

place identity influences both individual and collective identity. This gap opens an 

opportunity to develop an updated definition that integrates the varied factors that constitute 

place identity.  

An ongoing debate in this field is the interchangeability of terminology. Psychology 

scholar Maria Lewicka (2008) argues that place identity and place attachment are two 

different but interrelated theories. Setha Low and Irwin Altman (1992), however, focus on a 

concept called place attachment, highlighting how a person’s self-identity is formed, 

disrupted or reformed, based on attachment to a place and shared meanings of that place 

(Altman & Low, 1992). Their work acknowledges that place attachment terminology is 

subsumed within place identity and other related terminologies, such as sense of place, 
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topophilia, and place bonding. Altman and Low’s (1992) popular edition of Place Attachment

includes vital parameters on how attachments to a place are formed, such as community 

attachment (Hummon, 1992), the psychological effects of disruptions to place attachment 

(Brown & Perkins, 1992), and place attachment and place identity in later life (Rubinstein & 

Parmelee, 1992), as represented in Figure 1. 

Figure 1

Rubinstein and Parmelee (1992, p. 144) – Place Attachment Conceptual Model

The conceptual model by Rubinstein and Parmelee (1992) presented in Figure 1 on 

forming place attachment and identity across individual and collective dimensions

differentiates between collective and personal definitions of place identity. The dichotomy 

between the individual (personal attitudes, beliefs, and experiences) and the collective 

(socio-cultural norms and shared meanings) is negotiated and integrated on a geographic 

sphere to achieve social interdependence. The negotiations that occur in this realm influence 

identity, which Rubinstein and Parmalee (1992) define as the “sense of who one is in the 

world, distilled from a lifetime of experiences” (p. 144). As Rubinstein and Parmalee (1992)

The figure is an exact copy of the original.
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explain, these interactions that occur between individuals and the collective views of place 

attachment are helpful strategies that can also be useful to understand place identity.  

Having now considered a variety of perspectives from within psychology, place 

identity can be described as a) a subset of self-identity, b) comprised of individual 

perceptions of specific physical settings, c) grounded in memories, conceptions, 

interpretations, ideas, and related feelings, d) formed across both individual and collective 

dimensions, and e) shaped through the negotiations that occur in this dichotomous 

geographical zone. An individual’s self-identity, which influences place identity, a) is formed, 

disrupted, or reformed due to attachment to and shared meanings of a place, and b) is 

dynamic, social, and formed by the interactions between a place’s physical and social 

structures. 

2.3.2 Geographical Place Identity  

Geography distinguishes between space, location and place, and an understanding 

of each aspect progressively enables an understanding of place identity. Space is abstract, 

open (Tuan, 1977), and an area without meaning (Cresswell, 2004). Location, “an objective, 

definable point in space” (Cresswell, 2008, p. 134), has a set latitude and longitude 

(Cresswell, 2008), and is either natural and formed over time or is created by engineers and 

architects within a short timeframe (Tuan, 1979). A location, however, only moves from 

being a meaningless space to a place with meaning when humans ascribe meaning and an 

identity to it (Tuan, 1977). Therefore, in geography, place is space that has been ascribed 

meaning by humans (Cresswell, 2004, 2015; Tuan, 1977, 1979).  

The meanings ascribed to a place form a place’s identity and give each place a 

“personality” (Tuan, 1979, p. 409). However, while most geographers acknowledge the role 

of humans in ascribing a personality to a place, their focus on who, what, and how long it 

takes to form a place’s identity differs. For instance, Marxist geographers, such as Doreen 

Massey (2004), attest that place identity is an ongoing process where the past informs the 

present through geographically and historically embodied relations both within and outside 
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the place (Massey, 2004). Other geographers, such as Relph (1976, 2018), prioritise the 

lived experiences of people, where a place’s identity showcases the “present expressions of 

past experiences” and “hopes for the future” (Relph, 1976, p. 33). According to Tuan (2021) 

the identity of a place can either be formed over long periods of time through history and 

built environments (e.g., Oxford, United Kingdom), or acquired within a short timeframe 

through innovative architectural designs (e.g., Brasilia, Brazil) (Tuan, 2021).  

Time in the place, or the length of association with the place, can foster favourable 

place attachment simply because familiarity can create fondness for the place where a 

person has lived for a long time (Tuan, 2021). Conversely, people can also “fall in love” with 

a place “at first sight” and become attached to it (Tuan, 2021, p. 1). But the place-based 

aspects that people use to create place attachment differs. For instance, visual or public 

symbols, such as sacred places, formal gardens, monuments, or public squares are easily 

visible to everyone and, therefore, enable easy visual attachments, regardless of the 

person’s length of association with a place. However, only those who have lived in a place 

for a reasonable length of time discern the intangible human emotions linked to a place 

(Tuan, 1979).  

While length of residence can be used to foster place attachment and self-esteem, 

conversely, the notion that length of residence and roots can increase a “geographical 

permanence” of certain people or groups to a place is considered a fabrication of “racist and 

jingoistic discourses” (Diener & Hagen, 2020, p. 9) aimed at keeping certain groups outside. 

These attitudes create a false sense of community where words such as ‘local’ and ‘tradition’ 

are used to isolate and separate (Massey, 1995, p. 184). Conversely, the influence of 

outsiders in imposing a place’s identity by creating places that are all the same and 

facilitated by dominant narratives that promote big business, popular culture, government, 

and the economic systems that enable these processes, can create ‘placelessness’ (Relph, 

2018) or non-places (Augé, 2008). According to Auge, while places empower and facilitate 
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desirable identity narratives, non-places are just in-between places that can be lonely  

(Augé, 2008). 

While geographers offer varied philosophical constructs on place, such as Relph’s 

(1976, 2018) dualisms or Massey’s interconnectedness between the global and the local 

(Massey, 1993, 1999), there is a gap in understanding of how locals cope with shifting place 

identities, and how they use place to navigate their self-identity. There is also scope to 

explore the tensions and conflicts between these various dualities to ascertain how they 

influence place and self-identity. For instance, could existential ‘insideness’ lead a person to 

be entirely in place, while existential ‘outsideness’ lead to a feeling of being out of place? 

Could both locals and newcomers feel ‘insideness’? Moreover, how does this influence place 

identity? It may also be worth exploring whether there is an intermediate stage between 

being on the inside and feeling ‘outsideness’.  

Most geographers agree on a macro-level that the role of place is vital for human 

existence and wellbeing. There are, however, philosophical disagreements concerning the 

epistemological lenses used, which are either predominantly phenomenological or 

predominantly Marxist social constructionist. While Edward Relph’s phenomenological study, 

Place and Placelessness (Relph, 1976), is widely accepted (e.g.Freestone & Liu, 2016; 

Seamon & Sowers, 2008), Seamon and Sowers (2008) suggest that other geographers, 

such as Richard Peet (1998) and Tim Cresswell (2004) have unfairly criticised what they 

consider Relph’s overly simplified, dualistic concepts such as insideness versus 

outsideness, authenticity versus inauthenticity and place versus placelessness. 

Instead, those opposing Relph’s dualisms seem to align with Massey (1991, 1999), 

who argues that, as social interactions create place identity, the identity of a place can only 

be understood in its interconnectedness with other places, both global and local, leading to 

place identity that is progressive, open, and varied (1991, 2005; 2003; 1994). In Massey’s 

(1991, 2004) view, understanding place identity as social interaction negates the rise of 

nationalism and sensibilities around closed boundaries (Massey, 1991, 2004). Perhaps as 
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an indication of the pace of change, Relph (Freestone & Liu, 2016) concedes in later work 

that places are no longer distinctly binary. 

A reading of Massey’s (2004) work, therefore, provides a poignant insight into how 

the relational construction of identity is dependent both on understanding internal 

multiplicities or the multiple factors within a place that influence its identity, and external 

relations to places beyond (Massey, 2004) and how the power geometry of relations 

between places can influence the identity construction of those places (Massey, 2009). 

Power, asserts Massey (1993, 1999), is an integral part of place-making and determines a 

place’s identity in relation to another. For instance, global cities with resources and power 

dictate and form the identities of other places through power relations.  

Consequently, place identity is neither simply a social construct nor an individual’s 

personal lived experience; rather, it is a fusion of both. A comprehensive study of place 

identity requires that it is viewed simultaneously through multiple lenses, as elaborated by 

Tim Cresswell (2004, 2015). These include a) a descriptive approach, b) a social 

constructionist approach, and c) a phenomenological approach to place. The descriptive 

approach enables an understanding of the surface of the “world as we see it”, the social 

constructionist approach looks at the particularity of places but within the constructs of social 

processes that influence the place, and the phenomenological approach provides “a deep 

universal sense of what place means to humanity” (Cresswell, 2015, p. 56). None of these 

levels is more important than any of the others. Of these three approaches, the 

phenomenological approach allows for the incorporation of descriptive and social 

constructionist approaches (Relph, 1970, 2020; Seamon, 2018) and therefore 

phenomenology is used to frame this study.  

Place identity in geography explores a) the sameness that distinguishes a place from 

other places, b) how people identify with place (self-identity), c) human experience, meaning, 

and sense-making of place; and includes d) physical settings, and e) events or activities, 

including co-creation and conflict that occur in physical settings. The construction and 



Reimagining Place Identity - Sneha Gray     
 

15 
 

continued iterations of place identity f) are constructed relationally, g) are an ongoing 

process spanning time past, present, and future, h) are spatially formed due to the place’s 

interconnectedness with ‘other’ places, and i) are influenced by power geometry and power 

relations across time-space.  

2.3.3 Architecture and Planning Place Identity 

Architecture is integral to the formation of places and societies (Waldrep, 2016) 

because it creates a sense of place (Tuan, 1977) through human interventions in physical 

landscapes and the built environment (Lynch, 1960). Congruence with physical built 

environments stabilises a person’s self-identity (Dovey, 2010; Dovey & Wood, 2015). Hence, 

in architecture, place identity – an individual’s sense of place – is attained through 

multisensory experience of a place that enables identity through the creation of memories, 

values, and feelings associated with the built environment (Lynch, 1984).  

While architectural and planning theory is, for the most past, underpinned by 

geography, research by Kevin Lynch (1960, 1984) and Kim Dovey (2010, 2016) has merit. 

Lynch’s seminal work, The Image of the City (1960), remains conceptually vital, with 

empirical evidence of the links between urban design, place, and identity. His work has been 

used or planning and redesigning the built environments in cities, including San Francisco 

(Hospers, 2010). Echoing the views of geographers, Lynch (1960) asserts that place identity 

– that sense of place felt by those who are participants in placemaking – distinguishes one 

place from another. Perceptions of physical environments are formed by a process between 

people and the environment and those perceptions, therefore, vary depending on the person 

experiencing a place. Understanding the uniqueness (distinction from other places), 

structure (spatial/pattern and their relationship to the observer), and meaning 

(emotional/practical meaning for people) (Lynch, 1960) highlights the identity of a place.  

Most changes to a place are human-made (Lynch, 1984) and interdependent overlapping 

built environments underpin an architectural worldview that privileges the importance of built 

or human environments in identity creation processes. Lynch (1984) categorised five 
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overlapping and generally stationary physical elements that create a version of the identity of 

a place based on human perception of the moving elements – generally people or activities 

– within those physical environments. These five elements – paths, edges, districts, nodes, 

and landmarks – remain relevant concepts today. Table 1 provides a tabular representation 

of these elements, with examples of how understanding the various aspects of physical 

environments can enable place marketing researchers and practitioners to co-construct and 

shape places. Multimodal tools such as deep mapping may be helpful ways to understand 

how stakeholders negotiate various places and spaces. 

Table 1 

Tabular Representation of Kevin Lynch’s (1960) Categorisation of Place 

 Categories Examples Use in marketing 
(proposed) 

 Paths Channels for the movement of 
people, e.g., streets, walkways, 
transit lines, canals, railroads  

Tourism and destination 
marketing 

 Edges Boundaries between two phases, 
linear breaks in continuity, e.g., 
shores, railroad cuts, edges of 
development, walls 

Town development 
marketing 

 Districts Quarters, neighbourhoods and 
other sections of a place with a 
distinctive character, e.g., 
London’s Soho 

Residential attraction 
marketing 

 Node Strategic meeting points, e.g., 
squares, junctions or stations 

Consumer co-creation and 
retail marketing 

 Landmarks Defined physical reference 
points, e.g., buildings, signs, 
stores, or mountains 

Destination marketing 

 

Lynch’s progressive focus as an architectural theorist on the power of human experiences in 

physical environments and not simply on the aesthetics of built environments has cemented 

his conceptual foundations in urban design and beyond. The influence of humans on a place 

is also illustrated by Edward Soja (2014) as he explores the changes in Los Angeles from a 

homogenous to one of the most heterogeneous cities in the world. Through historically 

relevant narratives, Soja (2014) facilitates an understanding of how people shape not just 
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the physical place but also the imagined place in the minds of residents or visitors and those 

who have never been to the place. 

Conceptualisation of place identity is also dependent on the perspective from which it 

is studied. Dovey (2010) argues that to ensure that the complexities of place identity are 

understood, thinking must not be limited to one theory, ontology, or framework, but must 

utilise all concepts that may extend knowledge. The notions of fluidity and ‘becoming’, allow 

for theoretical openness that understands places not as static but as always moving and 

changing (Dovey, 2016). In his book, Becoming Places, Dovey (2010) explores the 

formation, evolving, and unfinished nature of place identity. Extracted from this work, place 

identity is seen as being in a continuous process of change (p. 3), rather than as static, fixed, 

or closed (p. 6). For marketing and consumer culture scholarship, the dynamic nature of 

place suggests the need to monitor the pulse of a place constantly to ensure that the 

promotion or marketing of place identity is synchronised with the lived identity. There is also 

a need to balance changing physical spaces while retaining traditional places. Forcing place 

identity by taking a top-down approach to protecting unique places paralyses development, 

change, flexibility, and the very essence of place identity, while too much development in the 

absence of strategic analysis creates a confused identity (Dovey, 2016).  

With house prices rising in New Zealand and towns seeking to clean up and gentrify, 

Dovey warns that, while gentrification may initially give a place an edge, the identity of that 

place may deteriorate if the gentrified society closes its boundaries to prevent further growth 

(Dovey, 2016). Figure 2 illustrates Dovey’s argument for an appropriate mix of 

demographics, homes, and opportunities to create sustainable places. Understanding the 

categories presented in Figure 2 can be helpful for marketing practitioners and scholars 

seeking to comprehend how varied stakeholders negotiate and shape a place's identity. 
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Figure 2

Dovey (2016, p. 30) – Place Identity Interconnectedness

In architectural scholarship, therefore, place identity a) is linked to personal identity,

b) is formed by human perceptions and the meanings of the physical/built/spatial 

environments it evokes, c) makes a place distinct from other places, d) is interconnected, e) 

is always becoming, f) is both formed from its moving elements, particularly people and their 

activities, and g) is composed of the stationary physical elements of the place. 

2.3.4 Key Literature Review Findings

This section provides the main themes from psychology, geography, and architecture 

scholarship that will enable consumer culture theorists to better understand place identity. 

Table 2 presents the key themes derived from these disciplinary classifications, with similar 

themes collated. 

There are five classifications from psychology (self-identity, specific physical settings, 

individual perceptions, and shared meanings of specific physical settings, shaped through 

negotiations between individual and collective memories/interpretations, grounded on 

memories, conceptions, interpretations, feelings, and ideas); twelve classifications from 

geography (physical settings, activities, human meanings, feelings/intentions, human 

intervention in physical settings, distinction from other places, people’s identity using place, 

relationality, processual through time, spatial interconnections, and power-relations); and 

This figure is an exact copy of the original.
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eight classifications from architecture (personal identity, human perception and meanings of 

physical, built, spatial environments, human manipulation of built environments, 

interconnections, always evolving, activities of moving elements, distinction from other 

places, and physical elements of a place).  

Discussions of the ways physical places influence human meanings and self-identity 

are prominent in all three disciplines. Themes such as interconnectedness to other people 

and places, are less common. No overt connection was found for some standalone themes. 

However, in some instances, these imply the same meaning. For instance, memories and 

feelings may be part of self-identity formation and shared human meaning, and, while 

interconnectedness to other places and distinction from other places may, at first, seem 

contradictory, understanding the dichotomies between these two classifications is essential 

as a distinct place identity may sometimes be understood only by comprehending its links 

with or differences from another place.  

Table 2 

Connecting the Dots – Linking Multidisciplinary Literature Findings on the Factors that Form 

Place Identity 

Themes Disciplines that discuss 
themes 

Literature 

Influence of physical 
settings 

Psychology, Geography, 
Architecture 

(Cresswell, 2015; Lynch, 
1960; Proshansky, 1978; 
Proshansky et al., 1983; 
Relph, 1976, 1997; Tuan, 
1977, 1979, 1990; Tuan, 
1971) 

Human meanings, 
perceptions 

Psychology (focus on self), 
Geography (humans and 
place), Architecture (built 
environments) 

(Cresswell, 2015; Lynch, 
1960; Proshansky, 1978; 
Proshansky et al., 1983; 
Relph, 1976, 1997; Tuan, 
1977, 1979, 1990; Tuan, 
1971) 

Formation of self-identity 
through place attachment 
and identity 

Psychology, Geography, 
Architecture 

(Altman & Low, 1992; Brown 
& Perkins, 1992; Dovey, 
2010; Hummon, 1992; Low, 
1992; Relph, 1976, 1997, 
2018; Rubinstein & 
Parmelee, 1992) 
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Memories, feelings, ideas, 
hopes, fears 

Psychology, Geography (Proshansky et al., 1983; 
Relph, 1976, 2018; Tuan, 
1976, 1977, 1990) 

Formed by negotiations 
between people and places 

Psychology, Geography (Devine-Wright, 2009; 
Diener & Hagen, 2020, 
2021; Massey, 1991, 1993, 
1995, 1999, 2004; Relph, 
1976) 

Activities in physical settings Geography, Architecture (Dovey, 2010, 2016; 
Freestone & Liu, 2016; 
Lynch, 1960, 1976; Relph, 
1976; Tuan, 1975, 1979) 

Sameness to or distinction 
from other places   

Geography, Architecture (Dovey, 2010; Massey, 
1991, 2009) 

Interconnectedness to other 
places 

Geography, Architecture (Dovey, 2010; Lynch, 1976, 
1984; Massey, 1991, 2009) 

Always evolving and 
spanning across time  

Geography, Architecture  (Dovey, 2010, 2016; Dovey 
& Wood, 2015; Massey, 
1991; Massey, 1994) 

 

These themes indicate that place identity is a complex, multi-faceted ongoing 

process that spans time. Human meanings and experiences occur in built and natural 

physical settings, enabling the formation of individual and collective identities. Place identity 

is relational both within and outside the place and facilitates co-creation and conflict 

negotiations between stakeholders. It is distinct yet interconnected to other places and 

influenced by power relations across space-time.  

Of the themes identified, four foundational cornerstones hold all the other elements of 

place identity together. These are people, place, time, and power, tied together by a fifth 

element – process. Time incorporates the past, present and future (Massey, 1995; Relph, 

1976; Tuan, 1975; Warnaby & Medway, 2013), power relations highlight the relationality of 

place (Cheetham et al., 2018; Massey, 1991, 2004) and the influence of dominant narratives 

(Massey, 1995; Relph, 1976; Warnaby & Medway, 2013), people signifies human influence 

(e.g., Belk, 1988; Lynch, 1960; Proshansky et al., 1983; Relph, 1976), and place indicates 

natural and physical environments and how they influence self-identity over time (Lynch, 

1960; Proshansky et al., 1983; Tuan, 1975). These four foundational elements are 
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interconnected, interwoven, and dynamic, and are used by people who negotiate the identity 

of places through conflict and the co-creation of dominant narratives within socio-physical 

environments. Process, defined as “a sequence of individual and collective events, actions, 

and activities unfolding over time in context” (Pettigrew, 1997, p. 337), enables an 

understanding of “temporal interconnectedness, studying processes in past, present and 

future time” (p. 340). Of these four themes, researchers have investigated how place and 

people influence each other, but a gap remains in marketing research on the influence of 

time and power on place identity. Any comprehensive, integrative definition of place identity 

must consider the role and influence of all four factors.  

2.4 Gaps and Opportunities – Marketing and Place Identity  

The concept of place identity has the potential to expand understanding of underlying 

human motivations and purchasing, investment, travel, and residential decisions. However, 

such a comprehensive conceptualisation of place identity remains elusive (Kavaratzis & 

Kalandides, 2015) despite attempts by scholars over the past decade (Dinnie, 2010; 

Warnaby & Medway, 2013) to better understand the role of identity in branding and 

marketing (see works by Kavaratzis and Kalandidis. e.g.,  Aitken & Campelo, 2011; 

Kalandides, 2011; Kavaratzis & Hatch, 2013).  

The lack of depth may be because marketing scholars have borrowed place identity 

concepts and theories from disciplines that are still navigating through a plurality of 

interchangeable and interrelated concepts, such as place attachment, place image, local 

culture, place essence, and ‘spirit of the place’ (Kalandides, 2011) to suit research priorities. 

In addition, while understanding that place identity as a social construction (Dinnie, 2018) or 

as a tool for place branding (Baker, 2019) is a starting point, scholars have yet to capture the 

totality of processes involved in making place identity.  

Notwithstanding the plurality and interchangeability in the ways in which place 

identity is expressed across disciplines, there is significant opportunity to draw from other 

mature disciplines to understand place identity’s impact on aspects relating to marketing and 
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consumer culture. Building on the concepts and strategies from other disciplines such as 

geography and sociology will enable a “more rounded understanding” (Chatzidakis et al., 

2018, p. 149) of place and place identity. For instance, while the importance of 

understanding how various stakeholders view place is acknowledged (Aitken & Campelo, 

2011), it is unclear how marketing experts distinguish between stakeholder insideness 

versus outsideness, place versus placelessness, rootedness versus alienation and the 

varied co-creation platforms used by these stakeholders to construct and negotiate the 

identity of a place. Second, how and where the interrelations and interconnections between 

varied geographically, culturally, and socially diverse stakeholders occur requires further 

investigation. Third, the role of a place’s past identity in creating preferred future identities 

and their influence on place branding needs to be explored. Fourth, given the complex and 

continually changing nature of place identity, scholars must explore how a bottom-up 

approach can be incorporated into a field that has traditionally been top-down (i.e., brand 

managers dictating identity). Fifth, it is imperative to understand how authenticity can 

influence identity formation. Place branding strategies can, at times, become inauthentic 

tools of manipulation misused by elites to impose their views and place identity onto the 

wider stakeholder base (Kavaratzis & Kalandides, 2015; Miles, 2010). Finally, there is an 

impetus to comprehend how places enable the portrayal of self-identity.  

There is a substantial opportunity to broaden empirical research on the extended 

self, or the products and places are a part of who a person is (Belk, 1988) to understand how 

the collective self is formed and experienced. Such an investigation is vital to understanding 

changing place identities, and understanding is critical in an environment where the 

movements of people across borders as immigrants (Fernandez et al., 2011), refugees 

(Gollnhofer & Kuruoglu, 2018), and cosmopolitan employees (Bardhi et al., 2012) continues 

to accelerate.  
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2.5 Place Identity and Acculturation 

Although technological advancements have made the world a global village 

(McLuhan, 1962), the increased speed of demographic change has created tensions and 

frictions in geographical places as people struggle to hold on to traditional homogenous 

relationships and interactions (Kohlbacher et al., 2015; Putnam, 2007). Although few locals 

in the present-day Western world can trace their roots to their current country or town for 

more than four generations (Lewicka, 2014), resistance to both internal and international 

migration continues (Vertovec & Wessendorf, 2010), and this migration influences a place’s 

identity.  

Various place development strategies attempt to foster sustainable heterogenous 

places (Sam and Berry 2016), yet any form of sustainable place identity can occur only when 

both the host (resident) and the newcomer or migrant are willing to work together (Penaloza, 

1994). However, at times, residents who have lived in one place for a long time may feel 

nostalgia and a sense of loss of place owing to the influx of new socially, economically, or 

culturally different residents (Savage et al., 2010) who may change the dynamics and 

identity of the place.  

There are several concepts that consider how interconnectedness occurs, but the 

term acculturation, or the “meeting of cultures and the resulting changes” that occur at 

individual psychological, socio-collective, and economic levels (Sam and Berry, 2016, p2), is 

the most recognised. Acculturation may be voluntary or involuntary, be related to 

international or internal migration, and be permanent or temporary (Berry, 1990; Sam & 

Berry, 2016). The building blocks of acculturation are contact, mutual influence, and change 

(Sam & Berry, 2016, p. 16). Integration, assimilation, separation and marginalisation are the 

four pathways to acculturation. Integration is considered the least prejudiced of these, while 

marginalisation may lead to isolation and segregation (Sam & Berry, 2016). Regardless of 

who needs to acculturate, the process takes time, with incremental changes occurring over a 

long period (Luedicke, 2011). Successful acculturation between the host and migrant can 
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occur when there is willingness to create a new cultural identity that is not present in either 

culture or demographic (Berry, 1997). 

One of the ways the creation of a new identity or a hybrid identity can be explored is 

through the philosophical lenses of ‘third space’ (Bhabha, 2004; Bhatia, 2012), a concept 

developed by Homi Bhabha (Bhabha, 1994). Although the historical tenets of hybridity have 

positioned the concept as a “moral marker of contamination, failure, or regression,” and 

created a negative separationist (us versus them) mentality, the positive interpretation of 

hybridity can create strength and unity (Papastergiadis, 2015, p. 257). In his work on 

understanding hybridity, Papastergiadis (2015) suggests that this type of hybridity is 

achieved through “a negotiation of difference,” (p. 258) but that unity is not just a sum of the 

varied aspects and can be found only in a third space, where “elements encounter and 

transform each other” (p. 258).  

To date, research has focussed on the ways that immigrants adapt to their new 

surroundings (Berry, 1997) and on their consumer habits (Askegaard et al., 2005; Mehta & 

Belk, 1991; Penaloza, 1994). The relationship betw(Morrison, 2017)een immigrants and their 

possessions has also been explored in recent years, showing how it enables new place 

connections or the retaining of links with the place from which they have migrated (Arnould & 

Thompson, 2018; Bardhi et al., 2012; Belk, 1992; Mehta & Belk, 1991). However, while 

some research exists on the attitudes of locals towards immigrants (Meier & Leinwather, 

2013; Putnam, 2007; Ríos & Moreno-Jiménez, 2012; Weber, 2015), a larger proportion of 

work originates from entities such as the European Union and the United Nations, and news 

articles (Huffadine, 2017) exploring the perspectives of rural to urban migrants. Therefore, 

there is scope within marketing research to understand hosts’ perceptions of how changing 

demographics shape place identity and, in this case, the views of locals in small towns. 

Within the context of this study set in Kawerau, a rural, blue-collar mill town (Morrison, 

2017), there is an opportunity to understand if or how stigma about the place's reputation 

impacts how residents perceive increased inward migration into the place. While there is 
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research on the impacts of stigma on marginalised social groups such as gay men (Eichert & 

Luedicke, 2022) or black middle class (Crockett, 2017), this research has the opportunity to 

look at the impacts of being stigmatised simply by residing in a place.

Figure 3

Sam and Berry (2010, p. 474) - Framework to Understand Acculturation

Incorporating aspects of Third Space Theory with the four pathways to acculturation

(Integration, assimilation, separation and marginalisation) presented by Sam and Berry’s 

(2010) framework (see Figure 3), may provide place development and marketing 

practitioners with an additional lens with which to study place identity. This possible third 

space-acculturation integration could particularly be useful when considering the processes 

that occur when different, and sometimes diverse, groups interact either voluntarily or 

involuntarily within one place. 

