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Tuhinga whakarāpopoto | Abstract 
 

Polynesian athletes represent almost 50% of the Australian National Rugby League’s (NRL) 

top tier player contracts. The proportion of Polynesian professional rugby league players has 

trended upward from the mid-1990s and continues to grow with significant numbers of young 

Polynesian athletes coming through NRL pathways and junior systems. A spate of suicides of 

young Polynesian players in recent years highlight the difficulties faced by young men and 

particularly Polynesians in the NRL. With the increasing influence of Polynesian athletes in the 

NRL it is critical to draw from player experience in an effort to further understand the people 

and cultures that form such an integral part of contemporary professional rugby league. 

While there is a significant body of scholarly work in rugby league globally, there is limited 

literature that examines Polynesian contributions to the sport and the experiences of those 

Polynesian men. One aim of this doctoral thesis is to illuminate Polynesian experiences in 

professional rugby league to help better understand the complexities of being Polynesian in 

professional sport. 

Employing a qualitative research methodology, this research prioritises kaupapa Māori and 

pan-Pacific research methods. Pūrākau (oral tradition, stories and storytelling) and Talanoa 

(conversation and storytelling) are used alongside Narrative Inquiry to explore the 

experiences of 10 Polynesian men in professional rugby league. Participants were selected 

based on a Polynesian whakapapa (genealogy) and participation in professional rugby league 

or professional pathways (junior grades). Participants’ experience levels included: NRL 

pathways and under 20s teams; early stages of professional NRL and Super League Europe 

(SLE) careers and NRL and SLE first grade. 
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Participants shared their pūrākau (stories) through talanoa (conversations) and revealed 

insights into the emergent themes. Findings suggest that while there is no ‘one model fits all’ 

for understanding Polynesian experiences in professional rugby league, there are notable 

commonalities: the role of the whānau/aiga (family), pressure, expectation and the need for 

culturally appropriate support initiatives, and the complexities of modern Polynesian 

masculinity. The familial unit emerges as a complex space with the potential to, both, support 

and undermine player experiences. Support initiatives exist in professional rugby league but 

participants felt they were not tailored to the cultural nuances that shape Polynesian 

worldviews. Masculine identity and the concept of a distinct Polynesian masculinity also 

influence young Polynesian men and their experiences in professional rugby league. These 

themes are complex and interrelated and can be employed to better support Polynesian 

experiences in professional rugby league.  

Using the metaphor of waka ama the ‘Te Waka Kōtihi’ model contains the takere (main hull), 

kiato (cross arms/braces) and ama (outrigger/flotation) as the fundamental elements of the 

waka ama. Each of these parts of the waka ama need to work cohesively together for the 

waka to navigate challenging waters: the takere represents professional rugby league as a 

vehicle capable of floating but with limited stability; the ama is the whanau/aiga and provides 

the necessary stability for turbulent waters; and the two kiato bind the takere and ama 

through identity and support.  The Te Waka Kōtihi model is offered as a means of illustrating 

the functions and intersections of the research themes. The metaphor, as a visual 

representation of the findings, serves as a way of communicating the results in a way that 

demonstrates research by, for and with Polynesians.     By using Polynesian research methods 

to listen to the narratives of Polynesian players and understanding their cultural heritage 

more deeply, this research can inform a more inclusive and supportive environment for 
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Polynesians in the NRL and highlights the strengths of Indigenous research methods more 

generally.  
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Kete kupu | Glossary of terms 
 

This table is a glossary of terms used within the following thesis. It contains Māori, Samoan 

and Tongan vocabulary and the abbreviations and names used for various organisations and 

competitions. 

 

Ahi kā To keep the home fires burning, maintain a connection 

between a person/people and a place 

Aiga     Family, extended family (Samoan) 

Ama     Outrigger attached to a canoe 

ARL      Australian Rugby League 

Fa’a Samoa    The Samoan way, Samoan world-view 

Fāmili     Family, extended family (Tongan) 

Fanau     Family, extended family (Samoan) 

Fox Memorial    Auckland’s premier senior rugby league competition 

Haerenga    Journey, travel 

Hāpori     Community 

Hapū     Sub-tribe, pregnant 

HSC     Higher School Certificate (Australia) 

Holden Cup    NRL under 20 competition 

Islanders    Refers to Pacific Islanders 

ITM Cup     New Zealand’s top domestic rugby union competition 

Iwi     Tribal grouping, tribe, bones 

Kaikōrero    Speaker, participant 

Kānohi ki te kānohi   Face to face, in person 

Karakia     Prayer, incantation 

Kaupapa     Topic, theme, ideas, process 

Kiato     Binds the takere to the ama in waka ama 

Kaupapa Māori   Māori centred ideologies, ‘by, for and with Māori’ 

KMT     Kaupapa Māori Theory 
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Kōhā     Gift, to gift 

Kōrero     To tell, say, speak, story, narrative 

Kōtihi     Peak, summit, used to describe achievement 

Kura      School, educational institution 

Mana     Power, authority, prestige 

Marae     Significant space, meeting house,  

Mo’oni     Pure, real, authentic (Tongan)  

NCEA     National Certificate of Educational Achievement 

Ngā     The (plural; Māori) 

Noa     Ordinary (Tongan) 

Noa     Free, unrestricted, ordinary (Māori) 

NRL     National Rugby League 

Mahi     Work 

Mana     Authority, prestige, power, pride 

Mana Motuhake   Autonomy, a sense of identity 

Mana Tangatarua   A sense of inclusivity 

Mana Tū    A sense of courage and resilience 

Mana Ūkaipo    A sense of place 

Māori     Indigenous population of New Zealand 

Oceania    Encompassing of the Pacific 

Pākehā     New Zealander of European descent 

Palagi     White person/European 

Pasifika    Indicating of Pacific descent 

P.I./PI     Pacific Islander 

Pūrākau    Personal story, oral tradition 

Rangatahi    Youth/young people 

SG Ball     NRL under 19 Competition  

Taha Māori    Māori side (usually pertaining to identity) 

Takere     Main hull of a waka ama 
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Tala      To inform, tell, relate and command 

Talanoa    To tell stories, storytelling, conversation 

Tangi     Māori term for funeral, can also mean to cry or grieve 

Tapu Restricted, prohibited/prohibition, often reduced to 

sacred 

Te ao Māori    The Māori world, Māori worldview 

Teina     Younger sibling of the same sex 

Te Moana Nui a Kiwa   The Pacific Ocean 

Tikanga    Protocols 

Tikanga Māori    Māori protocols 

Tīpuna/tupuna   Ancestor(s) 

Tuakana    Older sibling of the same sex 

Turangawaewae   A place to stand, ancestral home 

u18, u20 etc.    Under 18, Under 20 etc. 

Va’a     Canoe 

Vaka     Canoe 

Waka     Canoe 

Waka ama    Outrigger canoe 

Whakaaro    Thought, thinking 

Whakamana    To give authority, legitimize, empower, validate 

Whakapapa    Genealogy 

Whakataukī    Māori proverb 

Whānau/whanau   Family, extended family (Māori) 

Whanaungatanga   Familial connectedness, to make familial 

Whenua    Land, placenta 
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1. Kupu whakataki | Introduction 
 

My attitude changed big time. To training, not training, or turning up to training late, or 

not attending physio appointments, all of these little things that affected my game. And, 

then they noticed that there was something missing there so, um, that’s when they bought 

me my ticket and told me to come back home. 

       Tavita (Research participant) 

The above statement is taken from the pūrākau (personal story) of one of the participants in 

this research and is intentionally brought to the fore of this thesis to incorporate and 

demonstrate the power of an athlete’s voice. This particular excerpt provides a brief insight 

into the mercurial nature of professional rugby league and how quickly one’s career in the 

National Rugby League (NRL) competition can be brought to an end.  

From an external standpoint, it could be simple to assume this was a justified action. The 

player’s attitude toward training and playing changes; as a result, their form slumps, and thus, 

it makes sense to bring their contract to an end. However, what cannot be understood from 

an extract such as this is the lived experience of the athlete that lead to this change of attitude 

toward a sport he loves.  

This research seeks to provide insight into the lives and experiences of established and 

aspiring Polynesian rugby league professionals. Without the stories from the athletes, there 

remains a lot that we as spectators, consumers and observers cannot understand about the 

lived experience of being Polynesian in professional rugby league. Through the pūrākau 

(stories) of these athletes this thesis will give insight into the experiences of these men while 
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highlighting several themes which emerge as common to the Polynesian experience in 

professional rugby league. Building off the back of established kaupapa Māori research 

methods (Erueti, 2015; Hokowhitu, 2004, 2005, 2011; Lee, 1999, 2009; Macfarlane et al., 

2014, 2018; Royal, 2002, 2012; Smith, 1999, 2005; Tawhiri, 2015; Walker, 2004; Wirihana, 

2012) and a desire to extend beyond ‘by, with and for Māori’, this thesis combines Māori and 

Pasifika philosophies and worldviews to be ‘by, with and for Polynesians’.  

Aims of this research 

This research arises from a desire to give voice to Polynesian athletes in the NRL. Six young 

NRL players took their own lives in the two years leading up to the beginning of this research. 

Of these, five were of Polynesian heritage (Māori or Pasifika). The tragic deaths of these young 

men lead to several questions about the state of young Polynesian men in the NRL and how 

they experience life as professional rugby league players. Statistics indicate that Polynesians, 

comprising of Māori and Pacific Islanders, make up between 38% and 42% of contracted NRL 

players and between 1-3% of Australia’s total population (Hawkes, 2018, 2019; Lakisa, 2020; 

Panapa & Phillips, 2014). More recent assessments have athletes of Polynesian descent 

contributing closer to 50% (NRL.com). For these reasons, it is important that research 

examining Polynesian men and rugby league continues. 

A growing body of work is emerging, particularly out of Australian universities (Lakisa, 2020; 

Lakisa et al., 2014; Panapa & Phillips, 2014; Tengan & Markham, 2009; Valiotis, 2008) which 

pays close attention to Polynesian voices. This thesis builds on the current literature to 

illuminate perspectives of being Polynesian in the NRL as informed by the experiences of the 

players. 
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Presenting the players’ own pūrākau (stories) and lived experiences, this research offers a 

clearer understanding of the expectations and pressures placed upon elite athletes and what 

measures may be taken to ensure the safety and support of young Polynesian rugby league 

players. By drawing upon the available literature and analysing this alongside the experiences 

of current and former players, this research identifies potential problem areas that may be 

more particular to Polynesian athletes in the NRL (or other elite level sporting competitions). 

It is intended that this work will help to generate knowledge which can be culturally 

responsive and deepen the understandings of Māori and Pasifika athletes.  

By utilising intrinsically Māori and Pasifika research methods (Pūrākau and Talanoa) and 

employing the art of conversation and storytelling, this thesis gives a unique insight into the 

subjective, lived experiences of Polynesian men in the NRL. Pūrākau, as a research method, is 

inherently Māori. It fits within the Kaupapa Māori framework of being ‘by, with and for Māori’ 

(Smith, 1999) while binding our collective Te-Moana-Nui-a-Kiwa (Pacific) practices together 

through the use of pan-Pacific research methods. 

Talanoa, like Pūrākau, is intrinsically Polynesian or of the Pacific (Smith & Wolfgramm-Foliaki, 

2020). Talanoa is centred on storytelling. This research method, like Pūrākau, aims to take the 

stories of ‘our’ people in efforts to create new knowledge. 

By deploying both Pūrakau and Talanoa as research methods, another objective of this thesis 

is to follow the work of other Māori and Pacific scholars (Erueti, 2015; Halapua, 2007, 2008; 

Lee, 2009; Royal, 2002; Smith, 1999; Stewart-Withers et al., 2017; Suaalii-Sauni & Fulu‐

Aiolupotea, 2014; Tawhiri, 2015; Vaioleti, 2003, 2006; Wirihana, 2012) in further validating 

and legitimising Indigenous understandings as knowledge, and to give our people the space, 
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and mana (power, authority), to look within our own worldviews for solutions to our own 

questions.  

Ultimately, this research has three key aims.  

1. To illuminate the experiences of Polynesian men who have navigated the systems of 

professional rugby league.  

2. To further validate Polynesian and Indigenous epistemologies and research methods 

within the academy.  

3. To better understand how to support and nurture our Polynesian men pursuing 

careers in professional rugby league. 

Contribution and rationale 

Rugby league as a sport, and as an area for scholarship, has, to date, principally been 

researched in England (Collins, 1998, 2006; Moorehouse, 1995; Spracklen, 2007, 2008, 2010). 

As a part of the developing corpus of rugby league literature, this research further develops 

this growing research field while also providing avenues for new conversations to occur. 

Another objective of this research is to make the scholarship of rugby league more visible in 

the Southern Hemisphere, where the sport’s popularity has led to Australia, Aotearoa-New 

Zealand and the Pacific Islands becoming dominant in both the success, and defining the style 

of the game.  

Much of the literature preceding this work has focussed on participation and analysing trends 

or participation and performance, as well as a limited pool examining ethnic and socio-

cultural influences in the sport (see, for example Borell, 2012, 2015; Falcous, 2007; Spracklen, 

2007, 2008, 2010). Research examining the experiences of Polynesian athletes 
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(Polysaturation) in the NRL is limited (see Borell, 2015; Hawkes, 2018, 2019;  Lakisa, 2020; 

Lakisa et al., 2014; Panapa & Phillips, 2014). This research will build on existing sociological 

examinations of rugby league to provide further depth to the topic and contribute to the 

growth of discussion in the field. 

There is a noticeably high representation of Polynesian athletes in the NRL, which necessitates 

an increased understanding of these players. With this, there should be an emerging desire 

to give these athletes a voice. The rationale behind using Pūrākau and Talanoa as research 

methods in this thesis stem from this consideration of voice. The considerations of ‘whose 

voice should be heard?’, and ‘who should be telling these stories?’ have provided the catalyst 

for utilising research methods that reflect the values and world-views of those involved in this 

research. There has been a shift toward using storytelling, or narratives, in developing more 

‘authentic’ scholarship (Erueti, 2016; Lee, 2009; Naepi, 2015; Patterson, 2012; Smith & 

Wolfgramm, 2020; Stewart-Withers et al., 2017; Tawhiri, 2015; Vaioleti, 2006).  The 

authenticity of storytelling stems from the depth of relationships that are developed and 

nurtured during the process of conversation. Vaioleti (2006) refers to this as mo’oni, a Tongan 

term for pure, real and authentic; using the employed research methods allows this research 

to harness this authenticity.  

In keeping with the essence of Pūrākau and Talanoa, in the following section, I will provide 

my own pūrākau as a means of connecting to this research and as a way of providing my 

subjective position as the researcher and in accordance with both tikanga (Māori protocols) 

and the chosen research methods (Erueti, 2015). 
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Taku pūrākau | Personal connection to the kaupapa  

Pāpaki tū ana ngā tai ki Mauao 

I whakanukunukuhia, 

I whakanekenekehia, 

I whiua reretia e Hotu a Wahinerua ki te 

wai, 

ki tai wīwī, ki tai wāwā, 

Ki te whai ao, ki te ao mārama, 

Tīhei mauriora.  

 

The waves beat continuously against the 

rocky cliffs of Mauao, 

They tried to shift the canoe forward and aft. 

Wahinerua was thrown overboard there by 

Hotu, Into the swirling waters, the roaring 

ocean 

And emerge into the world of light 

I breathe, ’tis life! 

Ko Mauao te Maunga; ko Takitimu te waka; ko Tauranga te moana, ko te Pirirākau e tū nei. 

(Mauao is the mountain, Takitimu the waka, Tauranga the ocean, a descendant of Pirirākau 

stands here.) 

I am a Māori man, born and raised in Christchurch by a single 

Pākehā (non-Māori, often used for European or white New 

Zealanders) mother (Figure 1). While mum was not Māori, she 

did encourage me into my Māori identity and did everything 

she could to ensure I had some connection to te ao Māori (the 

Māori world). Things such as finding someone to teach me my 

pēpeha, or attempting to learn te reo Māori (the Māori 

language) via cassette taped correspondence school 

demonstrate her commitment to my identity as a Māori boy. Christchurch in the late 1980’s 

and early 1990’s was not as culturally diverse as it is today and as a result she would at times 

Figure 1: Mum and I, 1983 
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find herself in situations having to defend being a single white woman with a brown baby. I 

recall a story she would always tell me where she was repeatedly asked each morning, “is that 

your baby?” by a remarkably ignorant bus driver as she made her way to drop me at a crèche 

in the city on her way to work.   

It was not uncommon, at the time, for Christchurch to be associated with a historically mono-

cultural majority Pākehā demographic. However, our neighbourhood was a melting pot of 

Māori, Pasifika, and other migrant peoples among working-class Pākehā. Funnily enough our 

state house “hood” bordered the periphery of one of the most affluent suburbs in 

Christchurch so we were often reminded of our place in the world when we crossed the visible 

threshold that was marked by a roundabout separating the two suburbs. On reflection, 

everything changed colour on the other side of that roundabout (if you catch my drift). 

We lived in a humble two-bedroom state house in a neighbourhood where the other kids on 

the block and I spent our free time and after-school hours playing games and sports in the 

streets until the lights came on. Lampposts made perfect cricket wickets, chalk or stones could 

mark out a tennis net, and empty fizzy (soft drink/soda) bottles, or inflated wine bladders, 

formed make-shift rugby balls.  

I fondly recall a happy childhood filled with friends, caring teachers and the most loving 

mother. Outside of school and the neighbourhood, club sport wasn’t a big part of my life in 

my early years. We didn’t have a car until I was 12, so access to sports away from school was 

limited.  

When I was 10, my world was shattered when my father passed away. While I hadn’t grown 

up with him, I had long held on to a personal fantasy of one-day having a father who would 
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raise me to be a man. I can recall many instances where I would concoct a story as to who my 

father was, what he did and why he wasn’t around (not to dissimilar to a scene from Taika 

Waititi’s acclaimed film “Boy”). Following his death, my resolve to further engage with my 

taha Māori (Māori side) grew within me. For his tangi (funeral), we travelled to Te Puna (a 

small town on the outskirts of Tauranga) and spent a week with the other side of my 

whakapapa (genealogy). Thus began a journey of identity that would profoundly influence me 

and my trajectory in life, education and knowledge that continues today.  

My father’s passing was a turning point in my life. Having been disconnected from this side of 

my whakapapa during my early years, the journey onto Paparoa marae (a communal sacred 

space) in Te Puna was completely foreign. My mother had done all she could to keep me 

connected to the Māori world, but returning to my turangawaewae (place to stand/home) 

sparked something new within me. While this was a period of grief, it was also one of new 

beginnings and excitement. I had always known I was Māori, but now I KNEW I was Māori. 