The figure is an exact copy of the original.
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2.6 Reimagining Place Identity 

The literature review highlights how different disciplines conceptualise place identity. 

psychology focuses on the self, geography examines changes to place over time, 

architecture analyses the influence of the built environment, and marketing explores 

branding. The construct of acculturation combines the socio-cultural, economic and 

psychological ways in which people shape places as they connect with others in the 

place. Each concept is pertinent but is currently presented as a variety of separate 

definitions, each dependent on the focus of the academic discipline from which it has 

arisen. A comprehensive study of place identity must include all the facets of place 

identity discussed in this chapter. It must also consider the role of acculturation. The 

integration of existing terminologies and themes into a comprehensive working 

definition may enable a deeper and broader understanding of place identity. 

Therefore, this thesis proposes a working definition of place identity, as follows:  

What a place means to a person’s sense of self is an ongoing acculturated process 

formed from feelings, perceptions, hopes, intentions and fears, and is influenced by 

social, cultural, and physical environments, whereby narratives from the past are 

interpreted in the present to create a desirable future.  

2.7 Summary of Literature Review 

The purpose of this literature review is to address the primary research objective of 

understanding shifting place identities. The chapter explored place identity, how it changes 

over time, and the role of people and power relations, from the perspectives of multiple 

academic disciplines. The review revealed that while there is a great deal of information on 

place and identity, there is some inconsistency in the use of terminology. A plethora of 

readings from multiple disciplines focus on place identity in the context of specific 

disciplinary perspectives. Psychologists focus on the self, geographers on the place, 

architectural scholars on a sense of place, and marketers on place branding. This review 

showcases that there is an opportunity for a comprehensive reimagining of place identity. 
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Second, despite calls to provide an identity-based exploration of place within marketing, 

scholarship from this field continues to touch only the surface, leaving room for further 

research that can theoretically and methodologically add to a more comprehensive 

understanding of place identity. Finally, the proposed new definition arising from this 

literature review provides a new way to study place identity.   
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 

3.1 Overview 

This chapter presents the methodological foundations of this research. The study is 

anchored in Crotty’s (1998) foundational processes which structure the research and 

illustrate the strategy, plans, steps and logic behind the research and the methods used to 

collect and analyse the research data. This chapter begins with a presentation of the 

philosophical underpinnings, including the epistemology and theoretical perspectives and the 

reason for viewing the study through a qualitative lens. It elaborates on the methodology and 

provides a justification for researcher introspection before explaining the specific methods 

and tools used. The data collection and analysis methods are justified and the steps taken to 

ensure data quality, integrity, and trustworthiness are explained.   

3.2 Qualitative Methodology  

A qualitative approach helps to answer research questions that explore naturally 

occurring social interactions (Lichtman, 2017) and attempts to understand the meanings that 

humans attribute to particular situations or problems (Creswell, 2014). The research 

methodology in this research became an integral part of the interpretive and reflective 

sensemaking process (Creswell, 2014; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Lichtman, 2017), leading to 

the collection of rich data that explored the “cultural, social, institutional, temporal, and 

personal or interpersonal characteristics” (Belk et al., 2013, p. 3) of place identity formation. 

The qualitative framework facilitated the collection of multimodal data, including text, images, 

and sounds (Guest, MacQueen, & Namey, 2012), to explore participants’ lived experiences. 

There are several routes to choose from within any qualitative framework. However, 

regardless of the philosophical underpinnings, methodologies and methods chosen, some of 

the key features of qualitative research are, according to Michael Patton (2015, pp. 46-47), 

reflected in the following statements:  

1. Naturalistic enquiry enables the study of real-world situations. 
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2. The flexibility of emergent design facilitates openness to adapting inquiry 

dependent on situations and responses. 

3. Participants are chosen through purposive sampling to provide rich data and offer 

useful information that add insights about a phenomenon, rather than empirical 

generalisations from a population sample. 

4. Collected data provide thick description; interviews, for example, capture direct 

quotations about participants’ perspectives and experiences. 

5. The researcher contacts and is personally engaged with the participants and is 

an integral part of the interview process. 

6. The researcher offers empathetic neutrality and mindfulness and seeks to 

understand without judgement, by establishing rapport, showing openness, and 

being fully present and mindful. 

7. The research is dynamic and assumes that change is ongoing. 

8. It is assumed that each case, interview, or lived experience is special and unique. 

9. It allows for inductive analysis and creative synthesis. 

10. It offers holistic perspectives of complex systems that are more than the sum of 

their parts. 

11. The research appreciates context sensitivity. 

12. It offers reflexivity in perspective and voice. 

This study of how place identity changes over time due to changing population 

demographics unearthed participants’ lived experiences in the context of their place in the 

world and how these lived experiences influenced their self-identity. The characteristics of 

qualitative research, above, shaped this study.  
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3.3 Philosophical Foundations 

Philosophical foundations are essential to ensuring that the research is reliable. 

Articulating the essence of the theoretical foundations grounds the study and improves its 

trustworthiness and validity (Crotty, 1998). Essentially, it enables the researcher to consider 

their own ontological (study of being), epistemological, theoretical, and methodological 

perspectives (Crotty, 1998). This section explores these constructs in more detail.  

3.3.1 Epistemology  

In qualitative research, epistemology, the theory of knowledge (Crotty, 1998) or how 

we know what we know, is revealed by understanding people’s experiences (Creswell, 

2013). Being subjective or constructionist, as opposed to objective (the belief that truth is in 

the ‘object’ independent of the human ‘subject’ (Crotty, 1998)), means that knowledge is 

“always filtered through the lenses of language, gender, social class, race, and ethnicity” 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 21). 

Choosing an epistemological stance required considerable reflection, as detailed in 

the introspection section in Appendix 5. Researchers seldom start with their epistemological 

stance when considering what it is they seek to explore (Crotty, 1998). Instead, they first 

look for the best tools to tackle their research problem. The research questions in this study 

naturally lent themselves to two potential ways to view the problem. The questions either 

empowered the researcher to understand the social processes that influence changing place 

identities (see Altman & Low, 1992) or – as was the case in the formative years of consumer 

behaviour research – to understand the lived experiences of people as they negotiate place 

identity (Arnould & Thompson, 2018; Askegaard & Linnet, 2011). On the one hand, 

understanding the social construction of place identity may be simpler to articulate and 

justify. However, this study proposes that the field of place research within consumer 

behaviour and marketing scholarship can only truly move forward if the field returns to its 

roots and explores lived experience as a necessary precursor to understanding social 

structuration processes (Arnould & Thompson, 2018). 
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The next philosophical quandary relates to phenomenology, or the study of lived 

experience (Embree, 1997). There is much debate among the philosophical and research 

community as to whether phenomenology is an epistemology (how we know what we know) 

or a theoretical perspective (philosophical stance informing a methodology). The implications 

of this distinction are vital. Some who subscribe to phenomenology as an epistemology (e.g., 

Seamon, 2018) do not endorse the compatibility of phenomenology and constructionism. It is 

noted that constructionism/constructionist as epistemology has a broader mandate than 

mere social constructionism. The former includes the construction of meaning within an 

individual, and the latter espouses that meaning is always socially constructed (i.e., due to 

interactions with others) (Crotty, 1998). First, as to the question of whether phenomenology 

(the study of lived experiences) is an epistemology, this study considers that 

phenomenology cannot be a theory of knowledge as its primary essence does not answer 

the ”how we know what we know” (Crotty, 1998, p. 3) question. Rather, it is a valuable 

theoretical framework that can ground the research, thereby enabling the progression of the 

research objectives (Crotty, 1998) – in this case, studying how people experience and create 

place identity and create their self-identity through place.  

Second, acknowledging this dichotomy suggests that, while phenomenology is much 

more than just a social construct, it is essentially constructionist (Crotty, 1998). Therefore, 

this study adheres to Crotty’s view that the two are so intertwined that “one could hardly be 

phenomenological while espousing either an objectivist or a subjectivist epistemology” 

(Crotty, 1998, p. 12). Some scholars who regard themselves as constructionists are 

subjectivists because they attribute all meaning to human reality. But Crotty (1998) asserts 

that being a constructionist means being neither subjective nor objective. Instead, it means 

accepting that the world is always there, but that meanings are created or constructed by 

human interpretation, a view acknowledged by phenomenology’s founding forebears (Antich, 

2018; Boden & Eatough, 2014; Jacobs, 2018; Merleau-Ponty, 1945; Mertens, 2018). 

Constructionism is the view that “all knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality…is 
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contingent upon human practices, being constructed in and out of the interaction between 

human beings and their world” (Crotty, 1998, p. 42). Therefore, the epistemological position 

taken by this study is constructionist.  

3.3.2 Theoretical Perspective 

The section above explored the dilemma that phenomenology faces. Having 

established a constructionist epistemology, an interpretivist-phenomenological theoretical 

lens (Crotty, 1998) framed the study. This approach enabled the researcher to become part 

of the sense-making of the lived experiences of participants, rather than remain a detached 

spectator.  

Husserl, Heidegger, and Merleau-Ponty offer different streams of phenomenology 

(Jacobs, 2018; Mertens, 2018), but share the notion of intentionality and the belief that, while 

the world (object) can exist independent of human interventions, “actual meaning emerges 

only when consciousness engages with them” (Crotty, 1998, p. 43). Constructionism 

represents this vision of intentionality. There is now a clear pathway from constructionism as 

epistemology to interpretivist-phenomenology as theoretical perspective. 

The addition of phenomenology enables the discovery of lived experiences of the 

ways people are shaped by and shape place. It allows for an exploration of both individual 

and collective being in the world and does not limit the journey to concentrating only on the 

social processes involved in constructing reality. Therefore, phenomenology is both a social 

construction of reality and the way that humans experience and construct their identities 

within themselves and their environments. Unlike other philosophical constructs, the concept 

of intentionality within phenomenology allows for an exploration of the “intimate and very 

active relationship between the conscious subject and the object of the subject’s 

consciousness. Consciousness is directed towards the object…shaped by consciousness” 

(Crotty, 1998, p. 44). Phenomenology answers Crotty’s (1998) call to bring, and inextricably 

hold together, objectivity and subjectivity. This view resonates with geographer Anne 

Buttimer’s (1994, p. 505) use of the term “intersubjectivity” when she suggests that 
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“phenomenology seeks to unmask other aspects of habitual consciousness embedded in 

emotional, moral, aesthetic and corporeal experience which are not generally reflected upon 

in everyday life.” Scholars in the field of consumer culture theory (CCT) have begun to 

express the need for CCT to move from the mere descriptive existential individualistic nature 

of phenomenology to the incorporation of the intersubjective, interconnected social 

complexities of being in the world (Askegaard & Linnet, 2011).  

Within the construct of extending marketing and consumer research to a more 

phenomenological turn, consideration was given to either limiting the research to one stream 

of phenomenology or integrating aspects from the various sub-streams to create a different 

way to understand resident lived experiences. As phenomenology is both a social 

construction of reality and how humans experience and construct their identities within 

themselves and their environments (Crotty, 1998), the scope of phenomenology is not rigid 

but flexible. It allowed the ability to bring, and inextricably hold together, objectivity and 

subjectivity. This flexibility has created a clear sense that to grasp the fullness of 

phenomenology, scholars needed to move away from limiting themselves to one or the other 

forms of phenomenology, a suggestion also proposed by Relph (2020). As Mertens 

suggests, phenomenology itself is always in the process of becoming. It is not the work of 

one philosopher but ever-evolving and receptive to progression, both individually and 

socially (Mertens, 2018). Therefore, this thesis incorporates the essences of the various 

phenomenological principles which enables the data to be viewed with a more 

comprehensive phenomenological lens. In so doing, this thesis seeks to answer this call for 

a broader phenomenological knowledge base within CCT and marketing.  

3.3.3 Phenomenology – An Overview 

While underutilised by researchers in many disciplines, phenomenology is perhaps 

the most vital philosophy within qualitative research. It was founded to counterbalance the 

early 20th Century prominence of Galilean scientific and philosophical ideologies (Romdenh-

Romluc, 2011). Where Galilean philosophy propagated the principle that anything real could 
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be accurately measured, Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology stressed the importance of 

viewing the world as a person experiences it, which he referred to as Lebenswelt, or the 

lived world (Romdenh-Romluc, 2011). According to Husserl, the validity of Galilean science 

is only one aspect of experiencing Lebenswelt, and he proposed phenomenology as a way 

to investigate all aspects of lived experience, whether scientific or not (Relph, 1970).  

While Husserl is generally considered the principal architect of phenomenology, 

several other philosophers and scholars have developed differing streams of 

phenomenology (Fennell, 1985; Finlay, 2013, 2014). Prominent among these are Martin 

Heidegger’s hermeneutic phenomenology (Jacobs, 2018; Malpas, 2012) and Maurice 

Merlou-Ponty’s phenomenology of perception (Merleau-Ponty, 1945; Romdenh-Romluc, 

2011). Phenomenology itself is always in a process of becoming. It is not the work of one 

philosopher but ever-evolving and receptive to progression, both individually and socially 

(Mertens, 2018).  

3.4 Methodology  

Affirming a methodological position allows the researcher to state their rationale, 

strategy, and plan of action (Crotty 1998). The choice of constructionist epistemology and 

interpretivist-phenomenology as a theoretical foundation lends itself to a variety of 

methodological tools. Distinct from other theoretical constructs, phenomenology is 

ontological, epistemological (Dahlberg, 2008), and a methodology (Creswell, 2013; Crotty, 

1998). Therefore, unlike other methodologies, such as ethnography or discourse analysis, a 

phenomenological methodology has no clearly defined guidelines or boundaries other than 

the articulation of the taken-for-granted aspects of everyday lived experience and the 

drawing out of previously ignored and seemingly insignificant facts and patterns (Seamon, 

1979). The essence of CCT was understanding consumers’ lived experiences; yet, decades 

from its inception, CCT research has still not used phenomenology to its fullest potential, 

limiting it to individual experiential perspectives (Askegaard & Linnet, 2011). Consequently, 
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the theoretical and methodological contributions of phenomenology offer the opportunity for 

newer and more in-depth ways to explore all aspects of being in place. 

3.4.1 Phenomenological Methodology 

Phenomenological methodologies attempt to recognise and describe the essence of 

the thematic structures of perception associated with the phenomena being studied. First, 

this method involves a detailed description of these phenomena and an investigation of their 

essence, in the absence of prior assumptions (Relph, 1970, pp. 193-194). It assumes that 

knowledge only exists from human experience of the world and can only be recognised 

through human intentions and attitudes. Therefore, any phenomenological methodology 

should be able to open up the “third dimension between pure subjectivity and mere 

objectivity” (Mertens, 2018, p. 477) and enable the use of multiple methods to rigorously 

investigate the lived worlds of human experience (Relph, 1970). 

The following principles enable the efficient use of phenomenology as a methodology 

(see Antich, 2018; Jacobs, 2018; Merleau-Ponty, 1945; Mertens, 2018; Romdenh-Romluc, 

2011): 

1. Unlike the empiricists, the inner world is not neglected in phenomenology; unlike 

the idealists, the external world is not rejected.  

2. Humans experience a variety of situations, environments, and cultures, and these 

ongoing processes are continually shifting and never complete. 

3. Truth and reality are relative, situated, ambiguous, and continuously transformed. 

4. There is interdependence between the intuitional and the linguistic account 

(Mertens, 2018, p. 486). While humans are linguistic beings, not all speech 

translates to thought. Words cannot always express thoughts articulately or 

accurately.  

5. This study elaborated the intersubjective, or shared (Daly, 2016), nature of place 

identity. 
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These principles enabled the use of a multimodal approach to data gathering and 

interpretation. The participants described or illustrated their lived experiences, which 

facilitated interpretation and the identification of patterns and themes. The methodology 

enabled the researcher to understand participant perspectives on place identity – what is 

distinctive (identity of somewhere) and what is the same (identity with somewhere else) – 

and the factors that facilitate place identity, such as landscape, architecture, activities, 

branding, stories told about the place, history, environment, climate, social life, and 

demographics (Relph, 2020).  

3.5 Methods 

3.5.1 Overview of Methods 

The strategy used to collect, collate, interpret, analyse, and present the lived 

experiences of place consumers consisted of two phases of semi-structured self-reflective 

story-telling interviews, introspective visual representations of place identity, and the 

presentation of a physical item that represented the place. A phenomenological narrative 

approach was then used to analyse and make sense of the data. Twenty-two participants 

shared their stories in Phase One (2018) and nineteen participants shared their stories in 

Phase Two (2020). This section describes the context and setting of the research, 

participant recruitment methods, interview procedures, and data analysis.  

3.5.2 Context 

The small New Zealand town of Kawerau in the Bay of Plenty was the site of this 

study. The town’s land area of approximately 22km2 and its population of 7146 people 

(according to the 2018 New Zealand Census) mean that any changes to the place are quite 

visible. In addition, according to secondary data collected through news stories, government 

reports, Statistics New Zealand data, social media forums and personal observation, there 

have been noticeable changes to the town’s identity over the past few decades. 
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Founded in 1953 for the pulp and paper industry (Morrison, 2017), Kawerau is one of 

New Zealand’s newest towns, meaning that this case study can track its changing place 

identity since its inception, adding to the richness of the research. Finally, the location was 

chosen because the researcher, who considers herself an outsider, lived in the town during 

this period. 

Figure 4

Kawerau, Bay of Plenty, New Zealand – Isolated and Off the Main Highway

3.5.3 Participant Selection 

Phase one interviews: using maximum variation sampling (Palys, 2008), twenty-two

research participants from varied backgrounds were chosen from expressions of interest to

advertisements posted in local newspapers and social media sites, enabling the researcher 

to explore the lived experiences of locals. The interviews were conducted in 2018 and, once 

theoretical saturation was reached (Corbin, 2015) and no new themes emerged, no further 

interviewees were recruited.

Source: Google maps
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All the interviews were conducted in English. They were semi-structured and each 

lasted for approximately one hour. The interviewees were between 24 and 82 years of age 

and consisted of 12 women and 10 men. The participants’ ethnicities included New Zealand 

European, Māori, Dutch, German, Australian, English and Indonesian. Appendix 1 contains 

a list of participant profiles, Appendix 2 contains the recruitment advertisement for Phase 

One participants, Appendix 3 contains the participant information sheet and consent form, 

and Appendix 4 contains the interview schedule. 

Phase two interviews: the purpose of the Phase Two interviews was to confirm, 

discard, or add to the findings of Phase One and to explore any changes that may have 

occurred between the Phase One interviews in 2018 and the Phase Two interviews in 2020. 

The uncertainties surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic caused a delay in the Phase Two 

interviewing schedule. While most of the recruits considered themselves local, some, who 

considered themselves newcomers, were deliberately chosen. Repeat participants (n=7) 

provided longitudinal depth, while new participants (n=12), who comprised a mixture of 

newcomers (n=4) and locals, added breadth by providing diversity to the interviewee pool 

(Mills et al., 2010). Appendix 1 contains the Phase Two participant profiles.  

New participants were chosen through snowball sampling – by asking current 

participants for suggestions and direct recruitment; and purposive sampling – choosing 

participants with the characteristics needed for the research (Kolb, 2008). The University of 

Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee (2017, pp. 38-39) highlights the need for 

sensitivity when engaging in snowball and direct recruitment. Therefore, the researcher 

ensured that particular consideration was given before contacting any participant directly. 

Phase One participants provided the researcher with guidance on potential candidates who 

might offer new insights. See Appendix 3 for the participant information sheet and consent 

form and Appendix 4 for the interview schedule.  

Researcher participation This was phenomenological research. Therefore, paying 

due consideration to the researcher’s background, lived experiences, and Dasein or being-
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in-the-world (Jacobs, 2018) were essential to ensuring data trustworthiness. During the 

Phase One interviews, the researcher was forty years of age and residing in Kawerau, but 

considered herself an outsider. She had previously lived in India, the United Kingdom, and in 

other locations in New Zealand. Before becoming a researcher, she worked as a journalist, 

in public relations, and as a marketing and economic development consultant. Her son was 

one year old during the Phase One data collection in 2018. 

3.5.4 Interview Methods 

Data for a phenomenological study can come from a variety of sources, but this study 

utilised semi-structured interviews. Within the parameters of a semi-structured outline, a 

multi-modal approach enabled an understanding of lived experiences. The approach 

included combining the life story interview method (Atkinson, 2011) with the utilisation of 

multi-modal methods chosen by the participants to deep-map a cognitive identity map to 

articulate their life stories in Kawerau. Section 3.6 elaborates the process of deep mapping. 

Life story interview prompts were open-ended and intended to move the participant 

story-teller from sharing peripheral stories to feeling safe enough to disclose more in-depth 

narratives that gave meaning to their self-identity and lived experiences (Atkinson, 2011). 

The parameters for these life-stories were set within the boundaries of the participants’ lived 

experiences in Kawerau.  

Drawing inspiration from an emergent design concept article (Belk et al., 1988) in the 

Journal of Consumer Research (JCR) that utilised photo-elicitation to explore swap meets, 

the use of visual representations while deep mapping, this research enabled a multi-modal 

exploration of place identity. This method was useful given that the human mind processes 

things figuratively even when the ultimate output is verbal or written (Benedek & Nyíri, 2015). 

It also answered the call for researchers to engage in newer dynamic ways of understanding 

the lived experiences of consumers (Banks, 2001; Dekel-Dachs & Moorlock, 2020) and 

provided an additional means for participants to share their stories and for the researcher to 

capture their lived experiences (Boden & Eatough, 2014), mental perspectives (Brun et al., 
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2014), cognitive reasoning (Marshall, 2013), and unspoken interpretations (MacDonald et 

al., 2018). 

In the Phase Two interviews, Kawerau was anthropomorphised (Guthrie, 1995), or 

bestowed with humanlike characteristics, emotions, personality, and traits (Aggarwal & 

McGill, 2007; Puzakova & Kwak, 2017), through a question that probed, “If the place was a 

person who/what would it be?” This question enabled an exploration of the ways that people 

anthropomorphise a geographical place, whether partially, literally, or accidentally (Guthrie, 

1995). Anthropomorphism is a research method used within consumer culture and marketing 

scholarship to enable the study of products (e.g., Aggarwal & McGill, 2007; Fernandez & 

Lastovicka, 2011). However, there is a gap in the field regarding the understanding of places 

through this method. See Appendix 4 for interview schedules and Appendix 6 for how 

participants anthropomorphised place.  

An unexpected output of inviting participants to share their life stories with minimal 

probing was that it generated unanticipated emotional responses. For example, one 

participant commented that Tasman Pulp and Paper memorabilia gifts, such as mugs and 

saucers, represented Kawerau and that these items brought “back memories of the town’s 

birth and growth”, which made the participant emotional. She explained that she had not 

anticipated that such a seemingly simple question would evoke such strong feelings. “You 

know Tasman [the mill] is no more. Tasman is Kawerau, Kawerau is Tasman, and Tasman 

is no more. Wow!” [Jesse, P2] 

3.5.5 Data Collection Process 

Phenomenological research seeking to understand the essence of the lived 

experiences of participants (Seamon, 2018) can also be replicated by “capturing the 

essence” of the experiences (Aguinis & Solarino, 2019, p. 3). Therefore, this subsection 

presents a step-by-step process for data collection to allow the research to be replicated in 

other settings. Table 3 details the process.  
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The process of data collection informally commenced at the first contact with the 

participants, before the official interview. During the pre-interview conversation, which was 

conducted either by telephone or face-to-face, the researcher explained the interview 

process and emphasised that its purpose was to explore the participants’ lived experiences, 

which could be shared through any medium they chose. The participants were informed that 

stationery (such as pens, pencils, and crayons) as well as coloured paints, maps and 

pictures would be available during the interview to allow them to draw, sketch or write. They 

were also told that they could take or bring photographs or videos to share their life-stories if 

they wished. Participants were also informed that the tools through which they 

communicated their life-stories need not be limited to words or photographs, and that their 

stories could be presented by using any tool they chose.  

The next step in the process was the interview, which was held either at the 

participants’ homes or the researcher’s home. Regardless of the setting, the researcher 

arranged an A3 drawing pad, pens, pencils, colours, photographs, glue, and an iPhone on 

the table. A second iPhone was also set on the table, and the participants were asked 

whether the interviews could be recorded. iPhone voice memo was used to record the 

interviews.  

After the venue was set up for the interviews, the participants were again reminded 

that the interview was an opportunity for them to share their life-stories by using any medium 

they chose. They were encouraged to present their thoughts through a cognitive deep map, 

which could include drawing, writing, or pasting images, or bringing physical items such as 

memorabilia. Most participants used the A3 drawing pad on the desk to sketch their thoughts 

onto paper. Some used photographs. Two older participants who stated that their hands 

were not steady guided the researcher to stick various photographs onto a page. Although 

most participants stated that they wanted to draw a cognitive or a deep map, they felt that 

they were not experts in drawing cognitive or deep maps. The researcher continued to 

assure these participants that there was no right or wrong way of cognitive deep mapping 
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beyond what felt right for the participants. Some participants suggested that they would send 

their map or drawing after the interview, to which the researcher agreed. 

Table 3 

Step-by-Step Guide to the Data Collection Process  

Data Collection Steps The Process 

Pre-interview Conduct a telephone or face-to-face conversation. 
Convey to participants that it is their life-story. 
Communicate that there is no right or wrong answer. 
Inform participants that they can use any medium they choose to 
share their stories, for example, photographs, videos, drawings, or 
maps.  
Ask about participants’ preferences for interview location.  

Setting up for the 
interview 

Set up the venue for the interview. 
Ensure that materials, including an A3 drawing pad, pens, pencils, 
colours, photographs, and glue, are ready. 
Check that recording devices are working.  
Provide water for the participant and researcher. 
Provide peppermints and biscuits. 

The interview Revisit the paperwork. 
Ask whether participants have any questions.  
Clarify any issues.  
Reassure the participants that the interview is their life-story. There 
are no right or wrong answers: this is just a story of their lives in the 
setting.  
Describe the tools available on the desk, such as the A3 drawing 
pads and other stationery, but remind participants that they can use 
any other tools of their choice to present their thoughts on the 
cognitive deep map. 
Pause and let participants talk. 
Start the interview by asking, “Tell me about your life in…” 
Finish the interview by asking, “Was there anything else…” 
Remind participants that if they think of anything else, they can share 
it after the interview.  

Post interview Collate all drawings, writings, maps, social media forwards and 
photographs. 
Analyse them. 
After all interviews are completed, collate them into one deep map.  
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After the interviews were completed, the researcher collated all items sent by the 

participants –including photographs, maps, drawings, video, Facebook forwards and 

physical items (such as stones) – into one deep-map, as in the work conducted by Selina 

Springett (2015). See Section 4.5 for the deep map. The deep map was conceptualised and 

illustrated in Microsoft Word. There may be an opportunity to professionally deep map the 

findings in future similar to the work undertaken by Springett (2015) in the Bankstown Arts 

Centre in Australia.  

 

3.5.6 Interview Refinement 

Using a multi-modal strategy to combine different methods meant that it was 

essential to be open to refinement during the interview process to create the most effective 

design to investigate place identity. The following provides one example of an interview 

refinement. Participants were encouraged to use whatever visual tools they thought best 

enabled them to express and articulate their thoughts on an A3 sheet of paper. A few tactics 

were trialled to determine the most effective ways to use cognitive photo-elicitation. These 

trials improved methodological efficiency throughout the interview phase. A range of 

randomised photos, maps, texts, pencils, coloured pens, and paper were placed on the 

interview table. In the first two interviews, some of the photos had textual prompts attached 

(e.g., a picture of the mountain alongside the word ‘mountain’). While participants were not 

forced or overtly encouraged to choose a photo or photo text, the researcher observed that 

the text prompts limited the participants’ abilities to express non-biased perspectives. 