It was at this point that I began to engage with te ao Māori much more. I began learning the 

reo (language), I engaged with the art, whakairo (carving) and tā moko (tattooing) particularly, 

and I pursued, with purpose, the journey of acquiring knowledge about my whakapapa. This 

journey still continues today.  

Around this time, my sporting world also began to change shape. Through family friends, I 

began playing hockey for a local club. Mum had played representative hockey in her peak high 

school days and was happy to guide me into a sport she was familiar with. Family friends 

would pick me up, take me to trainings and then drop me home. They would also do pick-ups 

on Saturday mornings for games. Never the greatest hockey player, I did enjoy the sport and 
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played for a few years at the end of primary school and into my intermediate school years. I 

even returned for a couple of social seasons at the end of high school. 

This period of my life also saw changes in my perspectives of what I can now recognise as my 

masculine identity. I had felt that I was somehow weaker than other boys for having been 

raised by a woman. This led to behaviours of rebellion against my mother and a skewed 

perspective of what it meant to be a man. I saw men on television, in gangster movies, in rap 

music videos and playing physical contact sports. These depictions of masculinity would 

inform my fantasies of what the archetype of masculinity was. Rugby and rugby league started 

to emerge in my psyche as a tangible aspect of New Zealand manliness.  

I developed a fascination for rugby league. As mentioned above, I had equated rugby league 

with masculinity. In my eyes, this was a hard sport for hard men. The Winfield Cup (as the NRL 

was known at the time) was screening on free-to-air TV (mum didn’t have money for SKY or 

any paid television) and while rugby union was the preferred sport for many kids my age, 

league was something I found intriguing to watch. In 1995 the (then) Auckland Warriors 

debuted in the Australian Rugby League competition (the ARL was the continuation of the 

Winfield Cup, which changed names in 1994). I recall watching their first game, with all its 

splendour and theatrics on the phone with a friend of mine and talking through each play; 

such was the excitement. It was at this point that I knew this was a sport I wanted to play.  

I remember a rude awakening adjusting from hockey to the physicality of league when I began 

playing for a school team. At this time, we still didn’t have a car and no one in our family circle 

played the code so my only local option at the time was through school.  While there was an 

initial physical shock, I loved the sport. The following year, mum brought a car and I begged 

her to let me play for the nearest club. Mum drove me to all of my trainings and games. This 
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began a lifelong infatuation with the sport as a player, fan and spectator, and later as a trainer 

and Canterbury Rugby League board member. 

Throughout my playing years, I was never a ‘great’ player. However, my love for the game 

kept me playing off and on until my early 30s. Over the years, and through different clubs and 

teams, I have made lifelong friendships and enduring relationships have been developed and 

nurtured inside and outside of rugby league; some of my closest friends and extended family 

today are people I shared the field with. I have also become a life student of the game.  

As an avid fan of the sport and an unwavering supporter of the (now) New Zealand Warriors1 

I have shaped my academic career around researching and writing about rugby league. I 

openly admit that the core motivator for completing my honours degree was the opportunity 

to write about footy. I have also remained connected to the sport through my role as a trainer 

for the Shirley Rugby League Club Premier Reserve team over the past four years here in 

Christchurch. I am also currently Canterbury Rugby League (CRL) board member. I have 

recently been working with the Southern Zone Rugby League (SZRL) branch of the NZRL to 

promote the sport with Māori and Pasifika rangatahi (youth) in Canterbury. Being involved in 

the sport in these capacities has allowed me to engage with many players, managers, coaches 

and directors of many different backgrounds. Some I played with some years ago, others I 

have seen grow from ball boys for my team to become senior players, and others have come 

and gone from other parts of the city, or the country. One thing that is common among all of 

these relationships is a love for the sport. Through these elements of my own personal 

 
1 The New Zealand Warriors are the only New Zealand team in the Australian National Rugby League (NRL) 
competition. 
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pūrākau, I position myself in this research not only as the researcher, but as a lover of rugby 

league. In many ways I feel as though I was always destined to do this research. 

This love for rugby league has led me to want to use my abilities as a researcher, which I rate 

more highly than my abilities as an athlete, to enhance the mana (prestige) for Māori and 

Pasifika rugby league players. By this, I mean crafting something that recognises these men 

as leaders of their communities and families and not just as members of a sporting conveyor 

belt. At the professional level, there is a very high representation of Māori and Pasifika 

athletes. However, I feel these men are often seen more as a commodity for consumption by 

the sport and spectators than as individuals with their own humanity. The intent behind this 

work is to give voice to these athletes as a means of recognition of their contributions to the 

sport, their communities and their whānau and aiga. My primary focus is the athletes 

themselves. Through this focus I hope to also support the sport to become a better host for 

the growing number of Polynesian athletes participating at all levels. 

It is important to note here that the scope of this research is limited only to Polynesian men. 

There has been a huge swell in the opportunities afforded to women in rugby league in recent 

years both at grassroots level in Aotearoa-New Zealand, and in the premier women’s National 

Rugby League Women’s (NRLW) competition in Australia. I believe that the role of women in 

the game is invaluable. I also acknowledge that there is much important research to be done 

examining women in the sport. However, I have chosen to focus on the demographic within 

which I fit, and with whom I work the most: Polynesian men. 

Through the many conversations with players, coaches and other fans over the years, I have 

developed a passion for wanting to make the sport inclusive and nurturing of all those who 

play; not just viewed as such. However, it is apparent that at the professional level, rugby 
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league is not just a sport. It is a business, and the business model of commercial sport does 

not always hold space for emotional attachment. 

It is as a result of the personal journeys above, and a love of rugby league, that I undertake 

this research. The growing hunger for te ao Māori led me to tertiary education and a career 

in Māori and Indigenous Studies. In my post-graduate years, my passion for rugby league has 

become the central focus of my research. Having completed a Master of Arts in 2012 

examining Māori contributions to New Zealand and the world’s rugby league history it 

seemed a natural progression to continue down this path. It is this path that I believe will 

make a substantial contribution to academic literature, but also to the practical, lived, 

experience of rugby league players. 

Thesis Structure  

The current chapter outlines the proposed research to be covered in the thesis. Here I offer 

my motivations for researching Polynesian men and professional rugby league. Included are 

an introduction to the research topic, aims of the thesis, my own personal pūrākau, 

connection and positioning to the kaupapa (topic), and the structure of the thesis. The 

following will outline each of the chapters and the sections within them. 

Chapter 2: Arotake mātātuhi | Literature Review 

Beginning with an overview of the role of sport in society, this chapter includes a brief history 

of rugby league followed by an examination of rugby league in Australia and New Zealand. 
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There is a specific review of the literature on Polynesian athletes in the NRL. An examination 

of the trends of sporting migration and social mobility in international sporting contexts 

leading to an analysis of professional rugby league in Australia.  

I unpack identity, masculinity and the emergence of a ‘Polynesian masculinity’, culture and 

the impact of professional sport to provide insights into the position of young Polynesian men 

in the NRL.  

Chapter 3: Tikanga rangahau | Methodology 

Beginning with an introduction to Kaupapa Māori Theory, pan-Pacific research methods and 

Narrative Inquiry I argue that both Pūrākau and Talanoa are inherently Polynesian research 

methods. I also detail research processes, including ethical considerations, participant 

recruitment, approaches to analysis, tensions in the research and the research interview 

process. 

Chapter 4: Ngā pūrākau o ngā kaikōrero | Participant stories 

The heart of the thesis, this chapter provides each of the participants with a section in which 

their pūrākau are told. This chapter is intentionally large. The rationale behind the size of this 

chapter lies in the necessity of this work giving voice to the ten participants. Without the 

voices of the players involved in this research, we would be left with another lifeless review 

of literature and data.  

Chapter 5: Wetewete kōrero | Discussion 

By merging the themes of the participant pūrākau with components of the literature review, 

this chapter provides a model for Polynesian navigation in professional rugby league through 
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the metaphor of waka ama (an outrigger canoe). This chapter uses the anatomy of the waka 

to discuss the themes most prevalent in the pūrākau of the ten participants. 

 Chapter 6: He tōnga whakaaro i Te Moana-Nui-a-Kiwa | Drawing knowledge from the 

voices of the Pacific 

This chapter offers insights into the research process, including a personal reflection and 

challenging dominant narratives in academic research practice. By drawing from Linda Smith’s 

(2007) call to redefine how Indigenous peoples engage with research, I outline how drawing 

knowledge from the pūrākau and experiences of our own people can and should take their 

place alongside more established Western methodological practices.   

Chapter 7: Whakairinga kōrero | The 5th tackle play 

This is a summary of the research and offers suggestions for both future research and 

implications for practice. 

Chapter Summary  

This chapter is an introduction into the objectives and direction of this research thesis and 

sets out a roadmap of the thesis structure. By incorporating a personal pūrākau the thesis has 

been grounded in, what Vaioleti (2006) would consider, a ‘mo’oni’ space; connecting the 

researcher subjectively to the research. It highlights the importance of ‘voice’ to this research 

and in understanding the Polynesian experience in professional rugby league.  
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2. Arotake mātātuhi | Literature Review – A pūrākau of contemporary 

Polynesian rugby league 

Introduction 

Over the past three decades, rugby league has become a means of social mobility for a 

growing number of Māori and Pasifika athletes. Increased globalisation and professional 

opportunities within the sport have contributed to the modern Polynesian diasporic 

movement (Hawkes, 2018). Today there is continued growth in the number of Polynesians 

pursuing a career in the National Rugby League (NRL). This period of Polynesian influence 

opens space for further examination of the sport and the experiences of Polynesian athletes 

before, during and after their careers.  