Therefore, after the first two interviews, the researcher no longer made the text prompts 

available. Without these prompts, the participants constructed their own meanings as they 

presented their visual maps. See Figure 5 for examples of participant visual maps with and 

without textual prompts. 
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Figure 5

Visual representations of cognitive maps with and without textual prompts

3.5.7 Logistical Matters During the Data Collection Phase

Telephone or face-to-face pre-interview conversations were conducted to arrange 

meeting times and dates. All interviews were conducted in informal, quiet locations that 

Source: Participant cognitive maps
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facilitated deep conversation and were chosen by the participants (Herzog, 2012). In 

general, the participants chose either their own home or the researcher’s home. The choice 

of interview location in a small-town setting differs from that of larger towns or cities and 

reflects the attitudes and culture of the place. In cities, homes are often at some distance 

from each other and not always accessible. In this small-town setting, some participants 

chose to “drop-in” to the researcher’s home at a time of their choosing because they lived 

“just around the corner”. The researcher’s residence in this small town at the time of the 

interviews made the researcher and the interviewees co-participants in the interview’s 

sense-making storytelling process. Having completed the Participant Information Sheet and 

Consent Form formalities, the researcher commenced the digital audio recording. While the 

time allocated to each interview was one hour, some were shorter and others longer. Once 

the interviews commenced, most participants were happy to share their lived experiences. 

The completed interviews were transcribed by a professional transcription service who 

signed a confidentiality agreement ensuring participant confidentiality (Kaiser, 2012).  

The researcher noted a certain level of involvement and investment by some 

research participants. The small size of the town and the proximity of its amenities mean that 

people regularly ‘bump into’ each other at the supermarket, service station, café, or when out 

for a walk. Thus, some participants approached the researcher after their interviews were 

complete, saying such things as, “You know, I have been thinking about the research, and I 

think….”, or “The interviews made me think about things I had not thought of in a long time.” 

The researcher took note of any pertinent information that participants shared in this way. 

Some participants also revealed that they had talked to their friends about the research and 

their friends had validated what they had said in the interview or had told them something 

else that they had not considered, which they then shared with the researcher. After their 

interviews, some participants used social media tools to forward messages they felt were 

pertinent to the research. Logistically, the research venues outflowed beyond the interview 

times into other spaces and places, both physical and digital, indicating the need for 
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“reflexive participation” (Knapik, 2006, p. 77) between the researcher and the participant. 

Such active participation is open to and fosters new interactive and collaborative data 

gathering styles as facilitated by the participant, either during or after the formal interview.  

3.5.8 Field Journal 

After the interviews, the researcher journaled personal reflections of the interviews 

and of the post-interview ‘chats’ she had with participants. This process enabled the addition 

of such factors as the essence, passions, and tone of the interviews, which were not 

captured in the transcripts. These field notes also recorded informal post-interview 

conversations and the researcher’s thoughts and feelings during and after the data collection 

phase. 

3.5.9 Data Collection Issues 

Most of the interviews were conducted either at the homes of the participants or the 

researcher’s home. Each location had benefits and disadvantages. Conducting an interview 

at a participant’s home enabled the researcher to get a sense of the essence of the 

participant’s lived experience in their home setting and to utilise items such as photographs 

to add to the visual representation. Those participants who chose to be interviewed in the 

researcher’s home were limited to drawing to illustrate their visual representations. However, 

there were fewer distractions at the researcher’s home, such as the need to answer 

telephones or other people ‘popping in’ during the interview.  

Phase Two interviews were organised within the context of the COVID-19 pandemic 

and included both face-to-face and Zoom interviews. New Zealand’s COVID-19 lockdown 

restrictions required the rescheduling of face-to-face interviews. However, some participants 

were uncomfortable using an electronic forum to communicate and opted, instead, for “real”, 

“old-fashioned” face-to-face communication.  
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3.5.10 Data Analysis 

Data analysis was conducted concurrently with data collection (Miles et al., 2014). 

The data were transcribed, the meanings of the narratives and stories were checked for 

understanding, open coded (Ayres, 2008), thematically coded (Ayres, 2008; Clarke & Braun, 

2017), and then systematically theoretically coded (Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014). The 

thematic analysis process took into consideration Braun & Clark’s (Clarke & Braun, 2019) six 

phases of analysis, which are 1) Familiarisation with the data (i.e.., in this study the 

researcher did this through reading and rereading participant narratives), 2) Coding (in this 

study the researcher open-coded vital aspects of relevance and collated them), 3) 

Generating initial themes (in this study the researcher thematically coded the data by 

identifying wider patterns), 4) Reviewing themes (In this study the review of the themes was 

undertaken after redoing steps 1-3 for phase 2 interviews), 5) Defining and naming themes 

(in this study the broader theoretical scope and focus of each theme was determined), 6) 

Writing up (in this study, the theoretical outputs were contextualised within the context of 

extant literature.(Clarke & Braun, 2019). Figure 6 illustrates the process of theory 

development using thematic analysis.  

Figure 6 

Process of Theory Development based on Braun and Clarke (2019)  

Data collection - 1 Data Familiarisation Open Coding

Thematic CodingData collection -2Familiarisation

Theme review Theoretical Coding Theory Development
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3.5.11 Verification of Results  

The results of the study were steadily presented to various scholars for review and 

feedback. See Appendix 10 for a list of publications and events.  

3.6 Deep Mapping Place Identity 

As places are unstable and hold different meanings to different people, capturing the 

essence of place identity can be slippery (Gregory, 2018). Deep mapping recognises the multi-

layered nature of identity formation and analyses place through varied factors that construct 

the identity of people and places (Bodenhamer et al., 2015; Gregory, 2018). 

This process of deep mapping can draw out data from memories, folklore, 

autobiographies, interviews, observing nature, weather, news reports, science, built 

environments and institutions to name a few (Calder, 2002). It enables an interweaving 

between physical geography and narratives and in so doing enables a deeper richer 

understanding of place (Harris, 2015). Deep mapping may make it possible to “democratise 

knowledge through the crossing of temporal, spatial and disciplinary boundaries”(Springett, 

2015, p. 624), and enables researchers to capture the diverse and sometimes conflicting 

perspectives of place and identity. Deep mapping provides depth by drawing out the “diverse 

and conflicting identities”(Springett, 2015) (Selina, 2015, p. 632) that negotiate a reimagined 

place identity. For instance, where a ‘thin map’ (traditional map) (Harris, 2015) showcases just 

the peripheral surface level physical aspects of a place, a deep map dissects and looks at 

both the visible and invisible threads of identity (Tuan, 1990). Figure 7 is a visual illustration of 

the difference between a thin and a deep map (of Kawerau).  
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Figure 7 

Thin Map versus Deep Map of Kawerau 

 

While the concept of deep mapping was developed by French scholars as 

psychogeographical experiments,(Gregory, 2018) and by Tuan’s Topophilia (Tuan, 1990) it 

was popularised by William Heat-Moon in the early 1990s where he investigated the past, 

present and future of Chase County in Kansas through deep mapping (Heat-Moon, 1991). 

However, using deep mapping as a methodology and method is still emerging with some 

scholars calling for the use of deep mapping in research (Bodenhamer et al., 2015). The 

exploratory nature of deep mapping methods allows for a flexibility to add to the range of 

sources used in deep mapping (Gregory, 2018). 

This study attempts to answer the call to use the deep mapping method to understand 

how small-town residents experience shifting place identity. In this study, participants were 

asked to choose any multi-modal medium to share their stories. The researcher collated 

photos, collages, artwork, objects, verbal, and textual stories of the participants from both 

phases of interviews into a deep identity map of the place. The deep mapping in this study 

was inspired by the work undertaken by Selina Springett in Sydney, Australia to deep-map the 

lived experiences around the Cooks River where she draws out varied diverse, conflicting 

narratives and identities (Springett, 2015, p.632).  One of the outcomes of the project Springett 

was involved in is an artwork at the Bankstown Arts Centre which is depicted in Figure 8.  
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Figure 8 

An Example of a Deep Map based on Selina Spingett’s work (Springett, 2015) 

 

3.7 Philosophical Underpinnings – An Introspection 

Introspection enables the researcher to consider her own lived experiences as she 

approaches the research questions. This introspection also provides a mechanism to reflect 

and articulate a person’s mental representations, feelings, thoughts, biases and perspectives 

(Gould, 1995). Over the past two decades, there have been several robust perspectives for 

and against introspection within consumer research (see Arnould & Thompson, 2005; Gould, 

2008; Holbrook, 2005; Wallendorf & Brucks, 1993). This research took the stance that 

introspection should be an essential part of the broader research mandate of any study, as it 

is an essential precursor to ‘extrospection’, or “what we learn from the world outside us” 

(Valsiner, 2017, p. 65). Appendix 5 provides the researcher’s own introspection concerning 

how she arrived at the philosophical underpinnings of the research. Unlike the other sections 

of this dissertation, Appendix 5 is written in the first person to illustrate that the researcher 

was an integral part of this qualitative phenomenological study and not a mere spectator.  
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3.8 Rigour 

Similar to other qualitative research, this study sought to explore and understand the 

experiences of participants through in-depth multimodal interviewing. On the surface, lived 

experiences seem to be intangible and not something that can easily be measured. To 

ensure the credibility and rigour of the research (Creswell, 2013), the researcher’s 

trustworthiness was first ascertained by clarifying her researcher bias (Creswell, 2013) (see 

Appendix 5), so that her perspectives and biases could be understood by readers and 

reviewers (Merriam, 2016). Processes such as interview pretesting, peer review, and 

providing thick description (Creswell, 2013) were put in place to ensure that the researcher’s 

interpretation of the participants’ lived experiences were valid and without intentional bias. 

The researcher pretested the interviews with colleagues and supervisors (who did not live in 

the place) to ensure that the researcher did not inadvertently bring bias into the interviews. 

The section on interview refinement (3.5.5) set out the steps taken to limit unintended bias. 

The research followed an emergent design which ensured that, as the stories evolved during 

Phase One interviews, the research process shifted according to the participants’ insights 

(Creswell, 2013). The methodology was also reflexive (Wolcott, 2010), with the researcher 

informing the readers of her background and experiences and how these influenced her 

interpretation of the data (Creswell, 2013). 

Data collection followed expected ethical standards by ensuring that all participants 

gave informed consent for their interviews to be recorded. The use of a professional 

transcription service ensured that the recordings were transcribed fully and without bias. 

Feedback was received from the transcription team to ensure data clarity. Field notes 

enabled the recording of information that was not included in the recorded interviews. 

Verification was used regularly to guarantee accuracy in all phases of data collection: that is, 

before, during, and after data collection. Before data collection, the researcher regularly 

checked for participant representativeness; during data collection, the researcher sought 
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clarification from participants as required; and after the interviews, feedback was elicited 

from participants to ensure accuracy (Miles et al., 2014).  

Data trustworthiness was provided by interviewing some participants during both 

phases of data collection, interviewing new local participants, and interviewing newcomers, 

to ensure that multiple sources corroborated the salient themes at different times (Creswell, 

2014; Creswell, 2013). Throughout this dissertation, justification is provided for the 

qualitative logic behind the study and it is recognised that, as qualitative research is a 

meaning-making process between the researcher and the researched, unintended bias may 

exist. To be true to Husserl's principle of bracketing within phenomenology that encourages 

both researcher and reader to be aware of and bracket any preconceived biases (Husserl, 

2014), the reader is provided with enough information on the researcher’s background and 

how issues of bias were tackled to form their own opinions on the trustworthiness of the 

research.  

3.9 Summary of Methodology 

This chapter provided a thorough description of the interpretivist qualitative 

phenomenological philosophical lens, the methodology and the methods used to answer 

the central research question of what happens when the identity of a place changes due 

to newcomers moving in.  

The research strategy, criteria, and process of participant selection, the progression 

of the interview phases, logistical matters and issues, data analysis, and researcher 

introspection were described and validated. Table 4 provides a tabular representation of the 

critical methodological framework used in the study.  
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Table 4 

Summary of Research Methodology 

Epistemology Constructionism  

Theoretical perspective Interpretive phenomenology 

Methodology Phenomenology 

Methods Semi-structured interviews with a focus on life-
stories and visual representations 
Thematic and narrative analysis techniques 

Research toolkit iPhone recorder and camera 
NVIVO 
MS Office  
MS Project 
Personal journal 
A3 sheets for photo-text visual representation 
creation  
General photos of place 
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Chapter 4: Findings 

4.1 Overview 

The purpose of this chapter is to present and interpret the findings of the research 

which sought to understand the lived experiences of shifting place identities. There were two 

phases of data collection across two years (2018 and 2020). This chapter commences with a 

presentation of the relevant findings that were common across both phases. It then 

elaborates on the findings from the specific questions and activities in Phase Two. The 

specific questions were a) If Kawerau was a person who would that be or what 

characteristics would that person have, and b) What are the top three things that come to 

mind when you think of Kawerau? Each interviewee in Phase Two was also asked to find 

and present one physical item that represented Kawerau to them.  

The research design for Phase 2 included people who were being interviewed a 

second time and people who were being interviewed for the first time. The themes from both 

interview phases are integrated to avoid duplication, given that a significant number of key 

themes were found to be consistent in both phases. The consistency in themes across the 

two phases provides validation for the findings. To empower the participants’ experiences, 

there is a balance between the researcher’s narratives and participant first-person 

quotations to highlight the key themes (Corden & Sainsbury, 2006). Participants have been 

given pseudonyms to protect their identity. In addition, to ensure authenticity of participant 

experience, Māori words used by participants are integrated within the narratives, instead of 

imposing researcher bias and translating those words into English. To ensure that the 

readers, particularly those outside of New Zealand, can understand the Māori words used, a 

glossary of Māori words has been provided at the beginning of the dissertation.   

4.2 Common Themes  

This section highlights the main themes and patterns that emerged from both 

interview phases. The themes from both phases are integrated, as a significant number of 
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similar key themes emerged. The consistency of findings between the two interview phases 

adds to data reliability. The key difference between the two phases was the renewed sense 

of hope in the Phase Two interviews, despite their being set within the context of the COVID-

19 pandemic. Whether this sense of hope can be attributed to a change in participant 

perspective due to the pandemic may be a useful future avenue of research. 

Research often prioritises researcher observations over the perceptions of the 

participant. However, participant first-person experience (Patton, 2015), including lived 

experiences and identity narratives, can enable a better understanding of a phenomenon 

(Roth, 2012). The narratives presented here incorporate first-person accounts of how 

participants perceived their identity and their geographical place. The descriptions of each 

sub-section and the headings stem from the participants’ own words, which have been 

reproduced to ensure authenticity in the presentation of the data. This approach further 

enables the reader to add their own interpretation to the work, thereby making the 

participant, researcher, and reader part of the meaning-making process. 

4.2.1 Stigmatised Identity 

The participants of this study felt that their town was unfairly stigmatised by the 

media and those outside the place. The stigma of living in a marginalised town can influence 

a person’s self-esteem and identity and create an experience of trauma (Levin & Van Laar, 

2008). Stigma, or the non-acceptance of aspects of a person’s personal, physical, social, or 

racial identities can, according to sociologist Ervin Goffman (1963), “discredit” (1963, p. 12) 

people.  

In this study, for instance, Aroha’s comment about how people judged her based on 

where she was from suggests that she experienced issues of self-worth, caused by the 

negative perception of her place of residence. She said: 

I suppose we’re raised to say that this is what you’re good at, you know, this is all 

you’re gonna do growing up…for the majority of our lives, we’re stuck in the 

slumber…Now, when I’m trying to change my path in life…you always hear people, 
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like, oh, everyone has equal opportunities…but it’s really not true…there’s a lot of 

institutional racism…especially coming from Kawerau…. Even to get onto [the 

course] I’m on, I had to undergo more checks than others and do police vetting. 

[Aroha, P1] 

As can be seen above, Aroha did not view the multiple levels of her identity and extended 

self in the same negative way that others viewed her. Instead, she had to negotiate 

conflicting identity narratives despite the stigma imposed on her by others. Aroha’s attempts 

to view herself more positively conflicted with others’ negative views of the place aspect of 

her extended self, indicating that the concept of the extended-self conceptualised by Belk 

(1988) can extend to places too.  

There can be varied reasons for stigma. According to Aroha, the stigma imposed on 

the place stemmed from “institutional racism” based on social, economic, and racial 

preferences, an argument that resonates with philosophical discourses on the topic (See 

Goffman, 1963; Kirkness & Tijé-Dra, 2017; Levin & Van Laar, 2008; Wacquant, 2007). 

Stigma impacts sense of self and identity construction (Marôpo, 2014), as the stigmatised in 

this study, such as Aroha [P1], felt people were “stuck in a slumber” with no “aspirations,” 

“nothing to offer,” and were “left behind”. Even those who were not outwardly stigmatised 

based on their social and economic status felt they were stigmatised by association with the 

place.  

 People in stigmatised places strive to reshape the place’s identity and preserve their 

self-identity by countering the effects of stigma through minimising the negative aspects of 

the place and maximising the positives. For instance, in this study, the dominance of the 

Mongrel Mob gang was underplayed by participants, and stories of rejuvenation and 

resilience highlighted, which in effect, added a new dimension to Twigger-Ross & Uzzell’s 

(1996) model on ways to achieve place-congruent continuity. Examples of resilience 

included offsetting negative media stories through sharing personal narratives of the positive 

aspects of the place (See Godfrey, 2017; Jones, 2021; McNeil, 2016a; Shand, 2019).  
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Despite experiencing the negative effects of stigma from the outside, people within 

marginalised places also are found to discredit and ostracise those within their communities 

whom they consider to have caused the stigma. In this study, single mothers and 

unemployed people who moved into the town in the late 1980s, and the increasing number 

of locals who continued to be unemployed due to lack of skills, were blamed for the 

downgrading of the town’s identity, and the identity of the participants. However, stigmatising 

the marginalised and unemployable (Myrdal, 1963b) does not reduce rural intergenerational 

poverty which is often linked to perceptions about an individual’s family formed over a 

number of generations in the place (Meij et al., 2020). Instead, as suggested by sociologist 

Loïc Wacquant (2007), the loss of established support systems, and opportunities, caused 

by the stigmatisation can only further solidify territorial stigma and lead to resistance and 

disruptive behaviours. 

 The lived experiences of the participants in this study validates Proshansky et al. 

(1983) argument that people are generally not overtly cognizant of the identity of their place 

unless it is threatened. The participants were acutely aware of perceived biased portrayals of 

Kawerau and they sought ways to change those perceptions. Negotiations about how to 

achieve change may determine whether such change is sustainable. While some suggested 

reducing stigma through gentrification, according to Dovey (2016), a good social mix is 

needed to create sustainable places. A disproportionate number of any one demographic, 

whether the economically advantaged or the unemployed, is untenable for a place’s identity 

in the long term. 

Countering the effects of stigma can foster self-determination and comradeship 

within a place. The effect of marginalisation parallels the findings of a study on the west 

coast of New Zealand (Sampson & Goodrich, 2009) where those from outside, and 

especially decision-makers from urban areas, were perceived to be taking away small town 

autonomy. Among the west coasters, resistance to stigma from outsiders created a sense of 

comradeship and unity that revitalised the identity of the place. Despite the stigma, some 
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people sought to break “the same cycle” [Ruby, P1] by taking ownership of self-identity 

transformation narratives, creating a sense of hope. Ruby attributed her decision to “change” 

to “help out the community I was raised in,” while Aroha [P1] said she was changing her 

“path in life” to help “Kawerau change” because “my town” had a “loss of identity” as the 

“original” residents were “stuck in a historical trauma that is hard to move on from.” Here, the 

stigma associated with the place appeared to motivate a reimagining of self-identity. There 

was also a sense of hope and determination to fight the stigma and recreate a renewed 

place identity. This sense of hope and determination was particularly evident in the Phase 

Two interviews, although these interviews took place in the context of the COVID-19 

pandemic.  

4.2.2 Recognition of Cultural Identity  

The participants in this study, who were ethnically diverse, negotiated or realigned 

their self-identity using the place’s culture. This realignment validated existing cultural 

identity research by Wan and Chew (Wan & Chew, 2013, p. 247) that “psychological 

connection between an individual’s self and a culture” plays a vital role in their sense of 

place in the world. However, cultural identity denoted different things for different 

participants, and ranged from nationality to ethnic affiliation. In addition, vague assumptions 

about a person’s cultural identity based on their physical appearance created discord and 

conflict.  

A common factor that united all participants was that they all called Kawerau and 

New Zealand home. This commonality generated perspectives on how people negotiated 

the dualities between their ancestral or cultural identity and their national identity. There was 

debate about what it means to be a New Zealander, with some denoting that their cultural 

affiliation was simply New Zealander (as opposed to European, Māori etc), as it was vital to 

move away from ethnic race-based identities and towards a common national identity.  While 

internationally, nationalism denotes the rise of seclusion where certain immigrant and 

indigenous groups are not tolerated (Abraham, 2014; Kinnvall, 2004), it seems to have had 



Reimagining Place Identity - Sneha Gray     
 

59 
 

the opposite meaning for the participants in this research, who suggested that being a New 

Zealander meant that anyone who is a citizen or a resident can belong, regardless of 

traditional ethnic labels, indicating a willingness to create cultural hybridity (Bhabha, 2004). 

This finding demonstrates how the formation of national identity is an ongoing process that is 

continually shaped by social and political discourses, inward migration, and diversity (New 

Zealand Department of Internal Affairs, 2014). ‘While understanding New Zealandness’ is 

outside the scope of this study, this finding opens opportunities for future research.  

One participant, Rachel [P1], revealed the discontent sometimes felt when cultural 

labels are forced on people. A mixed-race (Māori-European) person, Rachel [P1] expressed 

a sense of frustration when she felt she was labelled and pressured into ensuring that her 

children were registered at school as Māori just because they “get paid three times more to 

have them as a student, than a Pākehā [New Zealand European] person.” Here, Rachel 

expressed dissonance with what she felt was a forced imposition of an incongruent identity 

by external powers, in this case, her children’s kindergarten. Rachel epitomised the 

concerns raised by Rocha (2012) on the lack of cultural acceptance of mixed race identities 

in New Zealand. Rachel disliked being classified solely as Māori, which she felt 

disenfranchised her Pākehā identity. While Rachel strongly identified with her Māori 

ancestry, she felt that was not her sole identity and passionately opposed being labelled as 

one or the other. Here, Rachel expresses her desire for her own hybrid identity based on her 

Pākehā and Māori affiliations. By further explaining that there needed to be a new ethnic 

affiliation called "New Zealander" Rachel expresses her desire to create a new identity in a 

third space. 

Incongruently labelling people creates stereotypes and stigma (Devine, 1989; 

Galinsky et al., 2003; Levin & Van Laar, 2008), leading to prejudice, as evidenced by Rachel 

when she was challenged for enrolling her children in kindergarten as Kiwi rather than Māori. 

Rachel’s example suggests that it is not so much the labels she objected to as their 

incongruence to her sense of self, confirming the findings of other research that people 
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constantly juggle multiple layers of identity and portray different versions of themselves, 

depending on the situation (Kulich et al., 2017).  

The intertwining of culture and language is integral to the foundation of human 

development (Taylor, 1985). When the ability to link culture, language, and place, is forcibly 

removed, there is an incongruence in personal identity (Benton, 1986) which, in turn, affects 

place identity. Conversely, embracing language and place can facilitate both physical and 

psychological restoration (McLellan et al., 2014; Muriwai et al., 2015), as evidenced by 

Susannah, a mixed-race stroke survivor, with a passion to embrace both her father’s and her 

mother’s cultures. Growing up, her father forbade her from pursuing or understanding his 

Māori culture because of his view that the place was not welcoming of it. In her interview, 

Susannah [P2] said that this disrupted her sense of self. She believed that her father did not 

allow her to learn Māori, as he was “part of the generation that got into trouble for speaking 

his native tongue…at school” and had the “language basically smacked out of him,” and so 

wanted to protect his daughter.  

Existing literature validates Susannah’s father’s perspective, and explores the 

conflicts faced by indigenous New Zealanders who were faced with intended or unconscious 

monocultural superiority, in the education sector at that time (Benton, 1986; Simon, 1986). 

The bias faced by people such as Susannah’s [P2] father had unintended intergenerational 

consequences. Owing to his “distressing” and “humiliating time at school,” Susannah’s father 

did not want his children to “have anything to do with our [Māori] culture…and [we] were 

brought up with just my mum’s European side.” Susannah said she was “really sad” and that 

was something that made her “cry.” When she decided that she wanted to study Māori, her 

father had a “fit,” and suggested that Susannah would be “better off learning French.” “I’m 

57,” Susannah [P2] said. “I’ve had a stroke and I still remember him saying go and learn 

French…. I’m not even French…I’m not gonna learn a language then.” Conversely, 

Susannah also felt that the very culture she wanted to embrace, shunned her at times and 

called her “plastic,” affecting her self-esteem as she fought for her right to express an 
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important part of her identity, validating research that suggests that non-acceptance by 

others within an ethnic minority group where people seek acceptance is “even more stressful 

and problematic for ethnic minority members than the negative reactions of the majority 

group” (Liebkind et al., 2016, p. 35). 

The complexities of identity formation are influenced by multiple, and sometimes, 

seemingly conflicting perspectives. Therefore, making assumptions based on one aspect of 

a person’s identity preference cannot capture the varied aspects of what makes a person, 

and how that aspect of a person’s identity influences place. For instance, while Susannah 

[P2] passionately articulated her desire to know her father’s culture, she also insisted that 

she was neither one culture nor the other but sought to “fit in both worlds because I’m both 

cultures,” and she seeks to shape her place in the world to reflect her multiple cultural 

identities, as explored by Fozdar and McGavin (2017). People need to have the opportunity 

to explore and express all layers of their preferred self-identity. The loss of the ability to 

choose and portray a person’s chosen identity can create internal and interpersonal conflict 

and loss of self-esteem (Stangor et al., 2014).  

Although the expression of self-identity in relation to culture varies, according to 

Susannah [P2], it was the agency of the place that improved her self-esteem and provided 

her with what van Gennep (1960) terms rites of passage back into her culture and called her 

back to her roots (Murton, 2012). It is almost as if the place authenticated her cultural 

validity: 

I don’t know if it’s a cultural thing. But in the Māori side of my family, they reckon 

there’s always someone who gets drawn home to the mountain and it’s me in my 

family…when I did come back, I think it was…spiritual…I feel this affinity with the 

mountain, and doing rehab…under the mountain…helped me spiritually with my 

rehab, especially at that stage, it was more about me physically…my walking and…I 

didn’t have much speech skills…. Now I am way further than they thought I’d ever 

get…being at peace…psychologically, I put it down to being home. [Susannah, P2] 
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Place authenticated a layer of Susannah’s identity and filled a void she had felt for a long 

time due to the conflicting narratives about her cultural identity.  

Loss of the ability to learn and converse in a person’s chosen language creates loss 

of identity (Tyagi, 1996). Jessica [P2], for example, referred to such a loss as “painful.” 

However, according to Helleland (2012), place names can facilitate links to a person’s lost 

identity, providing the physical basis for the strengthening of cultural efficacy (Muriwai et al., 

2015). The participants of this study used place names, such as the use of the word 

Putauaki (as opposed to Mt Edgecumbe) for the local mountain, to create links to their 

cultural identity.  

In addition to authenticating elements of lost identity, a person’s identity is created 

through the integration of multiple places, both past and present. Karen [P2], another mixed-

race participant in her 50s, argued that where a person is born and raised creates stronger 

bonds than where their ancestors lived. The natural physical landscape, such as the 

mountains (maunga) and the rivers (awa) of a place, becomes part of who a person is, so 

that, no matter where Karen lived, she felt that everyone would know that “Kawerau is my 

home” once they knew “my maunga and awa” during “my pepeha” (way of introduction). 