While rugby league in England, Australia and New Zealand attract millions of spectators and 

fans both in stadiums and living rooms around the world, there is still limited academic 

scholarship. In the UK, Australia and New Zealand, rugby league histories (Andrews, 1995; 

2006a; 2006b; Coffey & Wood, 2007; 2008; Collins, 1998; 2006; Fagan, 2005; Greenwood, 

2007; Haynes, 1996; Little, 2007; Moore, 2008; Moorehouse, 1995) have provided valuable 

contributions to a global understanding of the sport and its origins. Critical historical 

examinations of rugby league (Cottle & Keys, 2010; Falcous, 2007; Falcous & Rose, 2005; 

Moore, 2000; Spracklen, 2008; Spracklen et al., 2010) have emerged that offer more nuanced 

considerations of the socio-political factors that influence the game and its constituency. 

However, research aimed at better understanding the Polynesian player base in professional 

rugby league is limited to a handful of researchers.  

This is currently being rectified to some extent with Dr. Gina Hawkes (2019) and Dr. David 

Lakisa (2020) recently completing PhD theses examining Pasifika rugby league players, 

masculinities, diaspora and communities. These two scholars both contribute significantly to 
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understanding the experiences of the rising Polynesian player population (Hawkes, 2018; 

2019; Lakisa et al., 2014; Lakisa, 2019; 2020). As the research body surrounding Polynesian 

men in rugby league grows, it is necessary to continue to challenge existing tropes and 

accepted understandings of who, what and how Polynesian men are, and how their 

experiences can continue to inform our understandings of sport and society. 

This chapter examines contemporary rugby league and highlights some of the more relevant 

(to Polynesians) issues that shape sporting identities. Contributing factors include 

masculinities, player migration, acculturation and cultural influences. This will establish an 

understanding of Polynesian experiences in the National Rugby League (hereafter referred to 

as the NRL).  

By outlining the contributing factors to what I see as critical to understanding (or attempting 

to understand) contemporary professional rugby league and the Polynesian demographic, 

this chapter will examine the available literature that currently frames Polynesian experiences 

in the NRL.  

This literature review will begin with a brief overview of sport and society and proceed to 

cover: 

• An introduction to rugby league in Oceania 

• The “Poly-Saturation” of the NRL 

• Sporting migration and acculturation 

• Athlete support  

• Polynesian Masculinity  
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Sport and society 

Sport has been a part of society since long before the advent of globally televised professional 

sporting competitions. 776BC is regarded as the year of the first recorded Olympic Games 

(Golden, 2004). This is not to suggest that sport – as competition between people - did not 

exist prior as some early combat sports have been recorded as early as 70,000BC (Golden, 

2004). However, this attempts to demonstrate the enduring connection people have with 

competitive sport. Whether as athletes or spectators, sport is a hugely influential site in 

contemporary society.  

Sports are physical, competitive and institutionalised activities (Coakley, 2007). In defining 

sport within sociological study, these three categories can be used to differentiate between 

sport, play and leisure. Sports, generally, also have official and formalised rules. As society 

changes, so do our perceptions of what sports are and how sports are. The ever-changing list 

of Olympic sports is a testament to the fluidity of societal views of sport.   It is important to 

note that “sport is situated within broader social contexts and is best understood within those 

contexts” (Collins & Jackson, 2007, p. 13). The remainder of this section focusses on the 

context of the commercialisation of sport. 

Modern professional sport can be traced to the Cincinnati Red Stockings, the first recognised 

professional American baseball team in 1869. By 1871, a professional baseball league allowed 

for various baseball teams to contract players to their teams and clubs (Surdam, 2015). 

Among the rugby codes, rugby league was the first to embrace a professional status 

remunerating players for time spent playing the sport in 1895. Rugby union would remain 

amateur and in opposition to the ideologies of professionalism until 100 years after rugby 

league in 1995 (Borell, 2012).  
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Sports have been used as public entertainment through history. However, sports have never 

been so thoroughly commercialised as they are today. “Never before have economic factors 

so totally dominated decisions about sports, and never before have economic organizations 

and corporate interests had so much power and control over the meaning, purpose, and 

organisation of sports” (Coakley, 2020, p. 380). 

Sport has been construed as a good, worthwhile and noble activity in modern society (Connor, 

2009). Professional athletes are heroes to many, and sport offers camaraderie, connection, 

and entertainment. Though, through the increasing commercialisation of sport, lines begin to 

blur around the humanity of sport.  

The public consumes athletes as commodities on a pitch, court, pool or field for 

entertainment as fans and spectators. Dominant narratives of professional athletes include 

(but are not limited to): demonstrating loyalty to their club/team and the fans, accepting the 

mantle of role model to children and supporters, and placing their sporting career at the 

pinnacle of their lived experience.   

Thus the athlete is willing, but only in so much as we are all willing, to engage in 

normative behaviour, directed by and through our social position. A key component 

of this ‘willingness’ are the rewards bound within sporting success. For the very few 

successful, celebrity sports-people the fame and monetary rewards are astronomical. 

(Connor, 2009, p. 1371) 

Through the growth of globalised and commercialised sport professional athletes have 

become “interchangeable and individually irrelevant in modern corporatised and 

spectacularised sporting endeavours” (Connor, 2009, p. 1369). The athletes that we, as a 

society, consume and value have become commodities for exploitation. Competitions, 
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leagues, franchises and clubs are bound to models that reward results based success. That is, 

winning. The quest for success sees athletes being exploited by coaches, managers, CEOs and 

administrators to the point that they could be considered “the quintessential exploited 

worker in modern capitalism” (Connor, 2009, p. 1369). 

Modern professional athletes can be replaced if they become injured, fail to perform or fall 

out of favour with coaches or management. “The ‘replacability’ and ‘interchangability’ of the 

professional athlete becomes apparent as the structuring of sport as a commercial, must-win 

endeavour that rewards outcomes, not the process to that outcome” (Connor, 2009, p. 1374).  

A brief Oceanic rugby league history  

Rugby league emerged as a code separate from rugby union in 1895. Its inception came about 

as a result of a rift between the middle-class South and the working-class North of England 

(Borell, 2012; Collins, 1998; Falcous, 2005, 2007). 

The sport made its way into the Southern Hemisphere in 1907 when a group of former New 

Zealand rugby union players made a conscious decision to convert from the amateur rugby 

union to the compensated (professional) rugby league (Coffee & Wood, 2007, 2008; Haynes, 

1996). Like the origins of the sport in England, the early period of New Zealand and Australian 

rugby league history revealed distinctions between classes and other codes and is explored 

further below. 

The origins of rugby league in the Southern Hemisphere began in Australia as a predominantly 

Anglo-Saxon working-class sport. Social class distinctions, rooted in English rugby politics, 

followed the code to Australia and subsequently continued the development of the sport 

along social class lines. The genesis of professional rugby football in both Australia and New 
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Zealand stemmed from the actions of a group of All Blacks and top New Zealand provincial 

players (Haynes, 1996).  These players would form somewhat of a ‘phantom’ All Black team 

to tour Britain and Australia. The tour was seen as phantom in that they were unknown, the 

team remained a secretive affair and the players involved kept their participation hidden until 

the tour was confirmed (Borell, 2012). They would become known by many names, such as 

the ‘professional’ All Blacks, the ‘rebel’ All Blacks and the All Golds; the All Golds name directly 

aimed at the financial nature of their tour. This ‘successful’ tour in 1907 proved the catalyst 

for the emergence of more organised attempts to promote the sport in both Australia and 

New Zealand from 1908. 

The All Golds tour also signifies a time where social mobility can be connected with rugby 

league. By being rewarded financially, the players of the first All Golds tour can be regarded 

as pioneers in New Zealand professional sport. This is also an indicator of what would come 

as rugby league ‘converts’ from rugby union would increase with the opportunities to play 

rugby league for financial gain (Borell, 2012). 

Rugby league in Australia began with a secretive meeting at the Bateman’s Hotel in August of 

1907. The breakaway ‘rugby’ competition that emerged had its first game on the 20th of April, 

1908 (Moore, 2008). Rugby league quickly established itself in New South Wales and 

Queensland and had surpassed rugby union in popularity as a spectator sport by 1913 

(Moore, 2008). Throughout the first 100 years of rugby league in Australia, the sport fostered 

and maintained its place in the working classes as it positioned itself as a sport for the 

“everyday man”. As professionalism grew and the sport drew new crowds, rugby league 

emerged as a unifier of men with Indigenous Australians participating in the game from 1909 

(Little, 2008). The diversification and inclusivity of the Australian rugby league landscape 
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would also extend to Māori in the 1980s and Pasifika migrant families in the early to mid-

1990s (Valiotis, 2008). 