However, for Karen [P2], her personal identity was a mixture of Kawerau (her place of birth), 

her East Coast Māori heritage, and her English heritage. They were “within” her as she had 

been to and experienced both ancestral places and her “footprints” were there.  

How a person views a place is complex and varies from person to person, making it 

imprudent to homogenise people just because they belong to a particular culture or race 

(Christian, 2000). For instance, Karen’s [P2] layers of identity included being Māori, a wife, a 

mum, a New Zealander, a working professional, someone from Kawerau, with links to the 

UK. While some aspects of her identity may have been similar to those of others in the 

place, these aspects did not mean that she could automatically be labelled with a 

homogenous and unidimensional cultural identity just because, on the surface, she looked 

and sounded like others labelled with the same identity. By exploring, validating, and 
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accepting all sides of her cultural spectrum, Karen frequently used places from the past and 

places of ancestral significance to negotiate her identity in the present. Therefore, a broad-

brush labelling based on an individual’s perceived racial or cultural profile (Christian, 2000) is 

misleading and not conducive to expressions of self-identity.  

Participants continually assessed places through the lens of their cultures or beliefs 

(Berry, 1997; Bhugra & Becker, 2005), and a place that was congruent with their worldview 

was viewed favourably. Twigger-Ross & Uzzell (1996) also illustrated this phenomenon in 

their work on place and identity processes. In this study, when the place was considered 

incongruent, people either acknowledged that the place was a) different, but acceptable and 

adaptable or b) inconsistent with their extended-self preferences and discarded as 

unacceptable. While congruence with place can create unity, dissonance may cause discord 

and despair, leading to the destabilisation of place and self-identity. An example of 

congruence and dissonance was illustrated by Elsa and Hendrick [P2], a retired immigrant 

couple. They sensed an incongruence between their culture and that of their New Zealand 

neighbours. According to Elsa, when they lived in Africa, their neighbours personally 

welcomed newcomers, while they were yet to meet some of their neighbours in New 

Zealand. In addition, when in Africa, they could “knock on the door” to visit friends but, with 

“Kiwis,” they said, “you need to phone them…like an appointment type thing.” Elsa and 

Hendrick negotiated different levels of their identity as they acknowledged their perception of 

the differences between New Zealand culture and their own culture. Their narrative was 

another illustration of why generalised assumptions cannot be made based on outward 

appearances alone. For instance, although Elsa and Hendrick [P2] were “English speaking,” 

they said it was wrong to assume that everyone else in an “English-speaking country”, such 

as New Zealand, was culturally the same. However, as they assessed their preferences in 

relation to those of the people around them, they found congruence despite cultural 

differences, thus opening up opportunities for acculturation (Sam & Berry, 2010).  
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4.2.3 Time and the Making of Insider Identity 

The interconnectedness between the constructs of time, attachment to place, and 

identity (See Altman & Low, 1992; Hummon, 1992; Lewicka, 2011; Smaldone, 2006) were 

also discussed by the participants of this study. The meanings attributed to the 

interconnectedness between the concept of time and how people formed attachments to and 

ownership of place, however, differed, based on a person’s background, beliefs, and culture. 

These conflicts or tensions resonated in two dominant ways regarding participant 

perceptions of what it meant to be an insider or from a place. The first perspective was that a 

person was only an insider if they and their ancestors were born or raised in a place – their 

whakapapa [genealogy]. The second perspective was that a person was an insider if they 

had lived in that place for some time and they were an active participant in the place. In the 

second perspective, whakapapa was derived from time spent in the place. The former 

perspective indicates a “territorial identity” (Fried, 2000, p. 193) whereby people belong to a 

land or a place, as opposed to a Western philosophy that prescribes that place is made for 

people as illustrated in Figure 9.  
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Figure 9

People Made for Place versus Place Made for People

The relevance of the two worldviews on the formation of place identity and acceptance of 

newcomers into a place is significant. For instance, for those who subscribed to the view that 

whakapapa determines who are the insiders of the place, there is some degree of inflexibility 

regarding the processes by which newcomers can become insiders. For example, Moses

[P1] said, “This is my home.” He said he was “from” this place because his family had been 

in the area for over a century. “Others,” he said, may “live here in Kawerau” but that “does 

not mean you are from here – they are two different things. No Māori would do that. It is a 

culture thing.” Here, Moses linked his self-identity to connections from the past as he sought 

to create a future desired identity. Most of the participants who identified as Māori voluntarily 

suggested that where a person lives is not necessarily where they were from, which concurs 

with existing literature on the connection Māori have with the land (Cain et al., 2017). For 
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instance, Rachel [P1] said that although she had lived in the town for many years, she was 

not an insider, as insiders only consist of “people who have been brought up in the marae 

and through the main families in Kawerau.” This statement adds validity to extant literature 

which suggests that, in Māori culture, where a person is from is not based on race or colour, 

but on whakapapa (Panelli et al., 2008). Regardless of whakapapa, however, there was a 

sense that anyone who benefited the town and the people of the town were welcome to live 

in the place. 

The second perspective suggested that becoming an insider is based on how long a 

person has lived in the place. This second perspective also highlights the importance of the 

length of time a person is involved with the place. From this perspective, outsiders or 

newcomers must go through a journey to become insiders, although becoming an insider is 

not always guaranteed. Newcomers needed to move through the rites of passage (van 

Gennep, 1960) to become insiders, as shown in Figure 18. However, once a person had 

become an insider, they would remain so, whether their ancestors had lived in the place. 

Yovan [P2], who moved away and later returned to the town, stated that, “This is my 

turangawaewae [a place to belong], whether I am here forever or whether I moved away, I 

am still [an insider] …this is where I grew up.” 

Regardless of whether participants believed whakapapa or duration of attachment to 

the place determined belongingness, through umwelt (world of their immediate 

surroundings) and Lebenswelt (the pre-theoretical taken for granted world of experience), 

(Jacobs, 2018; Zahavi, 2018a), people make place an extension of their self, or who they 

are. It becomes their turangawaewae [a place to belong]. Understanding belongingness 

using Heidegger's Dasein (being there) (Zahavi, 2018b) helps to explore both the very 

essence of a human being in the world and as someone who is involved with the world 

(Heidegger, 2008). These two dimensions, inner and outer, co-exist and can only exist with 

the other. Together, people can understand how and where they belong both within 

themselves and in the external social world based on their environments.  
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Additionally, the differences in worldviews may be an indicator of the dichotomy in 

the way participants perceived time. The construct of time, which is “a concept 

corresponding to what separates two states of a system” (Dassonville, 2016, p. 93), is 

complex, highlighting why, despite many scholars talking about time, few have defined it 

(Dassonville, 2016). The complex and controversial nature of time has been explored at 

length by scientists and philosophers (See Aristotle, 1934 ; Dassonville, 2016; Dowden, 

2021; Dyke & Bardon, 2013; Eratosthenes, 2010 (circa 245 BC); Turetzky, 1998; Wrathall, 

2013) and is beyond the scope of this study in which expressions of time tended to be either 

linear or circular. For those who perceived time as linear, a person’s time in a place was 

finite (from birth to death), while for those who perceived time as circular, a person was 

linked to earthly places forever (through genealogy). Figure 10 illustrates the map of how 

participants’ contrasting concepts of time influences place identity.  
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Figure 10

Mapping of Place Identity Negotiations between Two Perceptions of Time

As this figure indicates, the conceptualisation of time is a vital factor in place identity 

negotiations, especially in places where there are polarised perspectives of time, place, and 

space. 

Although, this research did not set out to understand different perspectives of time, 

this unexpected finding emerged as having a strong influence over place identity. Perhaps, 

the differences in worldviews were due to the high proportion of Māori who live in the place 

(Statistics New Zealand, 2019), therefore influencing perspectives of place. However, further 
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research is required to validate this finding, although it points to the importance of including 

non-Western philosophies as an integral part of marketing research (Tipa & Panelli, 2009), 

thus revealing new ways of looking at existing dominant marketing perspectives.  

Irrespective of a person’s worldview of time and relationship to place, the acceptance 

of newcomers or others into the community was a gradual process. Newcomers were not 

automatically accepted into leadership positions, for example. One participant described the 

resistance felt when a newcomer wanted to become mayor. The person was welcome, “but 

not in a position like that” as it was only locals who had “been through some tough 

times…seen the changes at the mill with 3,300 people working there and now it’s 250 

maybe.... They have seen that” [Yovan, P2]. Insiders were said to have a history and know 

the fabric of the place, whereas newcomers could only see the town in its current state. 

Without a lived history in the place, newcomers could not value the invisible threads that had 

meaning for insiders, as attested by Tuan (1979). While Yovan [P2] articulated that this 

attitude of exclusion might not always be fair or logical, he asserted that “it is human nature 

to think that way.” 

 Becoming an insider took time and was primarily formed by the relationships, values, 

culture, and perspectives of youngsters at school. Karen [P2] said, “There is just something, 

some bond with it that goes, that you know what life was like and you all did it together [at 

school], and it was such a good time and good memories. That, I think, is the key to all of it.” 

In this narrative, Karen alluded to the power of place memories created in childhood and 

adolescence that sustain self and interpersonal identity, and which last a lifetime. However, 

according to Andrea [P2], there are always exceptions to any rule. Andrea used the 

researcher as an example of someone who had become an insider because she “married a 

local and that makes a difference.” She said: 

I know your husband’s family through [school]…. And so, I suppose that is how it is 

seen, that there are certain families…who have lived in Kawerau since 1953 when 

the town was sort of established, and even before then when it was not even here, 
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and they were in caravans…from a Māori point of view about whakapapa. So, who 

are you connected to in Kawerau?…In your case, I know the Grays…they make that 

connection sometimes because you marry a local, and the local being a person who 

was raised here and went to school here. [Andrea, P2] 

Here Andrea alluded to how associations and relationships with insiders could be used by 

newcomers to move from being an outsider to an insider.  

These unwritten codes created by insiders are evident to an outsider looking in, as 

observed by Beca [P2] who moved to Kawerau a few years ago with her husband and 

children to fulfil her dream of owning a home. As a relative newcomer to the town, she said:  

I certainly feel like there’s a big division between old Kawerau, in saying those who 

have been bought up here, and people coming to the area…some 

resentment…having new people come to town, buying the houses, and making what 

they would perceive their home place…it is quite rare for such a small town to have a 

lot of its original population stay round for such a long time without a big growth. 

[Beca, P2] 

Beca presented a newcomer’s perspective garnered from conversations with locals and 

social media commentary about how locals attempted to negotiate the town’s changing 

identity. As a newcomer, Beca believed the insecurities of the locals were not her issue. 

Although she did not feel invited to become an insider, her perspective suggested that she 

did not need anyone to authenticate her associations with the place. This attitude is 

supported by Twigger-Ross & Uzzell’s (1996) assertions that people use their personal 

preferences to form place perceptions and place-congruent identities.  

 Some insiders (whether through whakapapa or length of residence) expressed an 

opposing perspective in that they were somewhere in between. Those who felt this way were 

insiders running towards the outside and, in so doing, moving from what Relph (1976, 2018) 

terms ‘existential insideness’ to ‘existential outsideness’. Reasons for this liminality included 

losing a parent (as experienced by Alfred [P1 and P2]) or losing a sense of security in the 
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place (as experienced by Rachel [P1]). Regardless of the context, in such a liminal or 

‘middle stage’, life can feel confusing and discontented, but eventually, as the process 

solidifies, self-identity is changed and transformed (Hetherington, 2011, p. 868). People in a 

liminal stage either stayed in place and sought to change the place from within or considered 

moving out of the place in search of a new self-identity, demonstrating that liminality enables 

both inward and outward migration.  

 The rites of passage (van Gennep, 1960) from outsider to insider status in a small 

town can be categorised into three layers.  

Layer 1 Peripheral acceptance: at a peripheral level, newcomers were welcomed into 

the town, as they improved the otherwise stagnant housing market and found new ways to 

improve the town’s reputation. An increase in home-ownership increased pride in the 

physical appearance of a home (Bond et al., 2012), with the addition of new fences and 

roofs, clean-up of the town centre, and the construction of new homes. Conversely, insiders 

moving towards the outside found themselves accepting the identity of the place, although 

they did not identify with the place any longer. 

Layer 2 Fellowships and friendships – acceptance into home and heart. Time was 

the catalyst that developed this layer, and most of the local participants suggested that the 

onus was on newcomers to get involved and be accepted. Newcomers were encouraged to 

join clubs and activities, to make themselves known, and to give back to the community. The 

findings indicate that insiders who were losing their attachment to the place stop actively 

engaging with people and the activities in the place.  

Layer 3 Becoming one with place and people: Mana (authority, influence) and 

tūrangawaewae (a place to belong, a place of empowerment) were accorded to people who 

had gradually moved from being newcomers to insiders over a long time. They 

demonstrated that they were now one with the people in the place. They could see the 

invisible threads linking people to the place. The movement into this layer was the 
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foundation of both the resilience and the vulnerability of belonging to a small town. Insiders 

moving out stopped feeling a sense of belongingness to the place.  
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Figure 5

The Rites of Passage from Small Town Outsider to Insider

The three stages depicted above denote the rites of passage into a small town. The 

layers of becoming an insider of a large urban centre may require a different set of dynamics 

and, while worthy of future study, are beyond the scope of this research. In Figure 11, the 

diagonal line with arrows on either end represents how people can move from one layer to 

the next in either direction, either by their own choice or due to imposed segregation, as 

represented in the strategies of acculturation (Berry et al., 2006; Sam & Berry, 2016).

4.2.4 Belonging and Identity

The feeling of belonging to a place influences place and self-identity. Belongingness, 

a “sense of ease with oneself and one’s surroundings that is fundamental to our sense of 

self” (May, 2018, p. 306) is formed through everyday lived experiences in a place. For 

example, according to Krystal, all of life’s “memories, heartaches, joys, sorrows, and 

experiences” are embedded in place, confirming current literature that varied place attributes 

strengthen or weaken place attachment, feelings of belonging, and perceptions of place 

identity (Altman & Low, 1992). 
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Financial stability was not the primary determinant of belonging, as some chose to 

stay despite financial hardship and a lack of meaningful employment. These individuals 

remained because they felt a “sense of belonging” in the town and, no matter what, “it is 

home” and “our turangawaewae” [Aroha, P1], a place where “I can just be” [Moses, P1]. 

Linking themselves to the place regardless of circumstances, these participants highlighted 

the emotional bonds formed between people and places that have been previously explored 

by psychologists (i.e.,Altman & Low, 1992; Proshansky et al., 1983) and geographers 

(Relph, 1976; Tuan, 1979), and which endure despite trauma and displacement 

(e.g.,Fullilove, 2016; Knez et al., 2018; Lollar, 2010).  

A sense of belongingness can be strengthened or weakened because of the loss of a 

loved one in the place. For instance, siblings Alfred and Krystal, who had lost their mother a 

few years prior to the research, were interviewed separately to gain an insight into how each 

viewed Kawerau’s identity. While losing her mother increased Krystal’s place attachment to 

and identity with the town, it made Alfred [P2] feel like an “insider moving towards the 

outside” now that his mother was no longer alive in the place. Before his mother died, he 

said, he could “picture a mountain, forest, river and then on the other side of the river, mum,” 

as he drove towards town. “Take away mum,” he said, “That is a pretty big bit gone off the 

other side of the river.” [Alfred, P2] 

Belongingness with place can, therefore, be either linked to emotional bonds formed 

with actual physical places or to a person or people in the place. The example of Alfred and 

Krystal reflected the two ways in which people form belongingness with a place. Firstly, 

Alfred had a relational belonging to place framed by his relationship with his mother. With the 

passing of his mother, his relational self, defined by Chen, Boucher, & Tapias (2006, p. 151) 

as “the self in relation to significant others,” was disrupted and, along with it, the meanings 

linked to the place which had been made in relation to his mother. Chen, Boucher, & Tapias 

(2006, p. 166) argue that humans can only make sense of their place “in relation to 

significant others.” Alfred’s self-identity was shaken in the absence of a family member to 
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provide “natural grounding” (Tuan, 1999, p. 4) in the place, leading to a feeling of being 

uprooted. According to Alfred, the death of his mother, his only surviving parent, caused the 

dissolution of his birth family, precipitating a change in his sense of self and belongingness 

to the place. Conversely, for, Krystal, the loss of their mother cemented her permanent 

attachment and roots to the place, suggesting that two people with shared experiences and 

memories in the same place can experience different feelings and place attachment. In both 

cases, however, identity of the place in their minds did not change, although Alfred’s identity 

with the place did. 

Family was another significant aspect of belongingness discussed by the 

participants, although the meanings ascribed to the word ‘family’ differed. This lack of 

consistency regarding the meaning of family validates current discourses in the field of family 

studies on the need to conceptualise the meaning of family (Miller, 2016). In this study, 

family was a) biological, b) ancestral (whakapapa/genealogy), c) community, or d) the 

Mongrel Mob gang. The meanings ascribed to family and its relationship with place, included 

a) several members of a biological family living in the place; the attachment they formed with 

their families created belongingness with place, b) belongingness with place created by 

ancestry or whakapapa;, no matter where a person lived in the world, they considered 

Kawerau their home, c) relationships developed with community members, and the 

community becoming family, and d) lack of positive role models leading some to join the 

family of the gang.  

The last factor, belongingness with gangs, was said to be caused by social isolation 

and loss of roots, which created a new type of family in the form of the gang. According to 

some participants, such as Ruby and Aroha, impoverishment, hopelessness, broken homes, 

and an inability to find meaningful employment were reasons why people joined gangs, a 

view authenticated in Andrae et al.’s (2017) ethnography of a former Mongrel Mob gang 

member who recounted how abandonment and violence in his biological family formed and 
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strengthened his bonds with the gang (Andrae et al., 2017). This experience resonates with 

the views of some of the participants of this study. 

There is evidence in the existing literature that gang affiliation and gang bonds are 

associated with the social, cultural, and material contexts of people and places (McAlister et 

al., 2011) rather than with race. Goldson’s (2011, p. 11) description of the prominence of 

gangs in “distressed and disadvantaged neighbourhoods and communities characterised by 

structural neglect, poverty, poor housing, and severely circumscribed labour market 

opportunities” reflects the situation in Kawerau. However, as gang affiliation in Kawerau was 

predominately Māori, some participants ascribed blame to Māori cultural practices. On a 

micro-level, these perspectives may reflect the participants’ lived experiences of residing in 

what is sometimes labelled a ‘gang town’ (Godfrey, 2017). However, on a macro scale, it 

does not take into consideration the implications of colonialism and its impacts of the 

colonised, as detailed in other research about Māori suicide rates (Getz, 2018) and gang 

involvement (Andrae et al., 2017).  

Belongingness is integral to human wellbeing (May, 2018) and facilitates place 

attachment (Scannell & Gifford, 2017) and a sense of pride in place (Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 

1996). However, the meaning of the word ‘pride’ varied among participants. While some took 

pride in a town that had a “pulse” [Krystal, P2], “spirit” [Ruby-P1, Maria-P1, Krystal-P2], and 

“heartbeat” [Aroha, P2] that could “heal” [Karen-P2, Mason-P2], others were proud of the 

gangs and violence, thereby showing disrespect to “what was good here” [Karen,P2]. These 

contradictions may indicate a clash between hubristic and authentic pride (Krettenauer & 

Casey, 2015; Tracy & Robins, 2007) reflected in the ways that people shape place.  

A lack of authentic pride and sense of belonging were attributed to people who 

culturally linked their identity and mana whenua (authority over land or territory) to another 

geographical location and, therefore, did not form genuine attachments to their place of 

residence. According to Phil [P2], although the total population of Māori in the town was over 

sixty percent, fewer than fifteen percent were affiliated with the local Tūwharetoa ki Kawerau 
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tribe. Instead, they had moved in from Ngāti Awa and Tuhoe (neighbouring tribes) in search 

of employment. This move, asserted Phil, was the real reason for a lack of “true identity with 

the whenua (land)”. However, with a growing number of multicultural newcomers moving into 

the town in search of new roots, over time both the newcomers and the locals may “interpret 

and adjust” (Luedicke, 2015, p. 109) their perceived notions of home and roots. This shift 

may aid in the creation of a new acculturated (Luedicke, 2015) sense of belonging and pride 

(Tracy & Robins, 2007), contributing to the stabilising and reimagining of place identity.  

4.2.5 Names, Agency, and Identity  

Names of specific physical environments and the agency attributed to them influence 

both place and self-identity. For the participants of this study, names provided meaning and 

agency to the place, and aligned with anthropologist James Weiner’s (1991, 2001) 

assertions that names are interlinked with places or objects, making them integral to the 

formation of place and self-identity.  

Agency can be bestowed on both natural and built environments. In this study, the 

meanings of what the place represented revolved around two features of the natural 

landscape – Putauaki-Mount Edgecumbe and the Tarawera River – and one feature of the 

built environment – the Tasman mill. The names Putauaki, Tarawera, and Tasman framed 

the identity of the place. In relation to the natural landscape, participant narratives such as 

“Putauaki te maunga and the Tarawera River are part of who I am” [Moses, P1], denoted 

how agency can be bestowed on a place by making the place part of who a person is. 

Physical landscapes also gave the place sacred agency, with participants making 

statements such as the “mountain is sacred” [Ruby, P1]. This statement reflects Edwin 

Bernbaum’s (2006; Murton, 2012) research into the sacredness of mountains in certain 

cultures. 

An unexpected finding, however, was that the established cultural foundations of an 

indigenous group of people can influence other groups within a place. For instance, the 

participants who identified as Māori, such as Moses, Ruby, and Aroha, may have given 
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agency to the place that aided in validating existing perspectives (See Bernbaum, 2006; 

Murton, 2012; Weiner, 1991, 2001). However, the finding that several non-Māori participants 

also bestowed significance to physical aspects of the place was unexpected. An example of 

bestowing such significance came from Maria [P1], who stated, “It’s almost a spiritual 

thing…that song All Things Bright and Beautiful, and the purple-headed mountain and the 

river running by, I think it’s almost written for Kawerau.” Here, both Māori and non-Māori 

participants acculturated and reimagined the place’s identity by embracing Kaupapa Māori 

(Māori ideology) and bestowing agency to the physical aspects of place.  

Place and landscape names drew out people’s passions and sub-conscious bias 

towards their place identity preferences. The politics and social dynamics of naming 

significant places and landscapes is an extension of what Doreen Massey calls power 

geometries (1993), where place and landscape names are determined by the most accepted 

narratives at a given time.  

 There was evidence of conflict between the use of colonial place names and post-

colonial efforts to revert to the pre-colonial place names of features of the natural landscape 

in the place. Similar to Panelli et al.’s (2008) research in Bluff, varied layers of place identity 

preferences were found in Kawerau based on a participant’s background, demographic 

profile, and experiences. Some older European New Zealanders exhibited resistance over 

the name Putauaki-Mount Edgecumbe, which was considered the guardian mountain of the 

town. Even though the official gazette of the New Zealand Geographic Board (NZGB) 

recognises both names for the mountain, many now call the mountain Putauaki, as is 

believed to be the rightful name for the mountain, while Edgecumbe is a colonial imposition 

honouring someone who was never in the place and had no significance within the New 

Zealand landscape.  

 The importance of landscape names may seem pronounced within the context of this 

study, as 61.7% of the people in the town identify as Māori, compared to only 16.5% for the 

country as a whole (Statistics New Zealand, 2019). The high proportion of Māori in the town 
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may indicate a shift in attitudes against colonial place names and a move towards what are 

considered authentic place names, particularly given the significance of place names in 

Māori culture. As landscape names authenticate self-identity, there was a sense that 

imposed place names suppress and impose an undesired self and place identity. This 

finding also highlights how places and landscapes have more than mere economic meaning 

for Māori, as they provide “interwoven relations between their people, environment and 

ancestors” (Tipa & Panelli, 2009, p. 96). 

A meaning ascribed to the built physical environment was that of Kawerau as a mill-

town with a strong economic focus. The influence of the town, as New Zealand’s youngest 

planned town (founded in the 1950s), which promised the local Māori, from whom the land 

had been purchased, “the fullest opportunity to get permanent and well-paid employment for 

themselves and their children and that there will be Māori families in which there will be the 

tradition of son following father as a skilled paper-maker” (Schwimmer, 1955, p. 13), at times 

conflicted with traditional Māori attitudes. Yet, at the time, the local Māori welcomed the 

economic viability offered by “Uncle Tasman,” as the mill was known. By ascribing the name 

Uncle Tasman to the mill, people ascribed it a living identity and, with it, bestowed roles, and 

responsibilities to the mill as part of Kawerau whanau. The sense of belongingness led to a 

loss of trust when the mill was sold, and attitudes changed. Multinational corporations were 

felt to have left the town “behind…with a historic trauma” from which, thus far, it has been 

unable to emerge [Aroha, P1]. 

Referring to the mill as an ‘uncle’ reveals values that differ from the capitalist values 

and economic priorities of business. This practice led to some participants to turn to the 

natural physical environment to reconnect with their roots and link their identity to be at one 

with nature and to simply be human, instead of always aspiring to do things for money 

[Moses, P1]. This change indicates how people manoeuvre through varied and sometimes 

conflicting identity narratives by providing agency and power to various aspects of place. 

Figure 12 highlights the landmarks of significance in Kawerau. While the landmarks are 
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physical places that are ‘real’, or what Edward Soja calls Firstspace, what these places 

mean are imagined in the Secondspace (Soja, 1996). However, it is the Thirdspace, the in-

between place that is both real and imagined that is the basis of people’s lived experiences

(Soja, 1996) and where identity is formed. 

Figure 12

Landmarks of Significance in Kawerau, Bay of Plenty, NZ

4.2.6 Faith, Hybridity, and an Acculturated identity 

Religion and faith are complex, contested, and political aspects of society that are 

instrumental in the formation of self and place identities (Brace et al., 2006; Hopkins et al., 

2013; Mazumdar & Mazumdar, 2004; Tuan, 1976). In this study, some participants 

discussed the role of the unseen, both ancestors and the divine, and how it influenced their

perception of the place. For instance, Lavinia, Stuart, Jesse, Elsa, and Hendrick stated that 

faith was integral to their identity and wellbeing. Place should be appreciated by people, as it 

was God’s provision in this temporal place [Lavinia, P2]. Faith enabled some, such as Elsa 

and Hendrick, who moved to the place from elsewhere, to decide where to put down new 

roots. To others, earthly places were living breathing entities which linked the past to the 

future and solidified people-place interrelationships, interconnectedness, and 

Putauaki(Mt 
Edgecumbe)

Tarawera River

Pulp and Paper Mills
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intersubjectivity (Marques et al., 2018; Murton, 2012). In this case, physical places linked 

people to their ancestors (Panelli et al., 2008), and retained an individual’s sense of self and 

wellbeing. 

 Place is used to create a balance between, at times, conflicting beliefs, thereby 

forming cultural hybridity (Bhabha, 2004) based on varied cultural and religious identities. 