In New Zealand, localised incidents that saw disagreements between rugby union players and 

unions provided an opportunity for the growth of rugby league in towns throughout the 

country. One example is that of the Southland Rugby League. In Invercargill the establishment 

of a rugby league resulted from the Southland Rugby Union suspending senior players from 

the Britannia and Pirates clubs for refusing to play on a Wednesday (Borell, 2012). These 

players appealed the suspensions and while negotiations were underway regarding the 

suspensions they decided to convert to rugby league (Greenwood, 2007).  The first ‘official’ 

game of rugby league to be played in New Zealand was held on the 13th of June 1908 in front 

of a crowd of over 6000 spectators, which compared favourably with rugby union attendance 

at the time (Borell, 2012). By the end of 1908 representative rugby league teams had been 

formed in Southland, Otago, Canterbury, Wellington, Taranaki and Auckland (Borell, 2012). 

In New Zealand, the social landscape was different to Australia and England, and thus the 

introduction of the sport here was established and controlled by individual players and 

subsequent clubs and regions rather than governing authorities (Borell, 2012). As a result the 

early years of rugby league in New Zealand provided an autonomy for players that was not 

available in rugby union (Greenwood, 2007).  

Māori quickly adopted rugby league. Māori participated in the country's earliest games of 

rugby league, and a Māori side embarked on a tour of Australia in 1908 before a match had 

been played on New Zealand soil (Borell, 2012; Coffey & Wood, 2007; 2008; Haynes, 1996). 

This tour marked a defining moment in Māori sporting mobilities; for the first time, the 

professional nature of a sport had allowed Māori athletes to travel and be remunerated for 
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their time while on tour. A result of early interaction and a prolonged connection to the sport, 

rugby league become a popular pastime among the Māori population and Māori continue to 

have a strong representation in both adult and junior player demographics within the sport 

in New Zealand with approximately 17% of all Māori men playing rugby league (Borell, 2012).  

Throughout New Zealand’s rugby league history, Māori have featured prominently in the 

national team, the “Kiwis”. Māori participation at representative levels also saw a national 

Māori team play as an independent team at the 2000 Rugby League World Cup. In recent 

years the rugby league representative calendar now also begins with Māori and Indigenous 

Australian teams competing in the NRL All-Star campaign. Māori could be considered as the 

first wave of Polynesians in international rugby league because a number of Māori players 

entered the professional Australian and English competitions from the early 1980s (Borell, 

2012).  

Following the early Māori sporting mobilities in the English and Australian competitions, a 

second wave of Polynesian athletes arose in the NRL from the mid-1990s. This second wave 

of Polynesian migration was largely comprised of: second-generation Pacific Islanders living 

in New Zealand or Australia; New Zealand-born Māori; as well as Australian-born Māori and 

Pacific Islanders. Increasingly players are being scouted directly from the Islands2, however 

the most common migration patterns are from the Islands to New Zealand, New Zealand to 

Australia, or from state to state (within Australia). 

This brief overview demonstrates the historical context of rugby league and how there is now 

a growing body of literature specific to the influence of Polynesian athletes on the game.  

 
2 The Islands, here, refer to the Pacific Islands and are inclusive of both Polynesian and Melanesian countries. 
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Changing demographics in rugby league: The PolySaturation period  

Rugby league has historically been enthusiastically embraced by the working classes. Because 

rugby league has offered an accessible means of social mobility for Māori and Pacific athletes 

over the last three decades, there has been significant growth of the sport in the South Pacific. 

From the Anglo working-class origins of the sport, rugby league has become a global sporting 

commodity and the NRL in Australia is the leading domestic competition.  

Lakisa, Adair and Taylor (2014) note that “the Pasifika diaspora in Australia is making an 

indelible imprint on the sport of rugby league” (p. 347). This work articulates both the growing 

number of Polynesian and Melanesian athletes and the influence of their culture and style of 

play on the NRL. Lakisa et al. (2014) also highlight the outward labour migration of athletic 

talent from the Pacific, referred to as ‘The Brawn Drain’ as a contributing factor to the 

“Polynesianisation” of modern rugby league. 

Hawkes (2018) extends our understanding of the role of Polynesian athletes in the games’ 

development, acknowledging that “Rugby league is fast becoming a Pasifika majority-played 

sport in Australia” (p. 327). The growth of Polynesian numbers in professional rugby league is 

indicative of many phenomena: social mobility, inclusivity, and familial connection to, and 

through, the wider sporting landscape of rugby league.  

According to Panapa and Phillips (2014), rugby league in Australia has become a socially 

dynamic space, and the Polynesian athlete's emergence signifies the sport's continued social 

diversification.  While the player base has continued to diversify, the power structures within 

the sport remain primarily Anglo-Saxon (Panapa & Phillips, 2014). As a result of the changing 

demographic make-up of rugby league athletes and the relatively static, unchanged nature of 
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the power structures that inform and control the code, it could be suggested that 

disconnection between player and organisation may exist.  

The origins of the PolySaturation period have roots in the recent migration history of 

Polynesian people. Polynesian families first moved from the Pacific Islands to New Zealand in 

the 1950s (Valiotis, 2008). More recent migrations have seen Polynesians settling in Australia, 

often as New Zealand citizens. Lakisa (2020) adds that “Migration from the Pacific was not 

noticeable until the 1960s, when it coincided with softer Australian immigration policies and 

the pursuit of greater economic and educational opportunities by Pasifika immigrants” (p. 

17). He notes that small numbers of Pasifika players based in New Zealand began to emerge 

in Sydney-based rugby league clubs between the 1960s and 1980s. The 1990s would see a 

massive shift in the number of Polynesian men playing professional rugby league in Australia.  

Hawkes (2018, 2019) also points to Pacific migration to Australia in the 1960s, 1970s, and 

1980s which has resulted in the Polynesian population in Australia. Through community links 

and a growing Polynesian presence in Australia, Polynesian athletes now maintain an over-

proportionate presence in the sport from the elite (NRL) level through to the junior, grass 

roots competitions. As noted in the introduction chapter Polynesian men, make up between 

38% and 50% of contracted NRL players. 

As I have noted in previous work (Borell, 2012, 2016), the rise of the Polynesian professional 

in rugby league also coincides with the introduction of a professional New Zealand team in 

the NRL competition in 1995. The original Auckland, now New Zealand, Warriors team 

contained 28 contracted players, of which 13 were of Māori descent and 10 were of Pasifika 

heritage. This equates to 82% Polynesians in the inaugural New Zealand Warriors team. This 

trend has continued; the 2021 New Zealand Warriors roster contains 23 of 30 (at the time of 
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analysis) players of Polynesian heritage or a 76% Polynesian player base. The development of 

rugby league pathways in New Zealand has also garnered the attention of Australian NRL 

clubs in New Zealand more than ever before. 

Another contributing factor to the Polysaturation of rugby league is attributed to what Lakisa 

(2020) refers to as Pasifika sporting prowess. There is a perception that Polynesian athletes 

are advantaged by genetic physical traits, including size, strength and speed, which provide a 

disposition to excel in physical contact sports such as rugby union and rugby league. In 2011 

former NRL coach and commentator Phil Gould highlighted the size of junior Polynesian rugby 

league players as an unfair advantage and that this was limiting the participation of non-

Polynesian children (Gould, 2011). Such perceptions are presumptuous and problematic. As 

Lakisa et al. (2014) note, assumptions of Polynesians as naturalised athletes “have a twofold 

impact: first, they devalue the tremendous work ethic and preparation of Pasifika athletes; 

second, they send a message to young Pasifika males that acumen in collision sports ought to 

be prized above other cultural alternatives” (p. 350).  Much of this perceived sporting prowess 

attributed to Polynesian rugby league players can be connected to (mis)perceptions of 

Polynesian masculinity, and this will be considered in more detail later in the chapter. 

According to Horton (2012), the increasing presence of Polynesian men in the rugby codes “is 

not restricted to Australia and New Zealand, as Pacific Islanders have become the most 

prodigious and prevalent ethnic group of rugby sports migrants globally” (p. 2390). Others 

agree, stating that the emergence of Polynesian players in both the NRL and SLE competitions 

is one of “the most significant changes within the recent history of rugby league” (Little & 

Fujak, 2020, p. 89). The changing demographics of rugby league and, in particular, the 
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increasing proportion of Polynesians has had a monumental influence on the nature of the 

sport.  

Sport, mobility and migration 

Niko Besnier (2015) states that, “From its very inception in the middle of the nineteenth 

century, the very idea of sport quickly spread to all four corners of the globe…but almost from 

this foundational historical moment, athletes themselves also began moving” (p.849). For 

almost as long as sport has existed, sporting mobilities and migrations have taken place. Initial 

forms of sporting migration would have been limited to neighbouring countries (Besnier, 

2015), however, the continued development of sporting markets has led to the increased 

commercialisation of sport and the view that professional athletes are sporting commodities. 

The spread of sport from “the West to the rest since the late nineteenth century” (Besnier, 

2014, p. 436) can be seen as one of the earliest manifestations of globalisation. As sports have 

migrated out into the ‘colonies’, athletes have migrated in the opposite direction into the 

‘competitions’, creating opportunities for social mobilities and migration. 

With the continued globalisation of professional sports, sports mobility and migrations have 

become increasingly visible in contemporary sporting research. Carter (2007) goes as far as 

to say that “Transnational sport migration, predominantly relating to the movement of 

athletes, has proven to be an especially lucrative and provocative academic topic” (p. 373). 