Jessica, who identified both as Catholic and Māori, believed “in the call” of her “ancestors” 

and fluctuated between her Judeo-Christian and Māori identity, indicating Belk’s (1988, 

2005) perspective that people can use a variety of aspects of possessions, places, and the 

sacred to express their identity. When two opposing value systems are equally important, a 

person reimagines meanings that are cognizant with these perspectives. Jessica [P2] 

illustrated this situation when she said: 

…before the Bible came here, our people had it, you know, but it was nature…they 

were nurtured and sustained by nature…my mother was a tohunga [chosen 

one/expert] …she showed how to do karakia [prayer]. I’m a Catholic and my great-

grandfather was Ringatū [Māori religion]. I practice both with my family...I’m helping 

Māori to understand that you can embrace a Christian faith and still keep your Māori 

values, because you can…Te Ao Māori and Te Au Hurihuri, that’s the new 

world…They’re the same god. And when you look at the whakapapa from those two, 

very similar. What’s missing in the Māori one is Jesus. Otherwise, it’s very 

similar…that is so easy for me to accept. [Jessica, P2] 

Jessica’s acculturation journey embraced parts of the ‘old’ and ‘new’ belief systems as she 

reimagined her preferred belief systems and, in effect, how she influenced place. A number 

of participants expressed views with undertones of myths, legends, and the unseen, but 

some were hesitant about sharing these perspectives. For instance, Andrea [P2], who 

espoused a Cartesian framework as part of her identity, was initially hesitant to share her 

perspective for fear of sounding “morbid”. However, she narrated her lived-experience thus: 
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When my mother passed away, we took her ashes up to be buried at the cemetery 

and it was pouring with rain…the hearse arrived with the ashes…. A fantail landed on 

the hearse, it stopped raining, and then flew over and sat on the fence while we 

buried my mother’s ashes. Then it flew back and as we walked back to the hearse, 

and as the hearse left, it bucketed down (laugh)…. So, my brothers and I all believe 

that our mum has come back to us in the form of a fantail …. It’s sort of, it’s realising 

that in life there is death and in death there is life. So, it’s that circle of life I suppose... 

[Andrea, P2] 

Here, Andrea cautiously exposed a hidden aspect of her self-identity, indicating that not all 

aspects of self-identity are visible, even though they influence place, as the findings of other 

research attests (Tuan, 1979). By merging aspects of their varied identities, people can form 

hybrid self and place identities by uniting seemingly contradictory meanings and 

perspectives (Bhabha, 2004). Place identity is reimagined and formed in this third hybrid 

space.  

4.3 Specific Themes from Phase 2 

4.3.1 Place as Person 

The interviewees were asked, “If Kawerau was a person, who would it be?” This 

question evoked congruent and contrasting perspectives, as shown in Appendix 6. The 

narratives portray dualities such as edgy-calm and male-female. Some used well-known 

individuals, such as Sir Edmund Hillary, New Zealand’s Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern, or 

Mohammad Ali, as descriptors. Others listed character descriptors such as, “a person that is 

forthright, not afraid to make a statement” [Phil, P2] or a lady as there are “so many lost men 

here” [Mason, P2].  

A conversation between elderly husband and wife participants, Stuart and Jesse 

[P2], captured the town’s edgy-calm dualism:  



Reimagining Place Identity - Sneha Gray     
 

83 
 

Stuart: Sort of the way things are around here, very edgy sort of person because 

there has, you know, you have got the mill that’s established, but it is also, how do I 

put it? A bit unreliable.  

Jesse: Oh, excellent, I had not thought of that…it has given me a whole new wow on 

it…to the edginess of Kawerau…I look at Kawerau as being soothing…there’s 

nothing dramatic as against your edginess…. To me, there was nothing dramatic 

going on, you know, it’s a slow-moving town and it’s a comfortable town to be in for 

me.  

This narrative illustrates the unique nature of self-identity as consumers of place individually 

navigated the incongruent aspects of their self-identity (Belk, 1988; Ladik et al., 2015), each 

coming up with descriptions that may have been surprising even to those closest to them.  

Some participants attributed a name and human traits such as matriarch, 

grandmother, or guardian figure to specific natural physical features of the landscape, 

particularly the local mountain, Putauaki/ Mt Edgecumbe, as the name they would give the 

place if it were a person. The perspectives in this sub-section suggest that people either 

anthropomorphised (the place is its own person) or personified (the place has human-like 

traits) place, indicating that, in addition to products or things, places can also be 

anthropomorphised or personified (e.g.,Aggarwal & McGill, 2007). Participants’ 

anthropomorphism, personification, or their use of place as backdrop seemed to stem from 

their background, environment, and beliefs.  

The place as person question tended to generate quiet contemplation in many 

participants as they considered their responses. This contemplation is captured in the 

researcher’s fieldnotes: “They took the time to think about the responses, and when they did, 

their entire bodies came alive as they tried to portray the image verbally. They seemed to 

hold this ‘person’ in their minds.” Here, the researcher has captured how place evoked 

passions and she utilised non-verbal cues to capture the essence of what the participants 

were trying to express.  
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The participants also discussed the gendered role of place as they explored whether 

they wanted their place to be male or female, or whether its gender was of no consequence. 

For instance, those who identified the town as female explored the female spirit’s 

guardianship. One participant suggested that the town was like Prime Minister Jacinda 

Ardern because she was a mother and, during the COVID-19 pandemic: 

She put the people first, and…survival even of the elderly was important to her. And 

as Kawerau as a town, I think that’s one of the key things, it’s about the people in the 

town…yes, she’s got to worry about the economy, and yes, we have to worry about 

the unemployment in Kawerau and things like that. But at the end of the day, 

Malcolm and the Council and a lot of those people on that Council now are locals, 

grown up here, everybody knows them and hence the reason they got on, they’re 

there because they are the right people and they care about the people of the 

town…people first, and then economy and jobs and buildings. And that is sort of the 

stage we are at as a town, which is where I see us very similar to how she has had to 

be over the last two months, yeah. [Andrea, P2] 

Participants linked their biases to the place, with the place as female being associated with 

being kind and putting people first and the place as male being associated with concepts 

such as being fierce, loyal, strong and a Māori chief. The gendered roles of place have been 

discussed in literature. For instance, Vuolteenaho (1996), suggests that cities are considered 

feminine and rural areas masculine. However, in this study of a small town, the perspective 

was mixed with some people suggesting the place must be feminine as there were many 

“lost men here [Mason -P2] while others suggested the place reminded them of a strong 

chief guarding the place [Phil-P2, Krystal-P2] 

Newcomer interviewees (n=4) anthropomorphised the place as someone who was 

inherently good but who needed to become a “gentleman” [Hendrick, P2]. One newcomer 

likened the town to a strong male, such as Mohammad Ali, as “he didn’t suffer fools gladly.” 

However, this newcomer also said that the place was “a bit racist” [Elsa, P2]. The researcher 
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interpreted the explanation that followed, the tone of voice, and the facial expressions as 

conveying the negative attributes of the place. Yet, long-term residents characterised the 

place by equating it to a Māori chief or someone such as Sir Edmund Hillary, who was “a 

quiet achiever…a humble person…yet a strong spirit” [Yovan, P2]. While long term residents 

also seemed to recognise the “edgy” [Stuart, P2] characteristics of the place, they balanced 

these conceptualisations with phrases such as “easy-going person” [Henry, P2], “a protector” 

[Karen, P2], and “loyal” [Henry-P2, Boyce-P2]. These findings may indicate that the longer 

an individual’s residence of the place the more likely they were to be attached to and focus 

on positive attributes (Anton & Lawrence, 2014; Lewicka, 2010).  

4.3.2 Top-of-Mind Features of Place  

Top-of-mind awareness is an integral part of brand research (Hakala et al., 2012), yet 

its potential as a tool to understand place identity remains under-utilised. Therefore, the 

research participants were asked, “When you think of Kawerau, what are the top three things 

that come to mind?” The responses, presented in Appendix 7, can be collated into four 

themes which is illustrated in Figure 13: 

 Belonging [B] (turangawaewae) includes family, home, belonging, friendships;  

 Lifestyle [L] includes proximity to other urban centres, relaxed pace of life, 

security, access to amenities including medical services, etc;  

 Opportunities [O] includes career, home, and other opportunities; and  

 Activities [A] includes sports, clubs, social events, and community activities.  
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Figure 13

Features of Place

: 

These top-of-mind features of place, illustrated in Figure 13, culminated in the creation of 

place identity. When all four align, there is complete, or existential, insideness (Relph, (1976)

and when none align, there is complete, or existential, outsideness (Relph, 1976). Between 

these two extremes is a spectrum of insideness, outsideness, and inbetweeness (Relph, 

1976). 

4.3.3 Physical Items Representing Place

All participants were asked to show one item, or photograph of an item, that, above 

all else, represented Kawerau to them. As with all other interview questions, participants

were not given prior notice of this question. Instead, they were given three to five minutes to 

think about the question before answering. 

Features 
of place

Opportunities

Lifestyle

Activities

Belongingness
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Analysis of the resulting multimodal data suggests three levels of depth regarding 

how participants associated with the place. Table 5 collates the findings.  

(1) Surface-level identity: This is the sense of “elective belonging” (Savage, 2005, p. 

38) in the chosen place of residence. However, bonds are still being formed and place 

associations are limited to big picture aesthetic aspects, such as physical spaces and 

landmarks (Tuan, 1975). Among the participants, there was also a sense of ownership that 

made them “prove” [Beca, P2] the town’s reputation to those on the outside while 

acknowledging that aspects of the place detract from its resilient identity.  

Beca, an entrepreneur in her 30s, gave the following response when asked about the 

one physical item that represented the place to her: 

... the rivers, the stream at Stoneham Walk…beautiful clear stream…Wherever I 

could go, it’s just so pretty. I’ve just never seen such clear water…. That’s probably 

what I’d take with me. There are some emotional attachments…when family and 

friends come to visit, I take quite a lot of pride in showing them the things that we’ve 

got here…I don’t remember doing that anywhere else I lived…. Maybe it’s because I 

feel like I have to prove that it’s a nice place to live. And break some of their 

stereotypes…. Because a lot of people say, ‘Why did you move there?’ 
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Figure 14

Surface-level Pictorial Representations of Place

Beca’s manoeuvring through her need to defend her place of residence and, through 

it, her choice of extended self, reflects Belk’s (Belk, 1988) perspective that extended self can 

extend to places too. Even though Beca’s observation of the place was surface-level, her 

development of emotional attachment to the place suggests that she was moving towards a 

closer attachment to (Altman & Low, 1992) and identity with Kawerau. Figure 14 shows the 

pictorial representations of participants who had surface-level attachment to and 

identification with the place.

(2) Invisible threads of identity: At the next level are those for whom specific aspects 

of the place were associated with deeper meanings. These participants had more than just 

an emotional attachments to physical aspects of the place (Relph, 1976; Tuan, 1975, 1979). 

While these deeper ties may not be immediately visible to those on the outside, they are

quite apparent to those with similarly deep ties (Tuan, 1975, 1979). Krystal, a participant in 

her 50s, who spent most of her life in Kawerau, revealed that the one item she wanted to 

share was a,

Source: Participant Photos
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Photo of mum and [grandchild] is Kawerau. Mum represents Kawerau to me because 

that is where all those memories are. Mum is the pillar of Kawerau to me. So, all my 

memories have involved mum right up until the last two to three years. So, all the 

hurts, and all the joy, and all the stuff that’s happened to me to make this town my 

identity is mum in this town…. And, [grandchild], so [grandchild] now, this is the only 

place she’s lived, so she’s another generation coming up…this is old, and this is the 

new one coming up in this generation…going to make our town whatever it is going 

to be moving forward. 

 Figure 15 presents pictorial representations of seemingly invisible aspects that form 

place identity. Here participants explored the meanings behind the surface level physical 

objects. 
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Figure 6

Pictorial Representations of Invisible Threads of Identity

The narrative spoke of attachments and identity beyond the surface-level physical 

aesthetics of the place. It was steeped in history and continued to redefine itself each day 

(Cresswell, 2015).The aspects of place identity depicted in Figure 15 reveal that those that 

form invisible threads of identity included much more than the aesthetics of the physical 

place. Instead, they consist of memories and experiences with loved ones and material 

objects. For instance, the grandmother and grandchild represent the past and the future, an 

old childhood photo with a sibling shows nostalgia for the past, artwork of old built 

environments, such as the hammerhead crane and the old town, provided a continuing 

Source: Participant and Author Photos (Author sourced some photos from the library or 

the public as per participant request)
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connection with where a person came from, and physical memorabilia, such as old company 

branded products, were a reminder of why the people first came together in this place.  

(3) Sacred identity: those who associated with a place at this level perceived their 

place associations as extending beyond the temporal and stretching through time. The 

emotions evoked in this level drew out notions of identity formation created in the ancestral 

past and extending into the future (Murton, 2012), with the physical aspects of place, such 

as the mountain and the river, providing stability to the place across time. They also 

expressed how the strength of family bonds extend through time, making the place unique 

and giving it a pulse and spirit. Phil and Aroha both attributed agency to the place that 

stretched beyond time, providing both distinctiveness and continuation (Lewicka, 2008, 

2014) to their identity and to the identity of the place. To them, the three mountains 

surrounding the place were their ancestors who surround them They told the Māori legend of 

how “mountains could move once in their life” [Aroha, P2] and shared the story of why the 

physical place is the way it is today. This Māori legend is retold in Appendix 9. Aroha [P2] 

illustrated the power of place by describing how the White Island eruptions of 2019 were a 

sign of the land telling people to “slow down” and “look after them or else they are gonna 

restart this whole world and get rid of us and start again.” Aroha suggested that “every 

organism,” including nature, has a “heartbeat.” Aroha’s strong interconnections to the 

physical landscape and environment (Durie, 2004) indicated her perception of the land as 

sacred, alive, and transcending time (Marques et al., 2018). To others, aspects of nature 

(such as a fantail), reminded them that their long-departed loved ones were still in the place, 

binding them to the place.  

 These narratives denoted how people were bonded to their past through place, 

thereby making the place an enabler of the continuity of intergenerational collective cultural 

identity (Durie, 2004; Sampson & Goodrich, 2009). Here, physical landscapes such as the 

mountain and the river (unlike in the surface-level identity) held meanings that ran much 
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deeper than mere aesthetics. Table 5 highlights the levels of insideness based on each 

physical item presented.

Figure 7

Sacred Timeless Identity

Table 5

Levels of Insideness based on Physical Item Presented

Levels of 
insideness

Physical item presented Relevant literature

Surface-level 
identity

Depictions of mountain, river, 
outdoors (see Figure 8)

(Tuan, 1975, 1979) – identifying with 
visible aspects of place 
– the use of surface-level aspects 

to bond with new places that 
preserve a person’s self-identity 
(place-congruent continuity)

Invisible identity 
threads

Depictions and stories of 
family, mementos from old 
workplace and old workplace 
photos (See Figure 9)

(Tuan, 1975, 1979) – recognising 
and identifying with the invisible 
bonds created in the place.
(Altman & Low, 1992) – attachment 
to place due to length of residence.
(Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996) –
use of the hidden aspects of place 
to retain an emotional bond with the 
place (place-referent continuity)

Sacred identity Depictions and stories of the 
past influencing the present. 
(See Figure 10)

(Durie, 2004; Sampson & Goodrich, 
2009) – intergenerational cultural 
identity

Source: Participant Photos
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 The Table above (Table 5) showcases how the meanings people ascribe to varied 

physical objects or the physical landscapes are based on their links with the place and their 

social and existential perceptions about the role of place. Based on their belief system, these 

connections could be short-term, lifelong, or even extend beyond this lifetime. 

  

 This section has highlighted how the participants perceived place through physical 

representations. Set within the parameters of time, people, and power, for most of the 

participants, two physical features dominated the identity of their geographical place of 

residence – the mountain and the river. These are visible for all to see – whether insider or 

outsider, resident, or tourist. Of interest, however, are the small hidden elements of place 

that sustained identity. These elements found meaning only through stories and lived 

experience. For instance, for one participant, the fantail was a reminder of long-departed 

loved ones from Kawerau; for another, pumice from Mt Tarawera drew out feelings for the 

precious and fragile nature of the land and, for yet another, steam from the mill drew out old 

place-based childhood stories and workplace memories. These were all part of their identity. 

Figure 17 illustrates the author’s collated cognitive map of how various humans viewed the 

same place from different perspectives. This illustration represents how the same place 

influences people from multiple perspectives when viewed through different lenses. 
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Figure 17

Visible and Invisible Aspects of Identity

The physical item that participants presented differed based on their length of 

association with the place, their culture, and their belief systems. These material objects 

ranged from a picture postcard to legends of moving mountains, from personal family photos 

of long-departed loved ones to photographs of birds that signify the rebirth of ancestors. 

Some objects symbolised peripheral attachment, while others symbolised permanent 

attachment. Nevertheless, each picture, video, item, and legend revealed the research 

participants’ variety of lived experiences. 

4.4 Narratives of Shifting Identities 

This section recounts the participants’ perspectives on why and how the identity of 

their place has changed over time. Through the stories, participants validated literature that 

showcases how the identity of a place is dependent on the dominant narratives and 

meanings ascribed to it (Relph, 1976; Tuan, 1975). This effect has, over time, created a 

gradual shift in demographics, attitudes, and priorities, eventuating in a shift in place identity.
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According to the participants in this study, and supported by academic literature 

(Morrison, 2017), media stories (Beck & Olivier, 2020; Jones, 2021; Savage, 2018), reports 

(McClintock, 1998), and popular literature (McNeil, 2016a) about the place, the town began 

to decline in the late 1980s after the mass out migration of mill workers, who, in their desire 

to reinvent themselves and disassociate from a blue-collar mill town (Lucas, 2011), moved to 

neighbouring beachside towns (such as Whakatane, Ohope and Tauranga). Many people 

relocated to places where members of the mill’s senior management had once been housed, 

indicating a desire to feel that they had improved their station in life. 

The first wave of newcomers, who, according to the participants, were unemployed, 

arrived in the late 1980s after this significant out migration of working locals. This migration 

is confirmed in literature about Kawerau (Morrison, 2007). These newcomers, mostly New 

Zealand citizens, were economically deprived and not accepted by the people already living 

in Kawerau. This situation reflects the findings of research from across the globe which 

shows that the unemployed and the unemployable are not easily accepted in mainstream 

society (Myrdal, 1963b). Conversely, the second wave of population growth, from 2010 

onwards, which consisted of many people who moved in because house prices were 

reasonable (e.g.,Leahy, 2018), was generally welcomed. Participants explained that their 

reasons for welcoming the second wave of newcomers was because they brought in more 

capital, bought homes in the town and, therefore, invested in the improvement of the place’s 

identity. The participants hoped that this new social mix (Dovey, 2010) would balance and 

rejuvenate the town. The perception that a rise in the underclass (Myrdal, 1963b) caused the 

town’s demise and that more recent gentrification (Redfern, 2003) had stabilised the town 

indicated a bias based on social and economic differences.  

Participants expressed a fear that the dominant values of the place were changing, 

because of the attitudes of the town’s young people. Andrea [P2] said, “We’re breeding a 

generation of takers, and they don’t see that other people are actually giving for them, and 

it’s time to give back.” She said that the “me” generation had an impact on the place, 
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especially when they did not learn “respect” or have “hope” for a good future. Another 

participant, Karen [P2], said, “It’s almost as though what was good here is being 

disrespected by some…they’ve made it change into something that we don’t like, but it is 

now home and the way for them.” She cited the 2020 police chases in Kawerau (Beck & 

Olivier, 2020) to illustrate how some behaved in a way that demonstrated a lack of care for 

the people, the authorities, and the place. These chases were “upsetting,” she said, as it was 

“becoming the norm here”. Karen [P2] expressed her sorrow over how the place she knew 

(her perception of the past) was changing due to young people whose “common connection 

now seems to be Mongrel Mob.” Andrea and Karen both demonstrated a desire for a 

perceived past and fear of an uncertain future. 

A preferred past and a wish for a desirable future led to discussions about hopes and 

fears for the wellbeing of children as, “we want our children to do better than what we did 

and maybe aspire to the things that we would’ve liked to aspire to” [Yovan, P2]. Research 

shows that childhood place experiences impact a child’s future (Morgan, 2010). A desire to 

provide optimal opportunities for their children led some people in the town to move away 

from Kawerau to protect their children from what other authors have suggested are the ill 

effects of living in areas of economic and social deprivation (Murry et al., 2011). By moving 

elsewhere, parents hoped they could provide their children with rites of passage (van 

Gennep, 1960) into what they perceived to be a better social mix. For instance, one 

participant with children expressed a desire to move away to “put [down] new roots” [Alfred, 

P2] for the sake of his children, while Rachel [P1] expressed a “small regret” that she had 

“stunted” her children’s growth by remaining in the town.  

This case study of Kawerau is supported by other research that has found that the 

mass outward migration of families with children causes depopulation and “end of growth” 

(Jackson, 2014, p. 5), and it contributes to this literature by highlighting the self-esteem and 

identity impacts on those who felt they were “left behind” [Aroha, P1] when others moved 

out. There was a noticeable reduction in the number of “white” children whose parents had 
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“worked at the mill” and a gradual increase in children from homes with high levels of 

unemployment [Andrea, P1]. This demographic change precipitated a further fall in school 

enrolment, as many working parents sent their children to school in other towns, effectively 

reducing the school’s original healthy social mix. The effects of demographic shifts in the late 

1980s affected the identity of the young people and, thus, the town for decades, as 

evidenced in media and government reports.  

There has been a shift in the identity of the place over the past few years, according 

to both the participants and media reports (Braae, 2021; McNeil, 2016b; Welham, 2019). 

The narratives of participants who were interviewed in both Phase One and Phase Two were 

generally more positive in 2020 than in 2018. Words such as, opportunities, hope, and unity 

were used to refer to the future. In her Phase Two interview, Andrea said, “There is hope 

here now…prosperity would be a better word than hope…a future for the children that are 

being educated in town…if they don’t feel confident to leave…they can still get a job here.” 

This sense of hope highlights the importance of policy initiatives that enable place-making, 

as explored by Bishop (2016) that ensure that children and young people have a place in the 

world to develop their desired identity.  

Renewed hope for the future was also attributed to a change in the reasons for 

inward migration. Phil [P2] who has lived in Kawerau for many decades, said that “most 

people came to Kawerau in the old days to make money…and then get out. A lot of us forgot 

to leave.” But, he said, more recent newcomers were bringing money into the town to “make 

a life and a lifestyle…which is more beneficial to the community.” The shift from inward 

migration primarily for economic reasons to a desire for a good lifestyle helped to separate 

the town’s identity from that of the mill and it enabled the next stage in the town’s 

development, with increased self-reliance, self-esteem, and a reimagined place identity. 
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4.5 Deep Mapping Place Identity 
This study attempted to answer the call to use the deep mapping method to understand 

how small-town residents experience shifting place identity. Using multi-modal mediums of 

their choice, participants shared their stories. Participants drew, used photos, texts, objects, 

illustrations, Facebook forwards, poem, and legends to share their stories.  

Inspired by the work undertaken by Selina Springett in Sydney, Australia to deep-map the 

lived experiences around the Cooks river and present it as an artwork (Springett, 2015), this 

study presents a deep identity map which collates the participants perspectives on place and 

identity. This deep mapping strategy presented in this thesis could be applied by tourism 

researchers to find out visitors' understanding of a place before and after visiting a place. 

Alternatively, it could allow city or town councils to understand how inhabitants of a place 

perceive place branding. From a place developmental lens, deep mapping could be used to 

understand stakeholders' desires for a place, and the mix of aspects they seek, be it natural 

or built environment, they seek in a residential place.  

The collective deep map derived from the individual mental maps and central themes 

from this research is presented in Figure 18. 
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Figure 8 

Author’s Collective Deep Identity Map of Kawerau 

 

 

The process of putting together the collective deep map involved collation of the recurring 

themes, the duration, the passion with which the participants spoke about the themes, and 

the context within which they discussed the themes.  

 

4.6 Summary  

There were several similarities between the 2018 and the 2020 interviews. Not only 

did people influence place but place influenced people. The two concepts were tightly 

interconnected and difficult to separate, indicating that who a person perceived themselves 

to be was based on where they were. Place influenced a person’s identity by enabling the 

framing of that identity. To some, place provided a foundation for identity through links with 

genealogy while, to others, earthly physical places were the platform for self-identity through 

the moulding of places based on personal identity preferences.  

Through power relations, people influenced place identity both from within and from 

outside the place. Some meanings ascribed to the place from the outside caused stigma. 
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Conversely, meanings ascribed to place names created a sense of ownership of place. 

Conflicts about place names created tensions as people sought to impose their desired 

identity onto the place. The ontological (“study of being” or the “construction of meaningful 

reality”) (Crotty, 1998, p. 10) perspective of whether the participants believed that people 

belonged to the land or the land was made for people, determined how they influenced and 

were influenced by place. This finding also linked to how perspectives on whether time was 

linear or cyclical influenced both self-identity and place identity.  

Regardless of ontological and epistemological differences between participants, 

there was a sense from most that outsiders were welcome to move in and make the place 

their home, so long as the locals benefitted. Becoming an insider was a multi-layered 

journey that took time. While most participants accepted newcomers on a peripheral level, 

newcomers only became one with insiders through fellowship, friendship, and a willingness 

to acculturate. For insiders who wished to move on, while their identity with place changed, 

this change did not automatically change an individual’s perspective of the identity of the 

place. 

Despite Phase Two interviews taking place in the context of the COVID-19 

pandemic, the researcher recorded that there seemed to be more hope for the future of the 

town, a sense that the worst was over, and that the town was ready for the next stage in its 

journey. Whether this renewed sense of hope was because the pandemic changed people’s 

perspectives of their place in the world, or because a nationwide housing shortage had 

facilitated the inward migration of financially viable newcomers who now owned their homes 

(as opposed to rented homes), and invested in cleaning up the common physical spaces, is 

worthy of further research. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusions 

5.1 Overview 

This chapter discusses the overarching research objective of understanding the 

lived experiences of people negotiating shifting place identities, with a focus on locals’ 

perspectives of newcomers moving into their place of residence. First, the findings 

pertaining to two of the three interrelated questions—how do locals experience shifting 

place identities? and what are the role(s) of place identity in constructing an individual’s 

identity?—will be discussed. According to the findings pertaining to these two questions, 

insights pertaining to the third question, what is place identity, will be discussed.  

5.2 How do Locals Experience Shifting Place Identities? 

 The pace at which the identities of places is changing has intensified with an 

increase in population movements (Demangeot et al., 2015; Eckersley, 2017), thus requiring 

locals to find acculturation strategies as they experience these changes. Sam and Berry 

(2016) argue that people experience change through integration, assimilation, separation or 

marginalisation.  

Local integration is formed through locals’ willingness to collaborate with newcomers, 

to retain parts of the old identity and to embrace aspects of change. Assimilation, from a 

local perspective, can be either voluntary or involuntary. It is voluntary when locals choose to 

reinvent the identity of the town by completely adapting to the change brought either by 

newcomers or by external power relations. It is involuntary when assimilation strategies are 

forced upon locals. As shown by Sam and Berry (2016) and the empirical findings of this 

study, the forced involuntary imposition of culture or place identity (such as blue-collar town 

or gang town) is not positively experienced by locals. The findings of this study indicated that 

involuntary imposition could cause separation or segregation, wherein locals resist 

integration measures. Fear, whether real or imagined, regarding the influx of newcomers, 

can cause locals to experience feelings of separation, a factor also investigated by Insch and 
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Walters (2018), who suggest that locals may fear perceived changes in the social dynamics 

of the place to which they are attached. This study indicates that locals cope with these 

feelings by creating rites of passage for newcomers to help them to move from the outside to 

the inside. In contrast, feelings of separation can cause locals to move from the inside to the 

outside. Such feelings and rites of passage can cause locals to marginalise newcomers, and 

anyone perceived to impose an undesirable identity; conversely, they can lead to the 

marginalisation of locals and the place, by those with power. In either case, marginalisation 

creates a friction not conducive to a desirable place identity.  

 In addition to confirming Sam and Berry’s (2016) categorisation of how people 

experience acculturation, this thesis suggests a fifth aspect through which people experience 

shifting place identities: hybridity. Through this aspect, a multiplicity of locals’ identity 

preferences collaborates with new identities from within and outside, thereby forming a new 

reimagined hybrid identity for the place. Table 6 highlights Sam and Berry’s (2016) 

acculturation strategies and how the findings of this research relate these strategies to 

shifting place identities. This table (Table 6) also provides examples of how the findings can 

be helpful to understand place marketing, development, or branding. 
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Hybridity differs from Sam and Berry’s (2016) concept of integration (considered by these 

authors to be the best-case acculturation scenario), wherein both cultures retain their original 

essence and co-exist. Instead, hybridity integrates the various aspects of place and people 

and forms a new hybrid identity or ‘third space’ (Bhabha, 2004; Bhatia, 2012), a concept 

developed by Homi Bhabha (Bhabha, 1994). It is not just a reconstitution of an existing place 

but a place that forms a new culture with new meanings (Davis, 2010).  