From the proliferation of sports migration/mobility research comes a need for a thorough 

understanding of the impact that such migration can have on athletes, their families and their 

needs in terms of support during the relocation period. Relocation, can be considered in terms 

of physical place and space as well as in terms of cultural standing/understanding. 
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The evocation of images, and stories, of sudden/instant success and prosperity are alluring, 

especially to working-class people. Yet careers in professional sport are performance-based 

and therefore “sports migrations are precarious, unpredictable, and often disappointing” 

(Besnier, 2015, p. 852). Horton (2012) echoes Besniers’ sentiment stating, “The range of forms 

of the migration experiences of Pacific Islanders and Māori in rugby, as in all sports, no doubt 

equals and depicts all manner of outcomes, from phenomenal success to complete failure” 

(p. 2399). For Pacific Islanders, “Given the nature of highly commercialised global sports and 

the potential rewards attached to sporting success, the issues of economic aspirations and 

mobility are central to any consideration of participation” (Fa’anofo & Mountjoy, 2014, p. 

267).  

Transnational sports migrations are becoming increasingly necessary for athletes to achieve 

their aspirations in particular sporting disciplines. For rugby league, the pinnacle of 

professional club competition is the Australian NRL. Given the visible increase in Polynesian 

players in the NRL, it is clear that a considerable degree of transnational migration is 

occurring. This migration can make people vulnerable to exploitation, which is true for 

contemporary sports labour migration which has become interwoven with “the 

commodification of sports within the capitalist world economy” (Maguire & Pearton, 2000, p. 

175).  

The difficulty in gauging transnational movement for Polynesian athletes in Australia is a 

result of New Zealand’s citizenship ties with Australia. Horton (2012) concludes that most 

Polynesian athletes in Australia “are documenting that they are New Zealand citizens” (p. 

2396). In terms of sports migration, this makes it more difficult to ascertain the players’ 

specific movements to the elite arena. For example, the athlete may transition from Island 
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born to New Zealand immigrant and subsequent citizen and, then, a final migration to 

Australia, or New Zealand born to Australia; Island born to Australia or, what is becoming 

increasingly common in recent years, Australian born. These demographic uncertainties 

aside, it is clear that Polynesians have a prolific presence in the NRL and that sport migration 

has been a contributing factor to this. 

Movements of individual migrants result in patterns that can be informed by various social 

factors, including: states, families, and the migrant’s own social and professional networks 

(Carter, 2011). The impact of family, in particular, on sport migration should not be considered 

lightly. Family is likely to be a major push/pull factor in informing an athlete’s decision to 

move to a foreign country in the pursuit of a career.  

The extended family for the majority of Polynesian people is their primary support network. 

The whānau (family or extended family) is the fundamental social group in the Māori world 

(Mead, 2003; Walker, 2004). That is, from the family stem all other things; it is effectively the 

building block on which all Māori societies are based.  Family, and extended family, are the 

most critical dimension of Pasifika and Māori culture, and the family is a “source of social 

support, cultural affirmation and identity…and is expected to provide a secure, supportive 

environment” (Horton, 2012, p. 2396). 

Polynesian sporting mobilities are driven by family, economic and educational motives that 

allow some athletes to financially support their extended kin networks (Besnier, 2012; 

Schieder & Presterudstuen, 2014). While this can be a motivator for Polynesian athletes 

seeking a career in professional rugby league, it also creates increased pressure to succeed. 

This ‘need to succeed’ can cause anxiety and fear amongst athletes (Rees & Hardy, 2000). 
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Mobility, or movement, between sports, or codes, for increased financial gain, has come 

under increased scrutiny in recent times. For elite athletes, the opportunity to ‘code hop’ for 

a more lucrative contract can become a reality (Lakisa, 2014). This is an extension of sport 

mobility that requires a very high degree of success in a given field for the athlete to move 

into another. As globalisation increases, code-hopping as a form of sport mobility is becoming 

more common. Lakisa et al. (2014) provide an example of this via the career of Sonny Bill 

Williams, who, as an 18-year-old rugby league star (having won an NRL premiership and 

represented the New Zealand Kiwis team) left the code to play rugby union in France. Williams 

then played rugby union in New Zealand before representing his country of birth in an All 

Blacks jersey. He then returned to rugby league, became New Zealand heavyweight champion 

in boxing and has since returned to rugby union again before returning to rugby league in 

2020. While vilified by some, for his apparent lack of loyalty, Williams’ sporting movements 

are becoming more common with a number of rugby league and rugby union stars 

transitioning from one code to the other. It would appear that the motives behind these more 

elite forms of sport mobility, while reserved for exemplary athletes, are, like initial sports 

mobilities or migrations, driven by the same factors: family, economics and opportunity.   

There is a wealth of academic literature on the topic of international sports mobilities and 

migration. However, the bulk of sporting mobilities research is focussed on more global 

migration patterns in larger international sports such as football, basketball and baseball. That 

said, there is a growing body of research that is beginning to examine sports migration for 

Polynesian athletes, particularly in the rugby codes (Besnier, 2012, 2015; Borell, 2015; George 

& Rodriguez, 2009; Hawkes, 2019; Horton, 2012; Kanemasu & Molnar, 2013). With the 

increased visibility of Polynesian athletes in rugby codes, this trend is also likely to continue.  
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One of the objectives, alongside the proposed aims, of this thesis is to examine sporting 

mobilities and sporting migrations to provide an understanding of the ways in which 

relocation affects Polynesian athletes in the NRL. This may inform future support initiatives 

within elite-level rugby league. It is intended that this analysis will help shape and impact 

future support initiatives to improve the offerings available for Polynesian athletes in a more 

culturally aware manner. Another area of focus for this thesis research is to examine success 

and failure (as framed by NRL contracts), and the impact that both can have on Polynesian 

athletes, their families and their communities. 

Athlete support  

This section examines the increased numbers of Polynesian athletes in the NRL, many of 

whom are immigrating from New Zealand or the Islands to large cities on Australia’s East 

Coast, such as Melbourne, Sydney and Brisbane. 

Increased transnational sporting migrations, cultural differences (language, custom, practice 

and lifestyle), and the physical distance from home and family become factors in what types 

of support athletes may require. 

To examine the current player support initiatives in use by the NRL, it is necessary to examine 

what precedents have been set internationally by other sporting codes, competitions and 

governing authorities. It is also worth creating an awareness of what types of support elite-

level athletes worldwide need and what types of issues they face that require support from 

coaches, clubs and codes.  

Many factors can influence newly immigrated athletes in professional sports. Such factors 

include, but are not limited to, cross-cultural challenges (such as relocation, dissimilar cultural 
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stand-points) and physical distance from home and establishing social ties (Battochio et al., 

2013). For young Polynesian men leaving their families and communities, this may include a 

complete severing of their cultural connections and a loss of guidance from community peers, 

churches and cultural groups. The research of Battochio et al. (2013) examines relocation in 

a number of sports, including American ice hockey (NHL), Major League Baseball (MLB) and 

Australian Rules football (AFL). In their work, they identify key impacts on successful athlete 

adaptation including cultural stand-points such as cultural difference, language, and the 

facilitation of social networks.  

Campbell and Sonn (2009) discuss measures utilised by Indigenous Australian athletes to 

overcome relocation stress. Such measures included relocating with family members (this will 

be discussed in more detail in the pūrākau offered by Polynesian athletes), feeling accepted 

by teammates and coaching staff and a sense of belonging (Campbell & Sonn, 2009). The 

findings show that social support within sports can aid athletes in their transition and 

relocation.  

Sports literature identifies a number of dimensions to social support. Rees and Hardy (2000) 

identify four primary dimensions of social support in sport; they are emotional support, 

esteem, informational support and tangible support. Emotional support is the ability to turn 

to others for comfort; esteem support is the bolstering of competence from others; 

informational support is having access to the right guidance; and tangible support represents 

reliable assistance and resources during stressful events (Rees & Hardy, 2000). Social support 

within high-level sport is a multidimensional construct, and support experiences vary 

between sports and athletes. 
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Of particular interest is the lack of discussion of culturally appropriate support. For example, 

the discussion of emotional support centres on the role of the family and the ability to contact 

loved ones but does not mention cross-cultural difficulties or adaptation to a foreign culture.  

Understanding the role of familial and community support among Indigenous Australian 

athletes can be useful in examining the socio-cultural support required for Polynesian 

athletes. Light and Evans (2017) find that Indigenous Australian athletes in the NRL and AFL 

competitions experience the impacts of cultural and socio-cultural practices. To overcome 

this, they draw on mentorship from people of a similar heritage or socio-cultural background 

(Light et al., 2019). Light et al. (2019) note that those “participants who made the smoother 

transitions into the AFL and NRL identified the grounding they developed from their 

communities and families (and their mothers in particular), their sense of Aboriginal identity 

and effective mentoring as being of pivotal importance” (p. 423). This level of cultural support 

extends beyond the concepts of social support offered by Rees and Hardy (2000) and provides 

further dimensions of cultural identity that may support a Polynesian rugby league player.  

In order to understand the types of support young Polynesian men may require, it is also 

useful to analyse the different types of stressors and pressure that face these athletes. 

Potential stressors include unclear relationships with coaches and club staff, educational 

pressure (particularly for those athletes on scholarship pathways), as well as the physical load 

that the athletes’ bodies undertake (Battochio et al., 2013; Brettschneider, 1999; Medic et al., 

2007).   

A primary location for support and grounding was the family unit (Hawkes, 2019; Lakisa, 2020; 

Light et al., 2019). There are also allusions to the sacrifices of the family by way of support 

through fundraising, working multiple jobs and time (Lakisa, 2019; Hawkes, 2018). This also 
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extends to the expectations that Polynesian families can have of their sons as providers 

(Hawkes, 2018). This opens space to examine the possibility that Polynesian families could 

become sites of pressure in addition to sites of support.  