Although the historical tenets of hybridity have positioned the concept as a “moral 

marker of contamination, failure, or regression,” and created a negative separationist (us 

versus them) mentality, the positive interpretation of hybridity can create strength and unity 

(Papastergiadis, 2015, p. 257). In his work on understanding hybridity, Papastergiadis 

(2015) suggests that this type of hybridity is achieved through “a negotiation of difference,” 

(p. 258) but that unity is not just a sum of the varied aspects and can be found only in a third 

space, where “elements encounter and transform each other” (p. 258).  

Third spaces, or “in-between spaces,” are not singular but are dynamic spaces that 

initiate “new signs of identity, and innovative sites of collaboration and contestation in the act 

of defining the idea of society itself” (Bhabha, 2004, p. 2). These spaces form in the 

intersections of the varied cultural, social, economic, biological, geographical, and physical 

environments that shape individual identity (American Psychological Association, 2017). 

Instead of just retaining the old and tolerating or accepting the new (as suggested in the 

integration category within acculturation theory), the third space fosters a new hybrid identity. 

This type of hybridity is fluid and non-essentialist. It is not fixed or bounded, but is constantly 

evolving (Werbner et al., 2015), thereby allowing locals to experience the changes according 

to their preferences and backgrounds. 

Although some, such as Davis (2010), rightly suggest that the concept was primarily 

founded on providing a voice for marginalised people, third space theory has a broader 

scope, because all interactions create change (Nandy, 1988). In particular, change amidst 
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an imminent or perceived threat to an individual’s or a collective group’s identity facilitates 

interest in the choice of acculturation processes (Schwartz et al., 2014) used to reimagine 

place identity. Although tolerance and co-existence (through acculturation) can be an 

effective starting point for societal co-existence, the optimal ideal, according to third space 

theory, is found by forming a hybrid third space. This space is not a “melting pot,” involving 

mere tolerance of varied dualities but instead is a new place where all parties—whether 

oppressed or oppressor, minority or majority (Bhabha, 2004) in power geometries (Massey, 

1993) or, as in this study, local or newcomer—have equity in negotiating and reimagining the 

place’s identity and their self-identity.  

However, it may sometimes be that hybridity in third spaces are not always one of 

empowerment and negotiation, but possibly closed spaces, of a heterotopic dimensions. 

Either way, it is imperative that scholars and practitioners consider how hybridity is 

negotiated in these third spaces to better understand how to construct places of 

empowerment. Table 7 illustrates the differences between the optimal outcome in the 

acculturation strategy and the third space.  

Table 7 

Difference between Sam & Berry (2016) Optimal Outcome versus Proposed Third Space 

 

Sam and Berry’s best-case scenario Proposed optimal third space 

  

 

Host 
identity 

Newcomer 
identity  

INTEGRATION  

Host 
identity 

Newcomer 
identity  

Liminal in-
between space 

Bi culturalism 
Multi-culturalism 
 
 
Tolerance 
Co-existence  
 
 

Cultural Hybridity 
 
Formation of a 
new third space 
 
New meanings, 
relationships. 
 
New Identity  
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Consistent with the American Psychological Association (2017) guidelines stating 

that identity and self-definition is fluid, complex, and dependent on social contexts (American 

Psychological Association, 2017), people experience shifting place identities based on their 

current perspectives on life. They choose among a range of acculturation strategies based 

on their state of mind. Therefore, acculturation is not distinct or set within clear boundaries. 

Instead, a lack of stability exists in some of these states of being, because people move 

between the varied acculturation categories depending on their current place experiences.  

Therefore, a third hybrid acculturated space seems to be formed where identity 

negotiations occur in liminality, or in-betweenness, between the varied acculturation 

strategies. In the context of this study, there is some acceptance of a need for hybridity to 

negate the effects of the depopulation of small towns, as evidenced by demographic 

researchers such as Jackson (2014). The move towards a hybrid identity is evidenced in this 

study, which, at least peripherally, seems to deviate from European and North American 

narratives in which the inward migration of diverse populations has been met with isolationist 

tendencies and resistance by locals (e.g., Coker, 2014; Dovey, 2010; Hopkins, 2009). 

Instead, there was a recognition that, regardless of a person’s background, growth in small 

towns was necessary to reverse trends in depopulation (Jackson, 2014), and to create a 

healthy, functional, formal, and social demographic mix, as recommended by Dovey (2010), 

to sustain the town’s identity.  

Conversely, although on a surface level newcomers were welcomed in this hybrid 

third space, according to the findings and the author’s experience in living as an outsider in 

the place, locals continued to use the other acculturation strategies to solidify their status as 

insiders. One way to solidify insideness is to create rites of passage for people seeking to 

become insiders. Arnold van Gennep’s (1960) 1909 Les rites de passage details the 

stages of rites of passage, wherein a person passes through phases of separation (from a 

previous place); liminality (adjustment to a new place), during which acculturation strategies 

are used; and incorporation (acceptance into the new place). In this study, the process of 
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acculturation was ritualistic, as both locals and newcomers negotiated and experienced 

various phases of rites of passage (van Gennep, 1960). For instance, the initiation process 

of moving from being a newcomer or an outsider began with a period of involvement in 

publicly visible rituals and activities. Although the movement from one stage of the rites of 

passage to the next is gradual and not easily visible, the process culminates in newcomers 

being accepted as insiders. An understanding of these rituals is vital for place development 

professionals prior to forming strategies that influence a place’s identity.  

Liminality, or the middle or in-between stage of the rite of passage, according to the 

findings, is not limited to newcomers adjusting to Kawerau as a new place but also extends 

to long-term residents negotiating the varied acculturation strategies based on their 

perceptions as they experience shifting place identities. In this study, insiders experiencing 

liminality either integrated or otherwise felt marginalised or separated from the place. The 

study showed how insider liminality is facilitated predominantly by two factors. The first factor 

is changes in the collective pulse of the place, owing to decisions by external powers such 

as governments or corporates, outward migration of a skilled workforce, inward migration of 

people initially considered unemployable—a term popularised by Myrdal (1963a)—and the 

more recent immigration of economically privileged retirees. The second factor is insider 

liminality caused by changes in individual circumstances, such as the loss of loved ones who 

have since passed away or moved on, particularly if an individual’s attachment to the place 

is firmly anchored in another person or people, as argued by Lewicka (2014). In these 

circumstances, individuals seem to lose their sense of belonging, thereby remaining 

inbetweeners in a place that had once been home or choosing to move on and engage in 

rites of passage elsewhere. 

 People moving on from a place, however, do not necessarily change their perception 

of the place’s identity. According to the findings, some people in the liminal stage who chose 

to move on continued to represent a positive place identity because of the memories of the 

place that they continued to carry with them, despite the changes in their attachment to the 
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place. This finding suggests that although attachment may be formed before identity, as 

seen in the current literature (See Hernández et al., 2007; Scannell & Gifford, 2014), a 

positive place identity can be retained even after the loss of a close attachment to the place.  

In addition, liminality is not limited to individuals but extends to a collective group 

experiencing instability or changes to their place identity. For instance, the present study 

conducted in a blue-collar, working-class town (See McKinnon, 2005; Morrison, 2017 for 

demographic background of the town) corroborated Fried’s (2000) perspective indicating that 

working-class neighbourhoods feel more threatened by newcomers. This feeling may stem 

from a fear of separation, segregation or marginalisation. The fast influx and outflow of 

people from different demographic categories over a short initial timespan (in the late 1980s) 

induced liminality in the town, as locals experienced uncertainty with the place’s changing 

identity brought about by an increase in gangs, drugs and unemployment (Shand, 2019). At 

the time, locals might have been fearful of being marginalised because of the place’s 

associations with gangs and unemployment. More recently, the liminality after a renewed 

influx of people (from the 2010s onward) (Jones, 2021) appeared to stem from uncertainty 

regarding the effects of newcomer home ownership on the rental opportunities of 

economically deprived locals (Braae, 2021). In this instance, locals feared being 

marginalised by newcomers who were more economically privileged. In both periods of 

liminality, people seemed to negotiate a reimagined place identity collectively by rejecting 

extremes of gentrification, as indicated by Dovey (2010), or the mass influx of the 

unemployable, as denoted by Myrdal (1963a, 1963b). There is an opportunity for future 

research to compare the findings of this research to how place identity is reimagined in 

white-collar neighbourhoods.  

As described above, emotions are a major factor as people experience shifting place 

identities. This study’s participants discussed emotional conflicts, such as fear, anger, trust, 

and hope, as they explored their feelings based on the changes to the place. Fear or 

wariness of the other manifested in two contrasting ways. Fear of newcomers was strongest 
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among those with few opportunities because they feared a further deterioration and 

marginalisation of their situations. Meanwhile, those who welcomed newcomers feared that 

those with few opportunities who were resistant to change would taint the place’s identity by 

not making the newcomers feel welcome. Both of these fears led to anger that the identity of 

the place was either changing or stagnant, depending upon how the person experienced the 

change. The conflicts and tensions between these opposing views play a vital part not only 

in place identity negotiations but also in how the tensions stem from a desire to protect a 

person’s sense of self and self-esteem, as detailed in the literature (See Lengen & 

Kistemann, 2012; Scannell & Gifford, 2017; Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996). Table 8 presents 

the emotions arising from shifting place identities. 

Table 8 

Emotions Arising from Shifting Place Identities  

 
Acculturation 
options 

Meaning  Emotions Rites of 
Passage 

Integration  Collaboration between locals and 
newcomers, retaining the old and 
embracing the new  

Trust, hope, 
willingness to 
change 

Incorporation 

Assimilation Voluntary or involuntary Hope, fear, 
trauma, 
sadness 

Liminality 

Separation  Resistance and inflexibility Fear, trauma, 
anger 

Separation, 
liminality 

Marginalisation Undermining sense of self, 
priorities, and dignity; power 
imbalance 

Fear, trauma, 
anger 

Separation, 
liminality  

Hybridity Healthy integration, collaboration. 
choice, voluntary, third space, new 
hybrid identity  

Trust, hope, 
willingness to 
change, 
openness to 
creating a 
new identity 

Incorporation 

 

Emotions evoked by shifting place identities increase self-determination and 

encourage people to take ownership of and protect preferred elements of the natural 

environment. The residents sought to retain certain aspects of their physical place by 
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creating social emotions and "feeling rules" or the social guidelines on what people are 

expected to feel in different social contexts (Mimoun et al., 2021). For instance, social 

emotive narratives created guidelines on the preferred name for significant landmarks (e.g., 

Putauaki versus Mt Edgecumbe) and anthropomorphising or personifying landscapes (e.g., 

Māori chief, guardian mountain) were ways in which participants in this research context 

used public symbols to retain a preferred identity in the face of their changing place. By 

linking their priorities with the landscape, people made sense of the shifting world through 

physical places. Conflict emerged when external powers expected locals to adopt dominant 

external worldviews in relation to colonial place names, thus leading to trauma, as also 

explored by Berg and Kearns (1996, 2009), who explain how people use place names to 

create meaning and make sense of their place in the world. As argued in the literature (See 

Berg & Kearns, 2009; Kearns & Berg, 2009; Vuolteenaho & Berg, 2009), there was a sense 

of cultural politics being negotiated by using place names, but this negotiation was focussed 

not only on retaining a preferred historical narrative but also on depicting a desirable future 

identity of the place, in a new imagined hybrid space.  

People experience changes to their place by fostering authentic aspects of place 

(Relph, 2018). However, the findings suggest that the meaning of authenticity varies 

depending upon individual preference, background and associations with place. Existing 

research highlights the need to retain distinctive built environments to avoid the risk of 

geographical places becoming inauthentic and placeless (Relph, 1976, 2018; Southworth & 

Ruggeri, 2011). However, in this study, participants favoured development and, to some 

degree, a built environment that was similar to other modern centres that they considered 

vibrant. The desire to reshape the built environment indicates how participants experienced 

changes by reshaping the image of the place (Lynch, 1960), in this case the transformation 

from a mill-town to a vibrant and somewhat gentrified small town, as explored by Dovey 

(2016). The reshaping of the image of a place cannot be achieved by any single 

acculturation strategy alone but is made possible through the creation of a hybrid culture that 
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integrates the old and the new, and locals with newcomers. By exploring the emotions and 

lived experiences of all stakeholders of a place (whether local, newcomer, tourist or 

resident), place developers, marketers or branding practitioners may be able to facilitate 

opportunities that are conducive to a large proportion of the stakeholders. Understanding 

and acknowledging stakeholder lived experiences can improve buy-in and could potentially 

allow marketers to co-create and reshape the identity of a place. 

5.3 The Role of Place Identity in Constructing an Individual’s Identity 

Identity is complex, and participants portrayed different identities depending on their 

background, environment, and how they perceived place identity. Evidence from this study 

suggests that although individuals help to create a collective identity of the place (e.g., by 

moulding both the built environments and natural landscapes, or by influencing place 

perception through marketing), place identity is also instrumental in shaping individual 

identity. The interactions between people and place enable people to project their identities 

onto a place but then build their own sense of self through using the impressions of the 

place; therefore, where a person is geographically situated can be integral to who they are 

(Dixon & Durrheim, 2000). This study highlights the varied ways in which small town place 

identity is used to construct self-identities and adds to the myriad studies discussing the 

dynamics of personal and social identity and the interplay between interpersonal and 

intergroup relations in identity formation (e.g., Hogg & Terry, 2012; Khalifa & Shukla, 2014; 

McKeown et al., 2016; Tajfel & Turner, 2004). 

When negative perceptions of place are created by external power relations 

(Massey, 2009), territorial stigma results, which Loïc Wacquant (2007) has suggested as 

marginalising certain populations and their identities. To sustain or protect their self-identity, 

people seek to change the perception of the place. For instance, this study aligns with 

Bernardo and Palma-Oliveira’s (2016) work, in which people with a perception of lower 

neighbourhood quality and place identity (similar to this study’s context) believed themselves 

to be equal to or as “good as the others” (2016, p. 248), thereby elevating their personal 
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esteem through assimilating their geographical place of residence with respect to that of an 

aspirational reference group (Bernardo & Palma-Oliveira, 2016) in neighbouring towns. By 

expressing perspectives such as their town’s proximity to urban centres, employment 

opportunities, and reasonable cost of homes, the participants constructed their identities as 

people who made logical and sensible choices by choosing to stay in the place.  

The notion of associations and assimilation with aspirational reference groups was 

also highlighted by participants as they constructed their self-identities by creating bonds 

with others considered to be like them or whom they aspired to be like. In contrast, others 

expressed their identities through disassociating themselves from certain groups within the 

town or by moving to different locations. In both instances, either through assimilation or by 

creating a separation, people sought to use place to enhance or change the perception of 

their identity, thus validating the premise of Tajfel’s Social Identity Approach, in which, after a 

person’s social identity is threatened and viewed unfavourably, they explore newer ways to 

change the negative perception (Tajfel & Turner, 2004).  

Place draws out people’s emotions, in a vital aspect of self-identity formation (Knez 

et al., 2018). Although the role of emotions (Gomes, 2017) in place identity formation is 

abstract and difficult to quantify, in this study, an improved place identity was found to enrich 

self-identity with a feeling that there was “hope” for the future [Andrea, P2], as opposed to a 

stagnant place identity that brought feelings of being “stuck in a trauma” [Aroha, P1]. Words 

such as hope, fear and trauma indicate that emotions created in the place and for the place 

are integral to moulding a person’s self-identity. As illustrated by Twigger-Ross and Uzzell’s 

(1996), in times of change, places people are emotionally bonded to provide continuity 

(place-referent continuity), thus enabling the preservation of self-identity perceptions (place-

congruent continuity).  

The emotional bonds to place that are established during childhood leave 

impressions that last forever (Mariani-Rousset et al., 2016). Even adults rely on past 

experiences of place to solidify their identity (Ansel et al., 2016). In this study, participants 
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highlighted these traits while expressing the ways place associations can create either 

positive self-esteem or negative trauma. Regardless of whether the participants had always 

lived in the place, moved back after having lived elsewhere, or moved into the place as an 

adult, most participants used the past as a reference point to understand both their identity 

and that of Kawerau.  

Discussions of the influence of the past in forming self-identity sometimes extended 

beyond a person’s childhood to their ancestry and roots. In this perspective, place was the 

platform linking a person’s identity to their ancestral identity, thereby securing their identity. 

For instance, studies such Te Huia’s (2015) work on the changing ways in which Māori 

formulate their identities, investigated the role of whakapapa, ancestry, and place on a 

person’s identity. Some of these aspects are also found in this study, in which both Māori 

and non-Māori participants used their ancestry in the place to secure and validate their 

identities. The past then can serve as an anchor linking a person to a place, validating 

literature that suggests that people use past depictions of place to provide a soul to the place 

and use that to create a sense of belonging with the place (Dovey, 2010). In contrast, the 

creation of emotional bonds through ancestry and roots in a place created an enhanced 

sense of ownership and investment in determining a sustainable place identity, thus again 

highlighting the interconnectedness of self and place identity.  

The roles of place names and language in self-identity formation are closely linked to 

ancestry. Participants linked their identities to place and landscape names, such as when 

they fought for their preferred name of the mountain Putauaki as opposed to Mount 

Edgecumbe. This finding validated the literature describing how language links geographical 

environments with a person’s self-identity (Mariani-Rousset et al., 2016) through naming 

places. For instance, this research revealed that the name of the mountain Putauaki 

strengthened self-identity. In contrast, the mountain’s anglicised name, Mount Edgecumbe, 

considered to be a colonial imposition, caused some locals to lose their historic ancestral 

identity. Through validating the name of the mountain as Putauaki, locals expressed a 
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distinctiveness to their place and their identity as people. The preferred name of the 

mountain authenticated their identity, as also highlighted in the literature (See McLellan et 

al., 2014; Muriwai et al., 2015). The results of this study also align with those from other 

studies conducted in Africa (Bigon, 2016), the Middle East (Raʻad, 2010; Suleiman, 2011), 

and Europe (Everett-Heath, 2000; Helleland, 2012) indicating that changes to place names 

can cause conflict and affect self-identity. Other New Zealand studies, such as 

Vuolteenaho’s (1996) work on the influence of place names, have revealed how anglicised 

place names from male British military personalities, such as Edgecumbe or Wellington, 

express an imposition of power and control over the land and the people whose identity is 

linked to the land, as acknowledged by the participants of this study in relation to their 

mountain, Putauaki-Mount Edgecumbe. This study, however, found that both indigenous and 

non-indigenous locals accepted the older name for the mountain to reimagine their own self-

identities and self-determination for the future, indicating that various people from different 

backgrounds were open to form a hybrid identity of the place.   

Two distinct worldviews were found that dictated self-identity construction by using 

the place and the community in the place. Those with one worldview believed that humans 

are just one of the many living beings occupying the land (which itself has agency), whereas 

those with the other worldview believed that the land was created for people (and humans 

have primary agency). In his work examining the continuities and discontinuities of place, 

Mark Fried (2000) has described a spectrum of views between the two distinct worldviews 

that either sustain or destroy communities and places (Fried, 2000). These divergent views 

shaped self-identity and influenced decisions regarding home ownership, acceptance of and 

relationships with newcomers, openness or opposition to new residential developments, and 

the use of the landscape and built environment for economic or tourism purposes.  

5.4 What is Place Identity? 

This section discusses the third objective of this thesis which is to understand what 

place identity is. The findings confirm the results of the literature review that, whereas 
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current definitions of place identity provide either a nuanced psychological understanding of 

the self (e.g., Proshansky et al., 1983) or focus on the place (Cresswell, 2015), there is a 

need to integrate the different aspects that contribute to the formation of place identity. The 

proposed working definition in Chapter 2 states:  

What a place means to a person’s sense of self is an ongoing acculturated process 

formed from feelings, perceptions, hopes, intentions and fears, and is influenced by 

social, cultural and physical environments, whereby narratives from the past are 

interpreted in the present to create a desirable future.  

This working definition, deduced from the literature review, focusses on 1) a person’s sense 

of self, 2) emotions and feelings, 3) the contribution of social, cultural, and physical 

environments, and 4) the role of time.  

Testing the relevance of the working definition with the findings indicates the need to 

broaden and deepen the definition of place identity to consider its mutability, and the 

interconnectedness between place and self-identity. Therefore, any definition of place 

identity must not be limited to focussing primarily on the self (as seen in psychology (Altman 

& Low, 1992; Proshansky et al., 1983)), the place (as demonstrated in geography (Massey, 

1993, 1999; Relph, 1976, 2018)), or the sense of place created through built environments 

(as focussed on in architecture (Dovey, 2010, 2016; Lynch, 1960, 1984)). Instead, any 

definition must integrate the varied complex visible and invisible mutable factors, which 

continue to shift depending on people’s acculturation choices, internal and external power 

relations, and dominant historical perspectives and future preferences. The multifaceted 

nature of place identity must also be considered, in that it can include a person’s place 

identity, place identity of a physical geographical place formed over time, collective place 

identity, and virtual place identity, among others. 

Studies into place and self-identity should also be transdisciplinary (Monk et al., 

2017). Therefore, having considered the factors that form place identity from the literature 

review, findings, and analysis of the findings, the working definition has been revised to 



Reimagining Place Identity - Sneha Gray     
 

117 
 

integrate the influences of the varied factors identified in the formation of place identity, this 

research contributes to current knowledge by defining place identity as:  

A mutable hybridity that is formed by ongoing negotiations within and between 

people and places, spanning time, fostering a sense of self, and inspired by collective 

human intentions, hopes, fears, interrelated feelings, and experiences of social, 

cultural, physical, and virtual environments, whereby narratives from the past are 

interpreted in the present to foster a different hybridised desirable future, for both 

people and place. 

 

This comprehensive transdisciplinary definition enables future place marketing researchers 

to understand the varied aspects of place identity before coming up with place marketing or 

branding solutions. This understanding of place identity is essential because, for any 

marketing or branding strategy to be successful, it needs support from the various factors 

that influence place identity.  As identity formation is primarily invisible, this definition can 

enable place researchers and practitioners to understand the multiple dynamics and factors 

first to ensure they can create, construct, and reshape a place's identity together with the 

residents of a place.  

Additionally, as place identity and self-identity are mutable and ever-changing, each 

influencing the other, understanding how a place can be an integral part of a person's 

extended self can strengthen existing research on the Belk's (1988) concept of the extended 

self. 

The definition does not intentionally reference the third space even though, given the 

complexities and liminalities of identity formation, this thesis advocates the benefits of 

acculturating in a third space (Bhabha, 2004) where negotiations can occur without historic 

biases or prejudices. This third space allows for a reimagined place identity that enables and 

facilitates both individual and collective sense of self of the host and newcomer. However, 

the decision as to which acculturation strategy to use ultimately resides with the individual 
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and the collective groups that influence place identity. Choice, self-determination and 

preferences make places unique and distinct. Given the power of past influences on human 

thinking and development, hybrid spaces may be those that are not necessarily new but are 

a reconstruction and reconceptualisation of the existing “complex, chaotic, layered and 

hybrid character of contemporary diaspora space” (Edwards, 2008, p. 28). Regardless of 

what the place is, or the philosophical underpinnings through which a place is viewed, the 

use of this definition can enable future researchers and practitioners to consider the varied, 

mutable factors that form place identity. These factors include the ways in which people 

choose to acculturate, and consequently how self-identity and sense of self are influenced, 

prior to engaging in decisions that affect place identity.  

Place Identity Framework 

In addition to proposing an integrated and updated definition of place identity, this 

thesis extends research on place identity by presenting a framework to facilitate a broader 

and deeper understanding of place identity. The basis for the framework is Sam and Berry’s 

(2010, 2016) acculturation framework and Homi Bhabha’s work on the third space (Bhabha, 

2004; Bhambra, 2020; Werbner et al., 2015). Upon this basis, the conclusions from the 

literature review and findings from this study are integrated to create the framework 

presented in Figure 19.  
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Figure 19

The Place Identity Framework. ‘Acculturation Processes’ refer to Sam and Berry’s (2010, p. 

474) Framework for Understanding Acculturation

Column [A] presents the factors extrapolated from the literature (e.g.,Altman & Low, 

1992; Lynch, 1960, 1976; Massey, 1991, 1995, 2004; Relph, 1976) regarding how both 

newcomers and locals construct their identity and that of the place according to the varied 

collective, economic and personal influences affecting their lives. Collective influences affect 

a person’s cultural and social identity (Tajfel, 1981; Tajfel & Turner, 2004); economic 

influences are related to power relations (Massey, 1993, 2009); and personal influences 

form a person’s self-identity, are based on their background, ancestry and environment, and 

can be emotional and psychological (Altman & Low, 1992; Proshansky et al., 1983). 

Column [B] refers to the acculturation processes that occur in the place between 

newcomers and locals, according to their preferences, backgrounds, and influences. The 

acculturation processes referred to in this column denote not only Sam and Berry’s (2016)

Influences
Collective
Socio-Cultural

Economic
Power

Personal
Self-identity
Psychological
Ancestral

Integration
Assimilation 
(voluntary/involuntary)
Separation 
Marginalisation

Hybridity

Newcomer

Local

Reimagined 
Place 

Identity 

Acculturation 
processes in 

Place 
(A space with 

meaning)

A CB
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Reinventing 
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acculturation strategy (Figure 3 in Chapter 2) but also any other factors or ways in which 

people choose to acculturate. Here, acculturation processes are open-ended, mutable and 

unstable, but they nevertheless form the essence of a reimagined identity. Therefore, 

although acculturation can lead to one of four strategies—integration, assimilation, 

separation or marginalisation [Column C]—offered by Sam and Berry’s (2016) framework, 

the strategy used could be a hybridity of varied factors. This type of hybridity acknowledges 

the old but creates a new and different hybrid future of place. Table 5 (Section 5.2) 

elaborates on each of these acculturation strategies. 

This process of acculturation and reimagining of place identity is not static but 

instead is a continuous cyclical process. The addition of hybridity as an acculturation 

strategy acknowledges that acculturation is complex and cannot simply be a direct 

interaction between two opposing groups; it indicates a recognition that people have multiple 

identities and may not always fit into the traditional dualistic categories represented in the 

acculturation framework (Berry, 1997; Sam & Berry, 2010, 2016). Instead, at any given time, 

people bring in preferred aspects of their identities to influence place identity and form a new 

reimagined hybrid identity.  

5.5 The Reimagining of Place Identity  

The sections above discussed the findings of the study. The aim of the research was 

to understand the lived experiences of people with shifting place identities. The findings 

illustrated that we are where we are, and that people not only shape places but also are 

shaped by places. People make decisions about who a person is, simply according to where 

they are from; therefore, ensuring that place identity is conducive to self-identity is essential.  

Although a place can be anything, such as a room, a home, shopping mall, hospital, 

an educational institution, or a workplace, a warzone, a refugee camp, or a relatively 

peaceful nation such as New Zealand; in this study, place was contextualised within a small 

New Zealand town in the Bay of Plenty. Within this context, the three questions—what is 

place identity?, how do locals experience place identity?, and what is the role of place 



Reimagining Place Identity - Sneha Gray     
 

121 
 

identity in determining a person’s identity?—were answered. This exploration facilitated a 

deeper and broader understanding of place identity that can benefit researchers and 

practitioners regardless of the place. There was a sense that people sought ideally to move 

beyond the traditional dualisms of acculturation and form a new hybrid identity, in what could 

be a new third space. However, people chose their preferred acculturation strategy on the 

basis of their backgrounds, environments, and experiences. The mutability of people’s 

preferences, the tensions, conflicts, and synergies among the varied aspects influencing 

place creates a reimagined place identity.  

The literature review indicated that the academic understanding of place identity is 

fragmented. Therefore, after a detailed exploration of the findings, this thesis has presented 

an integrated and updated definition of place identity and a framework to study place 

identity. The tools provided in this thesis are timely, given the current unsettledness caused 

by the COVID-19 pandemic, which has only temporarily slowed (UN Migration Agency, 

2020) the increase in population movements in the 21st century (Coker, 2014; Edwards, 

2008). Over the next few years, population movements are expected to accelerate again, 

thus forming a different post-pandemic world, presenting either new risks or opportunities, or 

people and places. However, although chaos, mutability, and instability are feared, these 

uncertain in-between spaces, although risky, offer people and places a chance (Derrida, 

1997) to reimagine a sustainable place identity. 

Although contextualised in a small-town setting, this thesis contributes to consumer 

literature and marketing and public policy literature by enabling researchers and practitioners 

with multimodal tools such as deep mapping and one comprehensive definition and 

framework to understand the impacts of shifting place identities. Firstly, the thesis 

contributes to consumer literature by answering calls to research to integrate knowledge 

from other disciplines such as geography to understand place (Chatzidakis et al., 2017). 

Furthermore, the tools presented are valid for public policy work as it facilitates an 

understanding of residents' underlying priorities and preferences. Tapping into this 
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understanding fosters place policymakers first to assess the social and personal emotions 

and belief systems to ensure policies are targeted and conducive to the place's 

stakeholders. Conversely, it can also unearth underlying issues that may hinder place-based 

guidelines, which can help policymakers to create solutions that can reshape the narratives. 

This work also opens immense research potential for future researchers to use the proposed 

definition and framework to test and authenticate or refine the conceptual ideas empirically.  

5.6 Contributions  

This thesis adds to marketing scholarship by exploring place through the 

incorporation of perspectives from geography and psychology, as called for by Chatzidakis 

et al. (2018), and architecture. This section presents the theoretical, methodological, and 

practical implications for researchers and practitioners seeking to investigate how locals 

experience shifting place identities. This thesis makes theoretical, methodological, and 

practical contributions to the field of marketing. 

5.6.1 Theoretical Contributions 

The study makes the following theoretical contributions: 

1. Provides a new integrated and updated definition of place identity 

2. Proposes hybridity as a new acculturation strategy 

3. Suggests that hybridity in a third space is a new way of reimagining place identity 

4. Presents a framework to study place identity  

The study’s main theoretical contribution is to provide an integrated updated 

definition of place identity based on the literature review and findings. This new definition 

enables a broader and deeper understanding of place identity. In addition, by proposing 

hybridity as a new acculturation strategy, the study shifts from a dualistic understanding of 

acculturation to a hybrid understanding. The use of the third space provides a newer 

equitable platform to understand and reimagine place identity. This research does not claim 

to invent the concept of Hybridity and third space. Instead, this thesis proposes that the 
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value of the ideas extends far beyond its current focus, which is on Hybridity from various 

forms of colonisation, whether it is colonisation based on race, gender, or nationality. 

Instead, integration of Bhabha's Third Space (Bhabha, 2004) with the theory of Acculturation 

and frameworks on place identity can be helpful to understand how shifting place identities 

are negotiated regardless of whether a population is marginalised. 

Finally, the framework for understanding place identity, which integrates Sam and 

Berry’s acculturation strategy (Sam & Berry, 2010, 2016), is a tool that researchers can use 

to explore the varied ways in which people acculturate and influence place identity. The 

framework considers the various roles of people and places in influencing a place’s identity. 

It also proposes hybridity as a new acculturation strategy through which people reimagine a 

place’s identity. 

This thesis also extends research by supporting that people shape place, and place 

shapes people’s self-identity.  

5.6.2 Methodological Contribution 

Although Thompson et al.(1989) recommended phenomenology as a useful 

methodology to understand consumer behaviour, it has not been used to its fullest capacity 

(Becker, 2018). Accordingly, this study provides another way to use phenomenological 

methodology in consumer culture research. Traditionally, phenomenology has examined 

consumer first-person experiences through verbal narratives (Thompson et al., 1989). This 

study extends the methodology by using multimodal mediums to tap into consumer 

experiences which might not be able to be expressed verbally. Although multimodal methods 

have been used in consumer research (Belk et al., 1988), the choice of multimodal tools has 

generally been stipulated by the researcher. In this study, to prioritise participants’ 

perspectives, the participants selected a mode or modes within which to present their 

stories. The range of multimodal representations presented by the participants included 

drawings, photos, videos, Facebook images, informal conversations about Kawerau with 

friends, maps, stones, poems and other physical items. These objects allowed the 
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participants to share their stories through a medium of their choice and at a time of their 

choice (some participants sent artefacts or stories after the interview), thus giving the 

participants greater power in the research process.  

After the interviews, as inspired by work on deep mapping (Bodenhamer et al., 2015; 

Gregory, 2018; Harris, 2015; Springett, 2015), the individual drawings, photos, artefacts, and 

quotes from stories were all collated into a deep identity map (Figure 17), thus providing a 

methodological contribution. Through deep mapping, future marketing researchers can 

explore the complexities of consumer behaviour.  

5.6.3 Practitioner Contributions 

The study offers useful strategies for policymakers, real estate developers, place 

promoters, place marketers, place branding professionals and place development 

professionals. The results of the study:  

1. Support the current literature (e.g.,Houghton & Stevens, 2010; Kavaratzis, 2012; 

Kavaratzis & Kalandides, 2015) regarding the importance of stakeholder buy-in 

before any significant place-based initiatives are undertaken.  

2. Make a theoretical contribution regarding the practical implications for marketers 

and policymakers of the understanding that people shape place, and place also 

shapes people’s self-identity. This understanding provides another way for 

marketers to consider how, through moulding places, people shape their identity 

and effectively their purchasing preferences in a place (possessions sold in a 

place) and of a place (the purchase of the actual place, e.g., real estate). 

3. Confirm that economic motivators are not the only determinants keeping people 

in place, thereby encouraging policymakers to create policies conducive to the 

wellbeing of children (Duncanson M et al., 2020) and adults, regardless of their 

social or economic profiles. Policies that consider the non-economic motivators 

that encourage people to remain in small towns can improve quality of life for 
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people in those towns, thereby improving people’s productivity in the workplace 

or the community.  

The place identity framework presented in this thesis will enable practitioners to consider the 

varied factors involved in influencing place and self-identities. This understanding may be 

useful as practitioners explore new ways to facilitate and create harmonious diverse towns. 

Without a clear understanding of how people choose to acculturate, any place-based 

strategies might seem imposed and consequently be rejected by the stakeholders of the 

place. Furthermore, this thesis outlines the processes that consumers of place undergo to 

become insiders, as well as the factors that reduce their attachment to place. Place 

practitioners can utilise these processes to help monitor underlying shifts in the identity of a 

place and offer appropriate solutions.  

In the context of the discussion and debate surrounding migration (both internal or 

international), which is continually at the forefront of government decision-making processes, 

this study adds to the conversation by offering an additional reading on the effects of 

population mobility on the local residents of rural towns.  

5.7 Limitations 

The following limitations were identified during the research. First, the research was 

conducted in only one small town. Although this sample size may be sufficient for an 

exploratory PhD thesis that adds to an under-developed field of place marketing and 

consumer research, further empirical work is needed to solidify or reconfigure the themes of 

the study.  

Second, although the study utilised multimodal means to collect data, interviews 

were the primary data collection tool. Although this aspect was counterbalanced to some 

extent by the interviewer’s living in the town and therefore having first-hand experience of 

the town, the study could have been further strengthened through other methods, such as 

videography, participant observation in natural settings, and netnography.  
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Third, finding a balance between participant confidentiality and the recording and 

transcribing of the essence of lived experiences can be limiting. All interviews were audio 

recorded and then transcribed by a professional transcribing service. Although this design 

provided an independent check of the audio recordings, some subtle nuances might have 

been missed by independent transcribers not connected to the research.  

5.8 Methodological Issues 

The purpose of the interviews was to draw out deep lived experiences regarding how 

locals experienced shifting place identities. However, the researcher initially did not 

anticipate the depth of emotions that would be expressed or suppressed. For instance, some 

participants stated that they had initially hesitated to express some perspectives for fear of 

sounding biased. Discussions of topics such as culture, religion, and racial diversity were 

initiated by the participants, thus indicating that these were important topics to them. 

However, the participants sought verbal and non-verbal affirmation from the researcher that 

they were in a safe place that allowed them to share any perspectives that they considered 

important. For example, regarding race, some participants prefaced their comments with 

disclaimers, such as “I am not racist, but …,” or “I do not want people to know I said this, but 

…,” or the “Māori are good people, but ….” Some participants requested that some of their 

perspectives not be recorded for fear of identification, although they were aware that they 

would be identified only through pseudonyms in the thesis. On the one hand, these 

statements indicate a prevailing uncertainty about how their views would be perceived, but 

on the other hand, they highlight an undercurrent of conflicting perspectives.  

Discussion of cultural and religious practices was also a sensitive issue, and 

participants made comments such as, “It’s got nothing to do with your research, but I’m 

Catholic, so …”, or “As a Māori Catholic who believes in the spirits of the place, I know I 

shouldn’t be revealing our cultural practices, but ….” Some participants even whispered 

certain stories, although the interviews took place in a safe and quiet location. These 

methodological issues were overcome by gaining participant trust and using visual 



Reimagining Place Identity - Sneha Gray     
 

127 
 

representations to encourage the participants to choose the modes of communication with 

which they felt most comfortable. However, video recording the interviews would have 

provided added details regarding the pulse, pace, and feelings with which the participants 

narrated their lived experiences, as was the case in a test on one participant.  

5.9 Future Research 

Several avenues for future research would complement the findings of this study. A 

replica study in other places both within New Zealand and overseas would help to ascertain 

similarities and differences. Future research could also use different methods, such as 

netnography or videography, as discussed in Section 5.7. Although a few newcomers were 

interviewed to provide some breadth to the study, further research could focus solely on 

newcomers or an equal mixture of newcomers and locals. Alternatively, the perspectives 

could be compared between long-term residents and people who have chosen to move 

away and live elsewhere.  

Further potential exists for an empirical analysis of the definition of place identity, and 

the proposed place identity framework. Investigations of the dependence and influence of 

place identity on cultural, economic, or social demographics could add to this research. 

Understanding the similarities and differences between how an influential place and a place 

perceived to have little influence can negotiate place identity may provide valuable insights. 

The use of different methodology would provide insight into whether the themes and patterns 

might change the results of this study. Research could also extend and reframe existing 

place branding frameworks to articulate the understanding that place identity is a necessary 

precursor to any place branding strategy.  

On a related, but slightly different topic, company branding researchers might explore 

how linking brand memorabilia to place can facilitate long-term consumer loyalty, as 

suggested by some participants in this research. 
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5.10 Researcher Introspection 

This research was a journey that connected two of the researcher’s passions: place 

and identity. As a ‘glocal’ (someone both local and global) and an immigrant New Zealander 

with no set location to call home, the researcher chose the context of a place that was her 

current place of residence and her husband’s hometown. Throughout the research process, 

she navigated through the insider-outsider duality of being in the place but not of the place. 

She participated with openness to understand the lives of people who considered 

themselves to be long term residents of the place—a place they called home and a place 

where they were from. Listening to and sharing the stories of joy, sorrow, fear, and hope of 

the participants, many of whom have called only one place home, inspired the researcher to 

conceptualise and reimagine her place in the world.  

The researcher makes a further contribution by highlighting the need for research 

that is more inclusive by adopting multi-modal mechanisms to encourage participants to 

convey their lived experiences (Sherry & Schouten, 2002). Therefore, as a final contribution 

to this phenomenological research, in which the researcher was also a participant in the 

process, she leaves readers with her introspection on place and identity as an in-outsider 

(Gray, 2020), published in the Consumer Culture Theory Conference 2020 Poetry collection.  

Married to an insider, yet always an outsider 

Through creed and sight and tone and speech 

the corridors of in-betweenness echo - - 

voices of trust and distrust, twilight and sunrise, dreams, and nightmares 

Social imaginaries co-existing, co-creating yet conflicting 

Images flicker in my essence, the feeling of being inside yet outside 

This land satisfies my void 

While synchronising the vacuum, an abyss of in-betweenness – 

Not an outsider, yet still not an insider 

The land spans through time, yesterday, today, tomorrow 
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Through history, present and future 

My story entwines with the native, sealed forever acculturated  

through the knots of time, the mountain and the river  

flows through me, as I flow through time 

Making sense of who I am  

Yet becoming nothing but a footnote in history.  
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6. Appendices 

Appendix 1: Research Participant Profiles 

Status Pseudonym Gender Age Links to 

place 

Links with 

other places 

Ethnic 

group links 

P1 Cassandra F 56 Adult Other NZ European-
German 

P1 Charles M 73 Adult, retiree Netherlands, 
Other NZ 

Dutch 

P1 Aaria F 24 Child; 
teenager; 
student 
spouse; 
parent 

Other NZ Māori 

P1 Gaius M 67 Child; 
teenager; 
employee; 
spouse; 
parent; 
retiree; 
grandparent 

Australia, 
Netherlands, 
Indonesia, 
Other NZ  

Dutch 
Indonesian 

P1 Jasper M 81 Child; 
teenager; 
employee; 
spouse; 
parent; 
retiree 

Australia, 
Other NZ 

NZ European 

P1 Maria F 62 Child; 
teenager; 
employee; 
spouse; 
parent; 
retiree 

Australia, 
Other NZ 

Australian 

P1 Rachel F 47 Adult; 
employee; 
spouse; 
parent 

Other NZ New 
Zealander 
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P1 Rebecca F 69 Child; 
teenager; 
spouse; 
parent; 
grandparent; 
employee 

Other NZ Māori 

P1 Ronald M 64 Adult Australia, 
Other NZ 

NZ European 

P1 Ruby F 39 Child; 
teenager; 
spouse; 
parent 

Other NZ Māori 

P1 Sandy F 76 Child; 
teenager; 
employee; 
spouse; 
parent; 
retiree 

UK, Australia, 
Other NZ 

English 

P1 Sapphire F 62 Adult Australia, 
Other NZ 

European-
Dutch 

P1 Tahana F 63 Adult; 
spouse; solo-
parent; 
grandparent; 
employee 

Australia, 
Other NZ 

Māori 

P1 Tane M 27 Child; 
teenager; 
employee; 
spouse; 
parent 

Asia, 
Australia, 
Other NZ 

Māori 

P1 Vincent M 58 Child; adult; 
employee 

Auckland NZ European 

P1 & 
P2 

Alfred M 50 Child; 
teenager; 
young adult; 
employee; 
spouse; 
parent 

Other NZ, 
UK, travel 
abroad 

NZ European 

P1 & 
P2 

Andrea F 60 Employee; 
spouse; 
parent; 
retiree 

Other NZ, 
travel abroad 

NZ European 
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P1 & 
P2 

Aroha F 38 Child; 
teenager; 
young adult; 
mature 
student; 
employee 

Other NZ Māori 

P1 & 
P2 

Boyce M 76 Child; 
teenager; 
employee; 
spouse; 
parent; 
grandparent, 
retiree 

Other NZ NZ European 

P1 & 
P2 

Henry M 84 Employee; 
spouse; 
parent; 
grandparent; 
retiree 

Australia, 
South Island, 
Auckland 

NZ European 

P1 & 
P2 

Jesse F 68 Child; 
teenager; 
employee; 
retiree 

Other NZ Samoan 

P1 & 
P2 

Stuart M 74 Child; 
teenager; 
employee; 
retiree 

Other NZ NZ European 

P2 Beca F 38 Adult; parent Morrinsville, 
Hawkes Bay, 
Australia 

NZ European 

P2 Mason M 36 Child; 
teenager; 
adult; parent 

Australia, 
Other NZ 

Māori 

P2 Elsa F 73 Adult; 
grandparent 

Africa, Other 
NZ  

African with 
English 
descent 

P2 Hendrick M 73 Adult; 
grandparent 

Africa, Other 
NZ  

African with 
European 
descent 

P2 Jessica F 70 Adult; parent; 
grandparent 

Wellington Māori 
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P2 Karen F 55 Child; 
teenager; 
adult; parent; 
grandparent 

Australia, 
Auckland, 
East Coast, 
UK 

NZ 
European, 
Māori 

P2 Krystal F 57 Child; 
teenager; 
young adult; 
employee; 
spouse; 
parent 

Auckland, 
Hamilton, 
New 
Plymouth 

NZ European 

P2 Lavinia F 83 Adult; 
grandparent 

Wellington, 
Hamilton 

NZ European 

P2 Phil M 65 Child; 
teenager; 
young 
employee; 
retiree 

Other NZ, 
travel abroad 

NZ 
European, 
Māori 

P2 Susannah F 55 Child; 
teenager; 
adult; parent; 
grandparent 

Australia, NZ 
European, 
Māori 

P2 Yovan M 67 Child; 
teenager; 
grandparent 

Australia, 
Other NZ 

NZ European 

P2  Matilda F 35 Adult Asia, Other 
NZ 

Vietnamese, 
New 
Zealander 
global citizen 

*Other NZ refers to when people have been generic in the number of other NZ based 
places they associate with. Where people have given specific NZ based locations, 
the list reflects the place mentioned by the participant. 

**Age reflects participant age at their last interview. 
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Appendix 2: Phase One Advertisement 

Research Participants Wanted 

Shifting place identities in demographically diverse place assemblages 

Places are changing faster than ever before. While the movement of people is vital 

for the sustainability of economies and societies, it also has the potential to change and 

shape places and people.  

The purpose of this research is to investigate if and how small New Zealand towns 

like Kawerau have changed over time from the perspective of the town locals.  

The research will involve two separate interviews and an opportunity for you to 

showcase your ideas and thoughts through photos or videos. Total time commitment is 

about three hours. Participants will receive two $25 gift cards as compensation for their time.  

If you are interested in participating in this research, please contact Sneha Gray on 

sneha.gray@auckland.ac.nz or Dr Sandra Smith on sd.smith@auckland.ac.nz 

Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 27 

September 2018 for three years. Reference Number 022020 
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Appendix 3: Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form  

 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 
Shifting Place Identities in a Demographically Diverse World 
Researcher Sneha Gray 

Supervisors Dr Sandra Smith, Associate Professor Karen Fernandez 

Researcher Introduction  
I am Sneha Gray and I am a Ph.D. candidate researcher at the Graduate School of 

Management, School of Business, University of Auckland. My supervisors are Dr Sandra 

Smith and Dr Karen Fernandez.  

Project Description 

Rationale: Places are changing faster than in previous generations and it is vital to find out 

people’s perspectives on if and how their geographical places are changing. 

Aim: The reason that I am doing this research is to find out how places (especially small 

towns) change over time and the varied factors that influence and change a place and the 

identity of the place over time. This research will focus on the perspectives of the locals of 

the place.  

Duration: The project is set to take twelve months. Data collection will be from late 2018 to 

late 2020. 

Risks: Low to none. I do not anticipate any risk for the participants of this research. 

Benefits: I expect that the results from this project will enable us to understand if and/or 

how changes in population demographics change the dynamics and identity of places. 

Results from this research can offer valuable insights for governments, councils, 

policymakers, and town marketers who strive to create sustainable, positive 

communities.  

Data collection process: This research will interview a range of varied people in the 

town who are willing to share their stories through a range of ways including photos, 

videos and drawings. Each participant will be interviewed twice. Participant self-photo 

and video recordings will occur in between the two interviews. Participants who submit 

  

 Graduate School of Management 
School of Business 
The University of Auckland  
Private Bag 92019  
Auckland 1142  
New Zealand 
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photos and videos acknowledge that their material may be used as part of the research 

and in varied forums showcased in the research results.  

Invitation to Participate 

Why: You are invited to participate in this research because you have indicated that you 

consider yourself to be a local of Kawerau, and I value your knowledge and input in 

informing this research.  

How: To find potential participants like you, I have advertised in local newsletters and 

newspapers, contacted various local email and social media database owners to forward the 

research advertisement to their contacts, and placed flyers of the advertisements in shop 

windows and public noticeboards. 

Voluntary participation: As indicated earlier, your participation is voluntary, and you may 

decline this invitation to participate without penalty. If you choose to not participate, or you 

choose to withdraw your participation, you are able to do so at any time before, during or up 

to two weeks after your last interview.  

Interview transcript: You will have a period of two weeks after receipt of the transcript to 

review and edit.  

Project Procedures  
If you choose to participate, you will be interviewed by the researcher who will invite you to 

share your stories about the town and the changes you’ve seen in the town using at least 

two of the following: 1) old photos from your records, 2) taking photos of significant 

landmarks in the town using your phone, 3) video recordings of the town using your phone, 

4) drawings on paper, 5) archival records, or 6) any artefact of significance that can help you 

share your story. The expected time commitment for these activities in total is about three 

hours, including the time it may take you to select/ take photos and videos.  

Data Storage, Retention, Destruction and Future Use  
How: Interviews will be recorded using an audio recording device, and photos and videos 

submitted will be saved on a hard drive. Photos and videos can be sent to 

sneha.gray@auckland.ac.nz or provided in an USB drive or hard-drive. If you would like to 

save the videos and photos on a USB drive, I will provide you with a USB. The data 

collected will be stored at the University of Auckland’s Business School for six years.  

The data collected will be used to produce journal articles and a PhD Thesis.  

Right to Withdraw from Participation  
You have the right to withdraw from the interview at any time without giving a reason and 

you can withdraw your interview data up to two weeks after the interview. 

Anonymity and Confidentiality  
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Your privacy and preservation of confidentiality of your identity are paramount. I will strive to 

protect you by providing all participants with pseudonyms. However, if you are happy to 

submit photos or videos of yourself, you acknowledge that you consent to the use of your 

images or videos in any medium I deem appropriate to the promotion of the results of the 

research. While photo and video credits will also be attributed to your pseudonym, although 

unlikely, you acknowledge that it is impossible to guarantee complete anonymity should 

someone recognise you from the photos/videos given that the research is taking place in a 

small town. 

While I recommend that you do not film or photograph others, any incidental images of 

others in the videos and photos will be blanked out. Nevertheless, given that the research is 

taking place in a small town, while the risk is minimal, there is a small possibility that you will 

be recognised even of your face and voice are not present in the photos/videos. Apart from 

photos and videos, if any information that you provide is reported/published, it will be done in 

a way that does not identify you as its source. The research will identity Kawerau as the 

town in which the research took place.  

A copy of the research findings will be made available to you if you wish. 

Contact details 

Researcher  Supervisor  Head of Department  

Sneha Gray 

Graduate School of Management 

School of Business 

University of Auckland 

sneha.gray@auckland.ac.nz 

+64 22 08 06 780  

Dr Sandra Smith 

Graduate School of Management 

School of Business 

University of Auckland  

sd.smith@auckland.ac.nz  

+64 9 3737559 ext 87353  

 

Associate Professor Suvi 

Nenonen 

s.nenonen@auckland.ac.nz 

+64 9 923 1528 

 

For any concerns regarding ethical issues, you may contact the Chair, the University of 
Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, at the 
University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee (UAHPEC) 
University of Auckland, Research Office, 
Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142 
Telephone 09 373-7599 ext. 83711.  
Email: ro-ethics@auckland.ac.nz 
Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 27 
September 2018 for three years. Reference Number 022020  
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Consent 
Form 
THIS FORM 
WILL BE 
HELD FOR 
SIX YEARS 

Project title Shifting place identities in a demographically diverse world 
Researcher Sneha Gray 
Supervisors Dr Sandra Smith, Associate Professor Karen Fernandez 

1. I have read the Participant Information Sheet, and I have understood the nature 
of the research and why I have been selected. I have had the opportunity to ask 
questions and have them answered to my satisfaction.  

2. I agree to take part in this research.  
3. My participation is voluntary.  
4. I understand that the photos/videos/ drawings I submit may be used as part of the 

research reporting and promotions.  
5. I understand that if my photos/videos are used there is a possibility that my 

identity may be recognisable. 
6. I understand that I can record videos and photos in a way that it protects my 

identity, should I not want my identity revealed through the photos or videos. 
7. I am/am not happy for my photos and videos to be used to report and promote 

the research (please circle one and strike out the option that is not 
appropriate).  

8. I acknowledge that I will not photograph/film other people as part of this research.  
9. I understand that if any verbal information I provide is reported/published, this will 

be done in such a way that its source cannot be identified. 
10. I understand that given that the research is taking place in a small town, I 

acknowledge that while it is highly unlikely, there may be a possibility to identify 
participants even if their faces and voices are not present in the photos/videos.  

11. I understand that the supervisory team may have access to the information I 
provide. 

12. I understand that I am free to withdraw participation at any time without giving a 
reason, and to withdraw any data traceable to me up to two weeks after my last 
interview. 

13. I understand that I have two weeks after receipt of the transcript to review and 
edit. 

  

 Graduate School of Management 

School of Business 

The University of Auckland  

Private Bag 92019  

Auckland 1142  

New Zealand 
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14. I agree to not disclose the details of the interview questions to others. 
15. I understand that data will be kept for six years. 
I understand that while the researcher will strive to maintain my privacy and the 

confidentiality of my identity, where there is deemed to be a reasonable possibility that the 
life or health of any person may be at serious risk, the researcher will have moral and legal 
obligations to breach confidentiality and report that risk to the appropriate authorities and 
appropriate others.  

I wish/do not wish to receive a summary of findings, which can be provided to me at 
this email/postal address: _______________________. 

Declaration by participant:  
I have read the Participant Information Sheet (PIS) and the Consent Form (CF) and 

the researcher has taken the time to verbally clarify any of my questions or queries in 
relation to the research. 

Name: ___________________________ 
Signature: ___________________________ Date _________________ 
Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 27 

September 2018 for three years. Reference Number 022020 
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Appendix 4: Interview Schedules 

Phase One 

1. Welcome 

2. Introducing the project 

3. Talking through the Participant Information Sheet and clarifying queries 

4. Asking respondent to sign Consent Form 

5. Collect demographic information 

Set up: Large sheets…Turn on both voice memos and recording 

(Purpose of this interview is to get participant life story. Questions will be based on their 

responses.) 

Start off with question: Tell me about your life in Kawerau? (Story-telling) 

(Allow them to talk as much as they need to and when conversation starts slowing down 

start with picture exercise asking people to map the items in the picture cards that represent 

Kawerau to them from most to least relevant. Also, on this sheet alongside the pictures they 

can note memories, experiences, changes if they want to) 

(DO NOT FORGET TO PHOTOGRAPH AFTER EACH ACTIVITY) 

>>> encourage conversation on... How has Kawerau changed? 

What does Kawerau mean to them? 

Their perceptions on what others think Kawerau represents? 

What made Kawerau what it was? 

How and why Kawerau has changed? (both positive and negative) 

Landmarks that have shaped Kawerau and how? 

Future? 

(allow them to draw or use map if needed as conversation develops) 

 

Phase Two 

Interview Schedule for Thesis – new participant 
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1. Welcome 

2. Introducing the project 

3. Talking through the Participant Information Sheet and clarifying queries 

4. Asking respondent to sign Consent Form  

Semi structured talking points 

The follow up questions are guidelines only and will be adapted based on the conversation 

flow of the first question. (emphasis on story-telling) 

Start off with question: 

Tell me about your life in Kawarau? 

Themes what I would like to tease out of the conversation: 

1. How the town has changed 

2. Things you love/like about the town 

3. Things you don’t love/like about the town 

4. Community activities 

5. Significant landmarks 

Take a moment to think about Kawerau and any impact the place has had on your life 

– who you are. Talk me through it… 

 Things to explore: 

Explore how various aspects of place such as physical environments, activities in the place, 

built environments (Lynch, 1960; Relph, 1976) impact identity. 