Polynesian identity and rugby league 

Identity can have a major impact on an athlete’s ability to transition into a new environment, 

club, town, city or country. There is literature that reveals issues around Polynesian identity 

in transnational sporting migrations (Kanemasu & Molnar, 2012), as well as some work that 

looks explicitly at second-generation Polynesian identities (Mila-Schaaf, 2010) and recent 

works looking at Polynesian diaspora in Australian sport (George & Rodriguez, 2009; Hawkes, 

2018, 2019; Lakisa, 2020; Lakisa et al., 2014, 2019; Panapa and Phillips, 2014, 2020; Rodriguez 

et al., 2015; Valiotis, 2008), however, these were not all directly connected to rugby league.  

While the literature is careful not to pigeonhole a Polynesian identity, there are 

commonalities. Common themes of Polynesian identity include connection to family, 

community, culture and heritage, language and religion. These can also be complemented by 

birthplace, tribe or village connection and worldviews such as tikanga Māori and fa’a Samoa 

(Panapa & Phillips, 2014). Tikanga Māori can be interpreted as protocols or a Māori way of 

doing things, likewise, fa’a Samoa can be translated (loosely) as the Samoan way. Essentially, 

identity will vary between cultures and individuals, however, there are also likely to be 

overlaps in experiences of identity in similar cultural groupings. 

Polynesian identity can be a negotiated space (Hawkes, 2019). That is, identity formation can 

be rooted in the common themes mentioned above but can also be shaped by external forces 

such as changes in the community environment, sport, and other societal influences. As 



34 
 

young Polynesian men engage in different activities with different social groups, this, too, can 

shape their identity. 

Apparent in the literature is the influence that rugby league has had on Polynesian identity 

and vice versa. One specific work that overtly examines the connection between Polynesian 

identity and the overrepresentation of Polynesian athletes in Australian rugby league is Chris 

Valiotis’ (2008) ‘Suburban Footballers of Pacific Islander Ancestry: The changing face of rugby 

league in Greater Western Sydney’. Valiotis (2008) discusses Polynesian migration between 

New Zealand and Australia and the subsequent influence that Polynesian athletes have had 

in rugby league throughout Western Sydney. Rugby league perpetuates traditional 

community ties among Pacific Islanders, and continued participation in the sport “is 

contingent on the acceptance of Pacific Islander culture and identity by junior rugby league 

clubs and schools” (Valiotis, 2008, p. 147). Valiotis highlights the importance of maintaining 

culture, identity and familial links for Polynesian people.  

In her doctoral thesis, Hawkes (2019) examines Pasifika diaspora through rugby league in 

Australia and identifies several aspects of what may be termed Pasifika identity. Pasifika 

identity in Australia is negotiated through various external influences, and “Pasifika identity 

is not merely reflexive or tied to particular cultural tenets” (p. 3). The interconnection 

between Pasifika identity and rugby league can be seen to provide a “site for the practice of 

Pasifika values for Islanders in the diaspora” (Hawkes, 2019, p. 123). Hawkes (2019) provides 

a thorough examination of the Pasifika diaspora and the influence that Polynesians have had 

on rugby league as well as how rugby league has, in turn, influenced Pasifika identities in 

Australia. Through conversations with research participants, this research highlights the role 

that Pasifika identity plays in engagement between the Polynesian communities and the sport 
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of rugby league, noting that sport can be valued as a vehicle for “opening up avenues for 

powerful refashioning’s of diasporic Pasifika identity” (p. 130). Hawkes’s work provides 

provocations for how to engage with and understand the complexities and connections 

between Polynesian identity and sport.  

Panapa and Phillips (2014) researched a small sample of Polynesian NRL players and their 

lived experiences as elite athletes. Findings highlight the importance of cultural identity to 

Polynesian rugby league players and the sense of a shared communal Polynesian identity of 

differing island nations, including: Samoan; Māori; Tongan and players whose heritage 

combined multiple Polynesian backgrounds. A common theme among all of the participants 

was the influence of family, culture and community in shaping their identities. Panapa and 

Phillips (2014) use the theoretical concept of ethnic persistence as their lens for examining 

the “maintenance of ethnic identity in the context of migration, resettlement and integration” 

(p. 1377). The footballers’ narratives emphasise the importance of cultural values and 

identity. Their article provides deep insights (through the experiences of Polynesian NRL 

footballers) into the complexities of Polynesian identity and rugby league.  

Similarly, Fijian rugby migrants identified identity reconstruction as an ongoing process for 

athletes (Kanemasu & Molnar, 2012, 2013). Athletes are subjected to new local cultural 

practises for which they must employ strategies to negotiate socio-cultural relations and 

identities. Findings reveal the need for social support and affirm the formation of sporting 

identities rooted in cultural and collective Polynesian identities. 

Cultural values and cultural identities are formidable elements of Polynesian rugby league 

identities and warrant further examination. Polynesian identity is a negotiated space shaped 

by many things, including culture, language, environment and sport. An understanding of 
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some of the commonalities of Polynesian identity is important in unpacking the experiences 

of Polynesian rugby league players. 

Culture, identity and relocation are among the crucial areas where Polynesian athletes 

experience social dislocation. From the literature available, it is clear that culture and identity 

are contributing factors to the success, or failure, of Polynesian athletes in the NRL for the 

well-being of the athletes and the future of the sport. It is important to better understand the 

significance of culture and identity in examining the experiences of Polynesian athletes in the 

NRL. 

Polynesian Masculinity 

The aim of this section is to examine what will be referred to as Polynesian Masculinity. 

Drawing from conventional definitions of masculinity and shaping an understanding of what 

may constitute Polynesian masculinity, this section will question what Polynesian masculinity 

is, where it came from and how it is currently (mis)understood.  

Questions of what defines Polynesian masculinity are important, particularly when examining 

the hyper-masculine world of physical contact sports such as rugby league. Hyper-masculinity 

can be loosely defined as excessive masculinity and often consists of different variables, 

including a propensity to violence and danger, misogyny, and sexualised masculinity, among 

other things (Bradley, 2021; Mosher & Tomkins, 1988; Scheff, 2006). Traits of hyper-

masculinity, such as the lust for violence and physicality, have come to be associated with 

Polynesian masculinity (Borell, 2015; Hokowhitu, 2004). 
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Polynesian masculinity today almost certainly differs from what were deemed to be 

masculine traits among Polynesian people prior to European contact, colonisation and the 

impacts of globalisation.  

In the case of Māori, it can be said that “the first encounters of Europeans with Māori were 

not only assumptive in relation to savagery and gender, they were also emblematic in terms 

of what was to follow regarding the representation, construction, and imposed limitations of 

Māori masculinity” (Borell, 2015, p. 166).  

The recurring image of savagery among Māori men resonates in contemporary New Zealand 

as a result of the persistence of numerous stereotypes identifying Māori men as ‘warriors’ by 

their European counterparts. From Abel Tasman’s journals in 1642 and Cook’s limited 

detailing of Māori men in the 1760s and 1770s, Māori men and their ‘masculinity’ have been 

determined by external knowledge systems. The result of such accounts was that Māori were 

to become known as a race of warriors, savages, and heathens (Borell, 2015; Hokowhitu, 

2004; Walker, 2004). 

Relatively recently, a counter-history has arisen that challenges the assumed savagery of 

Māori men. For example, while warfare can be said to have been endemic in pre-contact 

Māori society, it did not define Māori existence or masculinity. Indeed the dominant role of 

Māori adults, including men, was gardening and other activities related to sourcing food, 

including hunting, fishing, fruit and plant gathering, and trapping (Walker, 2004). When not 

involved in the provision of sustenance, all “adults in the vicinity were in loco parentis” 

(Walker, 2004, p. 67). Essentially, pre-colonial Māori masculinity, while involving war 

sporadically, for the most part, was shaped by the everyday: gardening, hunting, and 

parenting the children of the community (Borell, 2015). 
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It is important to note here that contemporary perceptions of ‘traditional’ masculinity are 

very much a Western construct; Hokowhitu (2004) reminds us that masculinity is a historical 

construction and cannot simply be analysed from a contemporary snapshot. To Māori, the 

traits that defined “masculinity” would have differed significantly from those of the 

Europeans. Māori male masculinities were, foremost, developed as a result of their ability to 

support the community.  

Fatherhood, or parenting, is likely to have been an integral part of Māori masculinity. 

However, it is often absent from discussions of Māori men and their masculinities. Citing 

missionary Samuel Marsden’s personal journal Salmond (2016) reveals that “They are kind to 

their women and children. I never observed either with a mark of violence upon them, nor 

did I ever see a child struck” (Salmond, 2016, para 4). There is little evidence to support the 

stereotypes around Māori masculinity, particularly those of violence towards women and 

children. 

Māori men were not defined by the acts or traits that align more with the Western concept 

of masculinity. These perceptions of Māori men are “wrong in fact, and it props up 

stereotypes that do a great deal of damage to Māori people and to our society” (Salmond, 

2016, para 13). 