Tell me about your decision to live here in Kawerau… 

Explore if they had a choice or if they live here because they have no other options etc.  

As a follow up… 

…Do you consider yourself to be insiders/outsiders or something else…talk me through why 

you feel that way? 

When you think of Kawerau what are the top three things that come to mind? 

If Kawerau was a person, who would it be?  
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Exploring metaphors and metonyms (Berger, 2015) 

When you think about the various newcomers to the town over the many years you’ve been 

here – what comes to mind?  

Explore how they’ve had to adapt to newcomers…Has town changed? People and place 

identity changes if any… 

[PAUSE] 

Practical exercise:  

Give 3-5 minutes to think of, find and present one thing – could be photograph, item, book, 

etc. that represents or depicts Kawerau to them. (I am not giving them any advance 

notification to bring this item – Instead I think giving a few moments to collect this item will 

enable us to find the one top of mind item that depicts Kawerau to them). Talk to me about 

this item and why it represents Kawerau to you.  

(Closing) 

Is there anything else you’d like to add?  

COVID-19 is not in the official interview schedule but will position a question about place and 

identity in this extraordinary time – will insert it where it fits. 
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Appendix 5: Philosophical Underpinnings – An Introspection 

Overview  

Introspection enables the researcher to consider her own lived experiences as she 

approaches the research questions, as introspection provides a mechanism to reflect on and 

articulate a person’s own mental representations, feelings, thoughts, biases, and 

perspectives (Gould, 1995). Although there have been several robust perspectives both for 

and against introspection over the past two decades in the field of consumer research (see 

Arnould & Thompson, 2005; Gould, 2008; Holbrook, 2005; Wallendorf & Brucks, 1993), this 

study takes the stance that, as part of a wider research mandate, introspection must be an 

essential aspect of any study, as introspection is an essential precursor to extrospection, or 

What we learn from the world outside us” (Valsiner, 2017). Therefore, the following section 

provides introspection of how the researcher arrived at her philosophical underpinnings. 

Distinct from the other sections of this dissertation, it is presented in first person to illustrate 

that the researcher is an integral part of a qualitative phenomenological study and not a 

mere spectator.  

Researcher Introspection  

Theory is everywhere, in everything we do. Without theory, life…would be chaos… 

Theory, in the academic sense, usually refers to organized and patterned sets of ideas 

rather than spur-of the-moment thoughts. Theories are more or less organized ways of 

ordering the world which exist in our minds and which we share with others. They have a 

collective and enduring intellectual quality. Clearly, we perceive the world in many ways 

using the senses of sight, sound, taste, touch, and smell. As we move through the world, we 

are barraged with sensations that our body must make some sense of…theory, at its most 

basic, is a form of ordering the multiplicity of raw experience and ‘facts’. It allows us to get to 

the other side. But there are clearly different kinds of theory, different understandings of 

theory, even different theories of theory. (Cresswell, 2013, pp. 5-6) 
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Unlike seasoned experienced scholars who may be aware of their predominant 

epistemological and theoretical preferences, as a PhD scholar at the infancy of my 

philosophical journey, I had the opportunity to explore and reflect on the varied philosophical 

perspectives with an open mind to ascertain the philosophies that best align with my 

worldview and the research question under investigation. That said, navigating through the 

epistemological and theoretical philosophical maze seems to be a rite of passage for many 

PhD researchers and one that seems “relentless and impenetrable” (Cresswell, 2013, p. 3). 

However, as readers (and reviewers) have the right to understand my research stance, bias, 

and positions (Wolcott, 2010), I highlight the dialectic struggle I faced as I considered various 

philosophical perspectives, such as constructionism, social constructionism (where meaning 

is socially constructed), and phenomenology.  

After a thorough analysis of literature on place, I sought to undertake 

phenomenological research because the basic essences of place identity commenced with 

an understanding of the lived experiences of the people of the place. However, the 

contradictions seen within varied across academic scholarship (see Anfara & Mertz, 2006; 

Belk et al., 2013; Boden & Eatough, 2014; Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Cresswell, 2013; Denzin 

& Giardina, 2015; Denzin & Lincoln, 2002, 2011), on whether phenomenology is ontology, 

epistemology, theoretical perspective, or a methodology. This enabled me to recognise that 

the world continually “outruns theories and descriptions of it,” and therefore there is a need 

to continually question theoretical foundations and realign them (Relph, 2001, p. 159). The 

beauty of knowledge progression emanates from the continual dialogue between competing 

philosophical discourses, as articulated by geographer Tim Cresswell (2013, p. 3): 

…practitioners…are constantly arguing about ideas. Often it is the people who are 

supposed to be in agreement that are doing the arguing. We are used to the idea of 

advocates of competing ideas clashing with each other. In these arguments large 

numbers of people are lumped together as “Positivists” or “Marxists” for instance. But 
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if we look closely, we find that these groups are constantly arguing with each other 

too, over what it means to be a Positivist or a Marxist.  

After a thorough reading of literature, such as that highlighted above, I set out on a 

journey of knowledge to understand my position without simply regurgitating the latest 

popular philosophical stance among PhD students. For instance, framing shifting place 

identities as a social construct seemed the simplest means to reach the finish line given the 

sympathetic alignment to social constructionist philosophies within consumer and marketing 

research (Hackley, 1998; Hatch & Rubin, 2006; Peñaloza & Venkatesh, 2006). However, on 

reflection, I realised that doing so would not do justice to the basic tenets of a PhD, which is 

to enquire, seek, and improve our understanding and utilisation of knowledge in some way. 

My quest led to further reading about qualitative research. In The Foundations of 

Social Research (1998), a formative text utilised by scholars and research students alike, 

Crotty succinctly groups epistemologies primarily into objective, subjective, constructionist 

and their variants. However, place experts such as Edward Relph, a renowned human 

geographer whose work I value, perceives Crotty’s categorisation as unhelpful and limiting 

because, in his view, terminologies such as objective, subjective and constructionist are 

interlinked and, therefore, bracketing the meaning of objective, subjective and constructionist 

may stifle research and aspiring researchers (Relph, 2020). Other geographers and 

phenomenologists, such as David Seamon, dispute the compatibility between constructionist 

(which they say just means social constructionism) and phenomenology (Seamon, 2014, 

2018). On the one hand, Crotty (1998) expresses that phenomenology cannot be anything 

but constructionist, whereas Seamon (2018) implies that the constructionist lens is nothing 

but an alignment to social constructionist considerations (where meaning is always socially 

constructed) and, therefore, is distinct from and not compatible with phenomenology. While 

social constructionism posits that meaning can always only be socially constructed through 

human interactions (Crotty, 1998), phenomenology finds value in understanding how lived 

human experiences are formed (Relph, 1970; Sokolowski, 2000), and propounds that 
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meaning is not always socially constructed. While phenomenology does not undermine the 

culture or the environment to which the participant is exposed, it does take into account the 

varied aspects of human experience (Seamon, 2018, p. 178), including:  

1. A person’s unique personal situation – e.g., a person’s gender, sexuality, sexual 

identity, physical and intellectual endowments, degree of ableness, and personal 

likes and dislikes; 

2. A person’s unique historical, social, and cultural situation – e.g., the era and 

geographical locale in which a person lives; a person’s economic and political 

circumstances; a person’s familial, educational, religious, and societal 

background; the technological, communications, and media infrastructure that 

contribute to the individual’s or group’s particular lifeworld; 

3. A person’s situation as a typical human being immersed in a typical human world, 

of which an integral lived aspect is being in place. 

After considering this multifaceted quandary, a detailed description of which is 

beyond the scope of this study, my reading and interpretation of Crotty’s seminal text was 

that it clearly articulated an alignment between constructionism as epistemology (theory of 

knowledge – how we know what we know) and phenomenology as a theoretical perspective 

(philosophical assumptions that ground our knowledge and our choice of methodology). I do 

not believe that the intention of Crotty’s framework (1998) inhibits philosophical progression. 

Instead, it guides a researcher to consider the path best suited for their research.  

Discussions with other PhD students and a reading of qualitative methodology texts 

highlighted that my introspection about how the philosophical stances within this thesis were 

chosen can be a useful contribution to future researchers. Although not conventional, a 

researcher’s philosophical struggles need a place within what can otherwise be a ‘traditional’ 

PhD thesis, enabling other emerging researchers to reflect on their inherent worldview and 

not be afraid to explore philosophical nuances that do not form part of the dominant 

perspective within their chosen discipline. In conclusion, this introspection enabled me to 



Reimagining Place Identity - Sneha Gray     
 

166 
 

understand the perspectives presented earlier in this chapter, which justified a 

constructionist epistemology, interpretivist phenomenological theoretical perspective, and a 

nuanced phenomenological methodology and appropriate methods.  

Appendix 6: Place as Person Descriptors 

The following themes and patterns emerged after an analysis of participant narratives for the 

question, “If Kawerau was a person, who would it be?”  

Characteristics Some quotations from participants 
Edgy  Very edgy sort of person 'cause there’s, you know, you’ve got the mill 

that’s established, but it’s also, how do I put it? A bit unreliable, 
actually, by what I mean by that. Somebody that’s a bit on the edge all 
the time, 'cause, you know, there’s building going on, there’s this mill 
and then go up here, Chinese were gonna build the particle board 
there. – Stuart  

Calm/ Relaxed/ 
Easy going 

I look at Kawerau as being soothing. To me, there was nothing 
dramatic going on, you know, it’s a slow-moving town and it’s a 
comfortable town to be in for me. – Jesse 
I suppose easy going, relaxed, that’s, yeah that’s yeah, it just, that’s 
how I would, 'cause that’s how I see Kawerau lifestyle here. Just, 
there’s no pressures really. People, there is an element that talks 
about gangs, but there’s no gangs in Kawerau, there’s a gang which 
sometimes are guys who, neighbours who live next door to them find 
that the gang members look after their houses when they're away 
overseas and things like that.  
I buy my firewood, well up until last year I've been buying my firewood 
off one of them who was a gang member. A really fine chap, so there’s 
a lot of rubbish talked about some of those things. It’s, but it’s, I 
suppose there is some problems from time to time, but it’s nothing 
near what people make it out to be. So, I would just think my, 
comparing it to, to a person, I dunno it’s hard, but I would say just 
something, relaxed, just an easy-going person, that’s Kawerau. It’s an 
easy, easy to live in town. – Henry  

Complex 
person who will 
always have 
your back 

It would be an interesting character. It would be a very complex person 
who would always have your back and always be first in line to defend 
the front line of Kawerau. I wouldn’t put a sex on that person. But yeah, 
it would be a person who is quite complex, is quite loyal to other 
Kawerau people. And quite defensive of Kawerau. – Boyce 

Called Putauaki  Kawerau as a person would be the matriarch. The nurturer of 
generations. 
…would be the biggest person. It’d be the biggest person who has to 
take care of a lot of people. Who may not be able to take care of 
themselves. Who may be suffering from injury or just being old. That’s 
what I would see this town as being, and that’s the reputation that the 
town has. I was told from a lady a story about the stream you know, 
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how it used to be a healing stream for the warriors when they were 
finished their warrior stuff. They would come back here, the men would 
come back here and they would bathe in the, in the streams. – David 

Female I could tell you it was a female. Yeah, because yeah, I don’t know, 
there’s so many lost men here. You know, it must be a female. – David  
It’ll be female. And it’d be, like, middle-aged old person, like one of 
those old ladies that, like (laughing) tell you to hurry up and get a move 
on, like, take your shoes off and come in. And, yeah, and sort 
yourselves out and, yeah, like, you’re welcome, yeah, and sort 
yourselves out. And, yeah, and try to make you feel welcome, but, 
yeah. 'Cause I think Kawerau is a welcoming town. Well, to me it is. 
Yeah. And it’s, at the root of it, I think because it’s such a pretty town, 
that’s why I feel like it’s got female energy. And it feels to me like a 
welcoming town...like an old, to me, like an old, you know, like a nanny 
sort of thing, you know, like, yes, you know? Like, or maybe that’s me 
just thinking with my impatient brain with that nanny thing trying to 
hurry up and tell people that we’re a gem of a town. You need to get a 
move on before everybody else finds out about our town and you guys, 
you know, the rest of New Zealand misses out on our little gem of a 
town. – Susannah  

Well-known 
people 

Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern: 
I think she’s handled this (COVID-19), and I’m not actually a political 
person, I’m not really even a voter sometimes. I know I should exercise 
my democratic rights, but I think the way she has handled this whole 
thing is very similar to Kawerau as a town. So, the really interesting 
thing for me is that the Prime Ministers and the Presidents in most of 
the other countries are men. And as a woman she’s a mum, and a new 
mum. And to me she put the people first, and she put survival even of 
the elderly was important to her. And as Kawerau as a town, I think 
that’s one of the key things, it’s about the people in the town.  
And then, yes, she’s got to worry about the economy, and yes, we 
have to worry about the unemployment in Kawerau and things like 
that. But at the end of the day, Malcolm and the Council and a lot of 
those people on that Council now are locals, grown up here, 
everybody knows them and hence the reason they got on, they’re 
there because they are the right people and they care about the 
people of the town. And people first, and then economy and jobs and 
buildings. And that’s sort of the stage we’re at as a town, which is 
where I see us very similar to how she has had to be over the last, well 
we’ve been off school two months, yeah. – Andrea 
Mohammad Ali: Because he was strong and he was a fighter. And 
yeah, he didn’t suffer fools gladly. He didn’t, he was a bit racist but, 
yeah. 
…So that’s just the first one that came to mind for me. How funny, I 
wouldn’t have even thought of that. – Elsa 
Sir Edmund Hillary: Well, that’s an interesting question. That’s a very 
interesting question. I tend to think of a man like Sir Edmund Hillary, a 
quiet achiever, but a really humble person that if he wants to do down 
to the shops in his shorts and jandals, that’s fine. Yet a strong, strong 
spirit. And if he wants to run up Mt Edgecumbe, he will do it, he will do 



Reimagining Place Identity - Sneha Gray     
 

168 
 

it. I think Kawerau, yeah, I’d go Sir Edmund Hillary, 1953, he was the 
first man and the Sherpa to go up to Mt Everest. A beekeeper, humble 
man, very humble man. And he put back a lot into the area of Nepal. 
He built schools, got the local people educated and he wasn’t out to 
impress anyone. Kawerau is not out to impress any people, you know? 
We’re here, we’ve had some incredible times, we’ve had some dark 
times. And now we’re on a growth and an even keel, you know? We’re 
transitioning, transitioning. – Yovan 

Strong person 
or chieftain  

I think this would be some Māori chief’s town, that’s what I think it 
would be. 
…Because there’s a very strong, be it right or wrong, a very strong 
community spirit in this town, to the point where, you know we have 
the Facebook, we have Scotty’s page. Well people will warn each 
other with things, if something goes wrong, like the little girl went 
missing, the whole town rallies together. If someone’s saying 
something nasty on Facebook about something you'll get a whole 
group of people coming in even though there might be a handful of 
people saying nasty stuff. A whole group of people will come in and try, 
but to me there’s a very strong heartbeat in this town which, which 
would be reminding of a Māori chief with feathers in it, holding one of 
the sticks of whatever he has up on the mountain. And I feel, 'cause 
you don’t have that in other towns, it’s very hard to explain 'cause 
nobody that hasn’t lived in Kawerau. I mean you've seen it, there’s not 
that, that coming together, that real strength. And there’s a very strong 
Māori culture. This picture, this Māori chief in your head, and talk to me 
about him or her, is this a male Māori chief that you see? 
Mmm-hmm. It’s like a very, 'cause I'm only using that as an energy, 
like to say, you know like the strength, the strength of the town, so the 
strength of the town. The Māori culture of the town, 'cause it’s very, it’s 
got a lot of Māori culture in this town. The, like so it reminds me of like 
a marae where, that’s the type of culture that is in this town, it’s like a 
marae. Where if someone dies all the town goes to it, you know 
(laughter), it’s like the whole town goes whether they knew the person 
or not, you know (laughter).  
No but it is, it’s like that, a Māori chief would be like if someone comes 
in, and out of towner comes in and causes trouble in our town, our 
town goes and shuts it down. It’s not the cops, it’s the people, they 
park their cars and they block off every street until they can find out 
who it is that has come into our town. So, I use that because it is like a 
warzone with a chief standing there like how dare they come into K-
Town, you know what I mean? So that would be the first picture that I 
would put in my head, because as much as we have problems in this 
town, if we’re living in this town, we can have little arguments amongst 
ourselves in this town. But if some outsider was to come in and attack 
anyone’s house in this town, whether they were from, not from K-
Town. But they're now living in K-Town, they would then protect them 
too. – Krystal 

Relatives Kawerau would be our grandparents, I think. 
…they provide for us, they have a shelter for us, they try and, try and 
lead us on the right direction in life. But, you know, they’ll always be 
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there even when you take the wrong path, they’re still there for you. – 
Aroha 

A person that 
was 
impoverished 

I was half thinking a bloat(y) person, just living off the, you know, the 
wealth of the town. That was what I had in my mind as you sort of said 
that.  
Yeah, in the sense that life is easy, you know, you go work, you get 
good money. But equally, that was, that’s how I would’ve thought of it 
maybe in the 80s. Now, of course, it’s, it’s a person that’s 
impoverished or either from an educational point of view or from a 
financial point of view. So, it’s totally different from when I was young. 
And when you’re young and you’re ingrained in that society, life is 
good, so why change it. Good salaries, good ability to get employment, 
booming town centre, lively immigration coming in. But then when all 
that stops, and completely flips on its head, you have the parallels of 
going from, you know, a bloated lifestyle to an impoverished one. 
When you’re going from a, you know, the characters that were used in 
the World Wars, you know? Before and after, sort of thing, mmm… I 
mean, of course no-one was harmed in the process of, physical harm. 
But I think, you know, mentally the town is very much impoverished 
now. And, you know, all the bloated calves, if you like, have moved on, 
you know, they don’t care, they can travel, leave Kawerau, the ugly mill 
on its side and their nice homes, you know? – Alfred  
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Appendix 7: Top-of-Mind Features of Place 

The following themes and patterns emerged after an analysis of participant narratives for the 

question, “When you think of Kawerau what are the top things that come to mind?” 

Features of 
Place 

Key words Some quotations Literature 

Belonging Home, 
turangawaewae 
(Where I 
belong), 
turangawaewae, 
comfort 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“I’m thinking home, that’s it, you 
know. We’ve come full 
circle…back to where I feel I 
belong.” - Stuart 
“Turangawaewae, memories. 
Memories and a knowingness of I 
have walked along this piece of 
footpath as a young child. I know 
this street, I helped build that fence 
as a child. And that’s where I 
learned to drive a car. And at my 
age, you’re looking at a lot of years 
back which is really just the blink 
of an eye really, it goes so quick.” - 
Yovan 
“It’s where I was born, I was born 
right under our mountain. I was 
raised here, I was raised with the 
majority of the people that live 
here, you know. I’ve grown up in 
the water here, in the bush here, 
that’s home to me. Family is here. 
It’s where my ancestors are from. 
This is where they’re buried, it’s, 
you know, so they still live here. 
This is where I wanna be buried 
eventually, where my niece and 
cousins and nephews will 
eventually be buried.” - Aroha 

(Altman & Low, 
1992; Relph, 
1976, 1997; 
Tuan, 1975) – 
Importance of 
home and 
belonging in 
place attachment 
and identity 
(Davis et al., 
2018) – 
Contested 
belonging  
(Cain et al., 
2017) – 
Turangawaewae: 
Belonging in 
New Zealand 

Lifestyle Clubs, walks, 
pace of life, 
neighbourliness, 
great weather, 
amenities, 
location 
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Opportunities Jobs, hope “There is hope here now. So, it’s 
like hope for a future. So, the 
environment, the friendly people, 
and I suppose prosperity would be 
a better word than hope. So, there 
is a future for the children that are 
being educated in town. And if 
they don’t feel confident to leave 
town, actually they can still get a 
job here.” - Andrea 
“The mill is a massive part of it. 
Great employers, good salaries.” - 
Alfred  

Literature speaks 
of how 
unemployment 
and lack of 
opportunities 
lead to 
hopelessness 
and 
powerlessness. 
 
Seminal works 
include (Myrdal, 
1963a) – The 
coining of the 
term ‘underclass’ 
by Nobel prize 
winning Swedish 
economist 
Gunnar Myrdal.  
(Bauman, 2005) 
– Work, 
consumerism 
and the new 
poor 
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Appendix 8: Physical Representations that Denote Place  

Participants (without any notice prior to the interview) were given 3-5 minutes to find and present one 

thing that represented Kawerau to them. This thing could be a photograph, book, or any other 

material object. Below are some of the items either presented or chosen by the participants. Some of 

the objects were unique and unavailable to the participants at the time of the interview. In these 

instances, either the participant or the researcher located the item after the interview. For instance, 

two participants spoke of and longed for Tasman Pulp and Paper memorabilia which the researcher 

sourced through local social media. This action and longing demonstrated a nostalgia for the 

imagined past of the town, when the “mill”, “uncle Tasman”, “looked after” them.  

 

 

Item chosen Reasons Pictorial representation of item 
Photograph 
of old 
Kawerau or 
“shanty” 
town 

Represented the town’s humble 
beginnings where people lived in 
caravans and temporary 
accommodation while building the 
mill. 
A time where everyone was an 
“immigrant” to the town.  
A reminder of a sense of unity 
where everyone worked together. 
“Shanty town was poor and small 
but life was good.”  

Street-art and mural based on the 
original photograph (Source: 
Researcher photography) 

Tasman Mill 
gifts mugs 
and cups 

“Tasman is Kawerau and Kawerau 
is Tasman”, and the fact that 
Tasman Pulp and Paper as a 
company no longer exists was 
poignantly emotional. 
Reminder of the families that had 
“come together” to build this giant 
mill that is now something else.   

Source: Lee Clark, a Kawerau 
resident, sourced through a local 
social media page 
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Pumice  Kawerau is built on pumice. 
Various volcanic eruptions over the 
years, including the most recent 
one from Tarawera, buried the 
town in about a foot (30cm) of ash. 
If someone digs down in their 
garden, they find many different 
colours.  

Source: Researcher photograph of 
item presented by participant 

Hammerhea
d Crane 

A huge hammerhead crane ran 
over the top of the railway lines. It 
was one hundred and fifty feet high 
and was used to pick logs out of 
railway wagons and put them in the 
pile. That was Kawerau. 
 Source: Photography from local 

Kawerau resident Christine Rattray 
(above) and photo of street-art 
mural by researcher (Below) 
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Putauaki – 
Mount 
Edgecumbe 

“I can stand at the window and look 
out, and it’s the mountain…To me 
it’s like a guardian over the town. 
It’s almost like a protector.” - Karen 
“It’s always Putauaki… It’s always 
been there. That connection there 
where my grandparents, my family, 
we spent time, looking at that same 
mountain.” – David.  
“The mountain. It’s such a 
synonymous point with the town. 
Almost like whenever you’re 
travelling and you come back to the 
region, that’s the first thing you see 
from quite a distance. And you just 
know that at the foot of it is 
Kawerau, and I guess at the foot of 
it I would always have that image 
of my mum at the bottom of that 
mountain…it would’ve been a 
strong attraction in that picture of 
seeing the mountain, and the forest 
beneath that, and at the base of it, 
mum. But you take away mum, 
that’s a pretty big bit gone off the 
other side of the river.” - Alfred  

Source: Researcher photographed 
this view from participant home 

Fantail “It’s a picture of a fantail…we have 
them roosting in a tree outside our 
house, and it’s sort of the epitome 
to me of, when they’re nesting, is 
new life and carrying on. And it 
also has a personal connection to 
me... when my mother passed 
away, we took her ashes up to be 
buried at the cemetery and it was 
pouring with rain. And the hearse 
arrived with the ashes in the back. 
A fantail landed on the hearse, it 
stopped raining, and then flew over 
and sat on the fence while we 
buried my mother’s ashes. Then it 
flew back and as we walked back 
to the hearse, and as the hearse 
left it bucketed down. So, my 
family…I all believe that our mum 
has come back to us in the form of 
a fantail.” - Andrea  

 Source: Participant supplied photo 
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Home “Home, without barbed wire fences 
or security” - Hendrick

Source: Participant supplied photo

Stoneham 
Walk

…the rivers, the stream at 
Stoneham Walk…beautiful clear 
stream…It’s just so pretty, I’ve 
never seen such clear water.

Source: Participant 
supplied photo

The smells 
of Kawerau

The sulphur smell. It would be 
something that would make you 
instantly think about Kawerau, 

Family 
photograph
s

“It would be a photo of my sister 
and me outside Vogel Street, of the 
mill house with the fibro sheeting 
on there. And we are in clothes that 
have been unstitched and 
restitched to fit us. And that’s pure 
Kawerau, 100%. They weren’t 
from, no K-Marts back then, it just, 
it is a snapshot of the very early 
days of Kawerau. That’s what 
formed me…that was my 
beginning. So that photo takes me 
right back there.” – Yovan
“I don’t have to think about 
that…picture of Amber and 
mum…mum represents Kawerau 
to me because all those 
memories…. all the hurts, and all 
the joy, and all the stuff that’s 
happened to me to make this town 
my identity is mum in this 
town…And, [grandchild] … this is 
the old and this is the new one 
coming up in this generation. This 
young generation’s what’s gonna 
make our town whatever it’s gonna 
be moving forward.” - Krystal

Source: Participant supplied photos
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Three Peaks “You see your mountain. And that’s 
the most important thing to me as 
Māori, as that’s our maunga. And 
it’s quite funny because you can be 
coming through the Rotomas and 
you’ll get a vision of the mountain, 
ah, you’re home. You’re coming 
down Pongatawa Straits, and you’ll 
look, ah, there’s the mountain, 
coming from Whakatane. You see 
the mountain. So that’s, to me, I’m 
a little bit more unique because I 
can see there’s my mountain, 
manawhakamanu, from up there. 
So that’s part of the three peaks.” - 
Phil 
“It’s three mountains. They’re our 
ancestors, they surround us.” - 
Aroha 

Source: Participant supplied photo 
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Appendix 9: Māori Legend About How the Place was Formed 

Long ago, Putauaki lived with his wife, Tarawera, a mountain upstream. After years 

of married happiness, Putauaki began to feel restless. His roving eye caught sight of 

Whakaari (White Island), an enchanting little lady who enticed him and signalled to him with 

her puffs of smoke. She teased him so much that one night, driven crazy with love for her, 

Putauaki deserted his wife and went to Whakaari. Cautiously, he tiptoed away, but his 

daughter heard him and followed him. She asked where he was going but, feeling ashamed 

of his plans, he did not answer her. All night, the child tugged at him. This made travelling 

dreadfully slow, so that the sun caught him where he now stands. In the full light of day, he 

could not go on and advertise his intentions to the world. He looked back and saw his wife 

weeping for him. This made him more ashamed. He could not go forward and he could not 

go back; so, he stayed where he still is, with his child. Tarawera still weeps for him and her 

tears form the Tarawera river. The child is the foothill to Putauaki (Schwimmer, 1955, pp. 9-

10). 
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Appendix 10: Collage of Photos  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Abraham, D. (2014). Immigrant Integration and Social 
Solidarity in a Time of Crisis: Europe and the United 

Source: Photos above submitted by David Jones, Kawerau. Below submitted by Liisa Jones, Kawerau. 
Photos denote the growth of the town from the 1950s to the late 1960s. Below is the milk and cart that 
the town was well known for until the 1980s, and a photograph of Liisa Jones’ granddad Osmo Kokko, a 
boiler maker and immigrant from Finland. As these photos are also publicly available on social media 
and in the library, faces have not been hidden in those contexts. 
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