The dominant image insists that “Polynesian men are big, strong, athletic, and extremely 

masculine” (Chen, 2014, p. 69). Hyper-masculinity in the Pacific appears to have grown from 

physical, contact sports such as rugby, rugby league and American Football. Through the 

perpetuation of this narrative, so too, have the perceptions of what a Polynesian male ‘should 

be’. The influence of a colonial mentality, as well as post-colonial struggles, has reconstructed 

“a discourse that favours a single version of Polynesian masculinity” (Chen, 2014, p. 70).  
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Hegemonic masculinity can be explained as sustaining male dominance over women and also 

sustaining, or favouring, one masculinity over another or others (Chen, 2014). Connell (1990) 

extends this further to state that it is the “culturally idealized form of masculine character” 

(p. 83). Masculinity is almost invisible in shaping social relations; it “assumes the banality of 

the unstated norm” (Beasley, 2008, p. 86). Effectively, proper male behaviour is unquestioned 

and requires no justification. From the Māori perspective, masculine traits such as gardening, 

caring, nurturing and acting as a parent do not necessarily match adopted Western masculine 

prerequisites of physicality, machismo and bravery.  

Inevitably the stereotypes of the ‘visible’ Polynesian male body reinforce the dominant 

narrative of Polynesian men as big, strong and violent.   The embodiment of warriorhood 

currently epitomises the ultimate Polynesian masculinity (Chen, 2014). Again, this can be seen 

through this hyper-masculinisation of Polynesian men in the field of sport. 

Throughout the Pacific region, like the New Zealand example, sports, particularly contact 

sports such as rugby, rugby league, and American Football, have provided upward social 

mobility opportunities that were previously unattainable. In New Zealand, rugby union was 

used as a means of civilising the savage tendencies ‘inherent’ in Māori males (Borell, 2015; 

Hokowhitu, 2004). Rugby union became immensely influential in helping to shape New 

Zealand’s national identity and sporting identity.  

In the late nineteenth century, rugby union was deemed the perfect culmination of “muscular 

Christianity and cultural imperialism in which the cooperation, discipline and healthful 

aspects of sport would supposedly enhance the civilising process and create common ground 

between coloniser and colonised” (Ryan, 2005, p. 89). This ‘common ground’ would provide 
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the necessary masculine traits deemed appropriate for the ‘modern’ Māori male, as well as 

ensuring the colonial settler society appeared supportive of the upward mobility of Māori. 

The promotion of rugby and American Football throughout the Pacific appears to be remnant 

of a colonial attempt to socialise Polynesian men into a particular type of masculinity. One 

that could be related to the masculine traits of the West while offering a narrow version of 

social mobility to Polynesian men. Rugby in New Zealand would be specifically promoted 

through Western education models. 

Missionaries first arrived in New Zealand in 1814 and the first missionary school was opened 

by Samuel Marsden in 1816. Native schools emerged in the 1850s, and by the 20th century 

prestigious Māori schools, such as Te Aute College, were taking Māori students in to provide 

higher levels of education. These schools were based on the English public school model and 

tended to focus on priming young Māori for the workforce (Borell, 2016). Education in New 

Zealand became a vehicle for establishing social control and advancing masculine ideals in 

young Māori men. 

From the education system came team sports. Cricket and rugby union were initially utilised 

to groom young Māori males for courage, discipline and camaraderie. Traits synonymous with 

British/Victorian masculinity, or what we may now term privileged forms of masculinity 

(Beasley, 2008). These sports constructed a Māori masculinity and became a vehicle through 

which a normalised identity could be developed; the masculine Polynesian. 

Early variations of masculinity have, through sport, become connected to Polynesian men. 

The visibility of aggression, physicality and encounter have aided in constructing what 

Polynesian masculinity is or, more importantly, what it should be. Māori and Pasifika men 

face similar struggles concerning constructed masculinities: 
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We find similar struggles in the settler state of Aotearoa/New Zealand where the 

Indigenous Māori male athlete and his culture are represented in the sport-media 

complex and in the national imaginary as the embodiment of primal, savage 

warriorhood. The usurpation of the Māori as a sport symbol is rooted in the desires, 

envies, anxieties and fears of male colonizers whose own masculinity is defined, in 

part, with and against the colonized man’s. (Tengan & Markham, 2009, p. 2421)  

So, what is Polynesian masculinity? And, perhaps more importantly, why is it necessary to 

define? Hokowhitu (2015) argues that there “is the sense that masculinity and sexuality do 

not exist, other than through historically constructed performance” (p. 81). For Hokowhitu, 

masculinity is a constructed domain. As articulated in this chapter, the current understanding 

of what a contemporary Māori masculinity should be is distinctly different from what a Māori 

masculinity once was. It is possible, then, that the space in which modern Māori and 

Polynesian masculinities reside is predicated on a colonial influence, indeed a colonial 

reconstruction of masculinity. 

While modern archetypal Polynesian masculinity may be drawn from a post-colonial ideal, 

what is pressing is that these are still Polynesian men. Men whose lives are marked by a 

masculinity that, although it may be of foreign construct, is still theirs; a masculinity that 

others may define, for men who are attempting to find meaning and purpose through their 

masculine identity as Polynesians and, in the case of this research, as rugby league players. 

Whānau/Aiga/Family 

The resilience and dynamism of Māori culture is evident in contemporary Māori society. The 

lives, and lifestyles, of Māori have changed significantly since colonisation. However, some 
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aspects of traditional Māori society remain paramount for Māori in navigating and 

understanding today’s world.  

One such continuation of traditional cultural practice can be seen in the importance of 

whānau (family) and social grouping in how Māori shape their identity. In pre-European times, 

Māori social groupings (iwi, hapū and whānau) formed the basis of understanding one’s place 

in the world, and while “In traditional times the system was subject to constant change” 

(Mead, 2003, p.210) there remained a consistency around the importance of family and 

extended family.  

Today, the emphasis on the importance of family remains. Whānau is “the basic building block 

of the whole [Māori] social system” (Mead, 2003, p. 212). It is this facet of Māori society that 

provides Māori with identity as a result of whakapapa (genealogy) and birthright. Thus, to 

understand the experience of athletes in the professional arena, we need to understand the 

importance of family to the athletes.  

The main feature of the whānau is the “procreation and nurture of children” (Walker, 2004, 

p. 63). This particular view of the role of the whānau places a heavy influence on the 

development of youth and their transformation from childhood into adulthood. In the 

extended whānau “children were used to receiving care and affection from many people 

besides their parents” (Walker, 2004, p. 63). What can be drawn from this is that, for Māori, 

whānau were not limited only to one’s parents or the idea of the nuclear family. The extended 

whānau unit provided support and nurturing for young people, and this practice is not 

uncommon today. 

Throughout the South Pacific, the family unit can be universally seen as serving as the primary, 

and most important, social grouping. The roles and functions of the whānau can also be 
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attributed to the function of the aiga, or fanau, in Samoa and the fāmili in Tonga. The family, 

and extended family, is the most critical dimension of Pasifika and Māori culture, and the 

family is a “source of social support, cultural affirmation and identity…and is expected to 

provide a secure, supportive environment” (Horton, 2012, p. 2396). The role of the aiga is to 

provide “the social structure of Samoan society based upon service and loyalty, obligation 

and reverence, love, compassion and respect” (Panapa & Phillips, 2014, p. 1380). The family 

is the primary site of growth and development for Pasifika children and communities 

(Ofahengaue Vakalahi et al., 2007). The family is also a major determinant in Pasifika youth 

behaviours (Ofahengaue Vakalahi & Godinet, 2008). The common thread among research on 

Pasifika families is the grounding in cultural identity that comes from the family unit and 

extends into the community. Polynesian life is experienced collectively (Rodriguez & 

McDonald, 2013). That is, the identity of the individual is both determined and emphasised 

by the collective family and community groups.  

Sport and family are intrinsically interwoven in Polynesian communities (Gordon, Sauni & 

Tuagalu, 2013). Beyond the influence that family can have on sport and athletes, is the 

influence that sport can have on families. For many Polynesian families, sport provides “social 

interaction and the opportunity to meet and socialise with family and community” (Gordon, 

Sauni & Tuagalu, 2013, p. 56). The influence of family on sport and sport on family is apparent 

in Polynesian communities. This relationship between sport and family is also likely to 

influence the formation of Polynesian identities. 

The role of the family unit is regarded as central to individual identity development (Kay & 

Spaaij, 2011). Thus, one’s sporting identity, along with their cultural identity, is likely to be 

heavily influenced by family. The role of families is increasingly important in sports 
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development for a variety of reasons such as social outcomes and identity (Kay & Spaaij, 

2011). 

The family has the potential to serve as a bridge to higher achievement in a range of pursuits. 

As Durie (2006) notes, “A well-functioning whānau has the potential to point its own members 

towards good outcomes in both generic and Māori senses” (p. 9). While his focus is 

predominantly in Māori health, the principle of family supporting success in sport is likely to 

be equally true.  

Defining success 
 

When examining sporting success, it is important to note that definitions of success are 

subjective. In globalised and professional sport, “traditional” models of success are directly 

related to winning (Jenny & Hushman, 2014). From a contemporary corporate perspective, 

success through winning brings financial gain through increased fan numbers and members, 

sponsorship and marketability. But, economic incentives for success can have negative 

impacts on competitions as the desire for financial gain may come at the expense of the well-

being of the athletes (Rosen & Sanderson, 2001). 

From an athlete’s perspective, definitions of success may be entirely different to those of 

commercial clubs.  Individual players may gauge their success by contributions on the field, 

such as the number of hit-ups or tackles made (Hulin & Gabbett, 2015); for others, success 

may centre on happiness and life satisfaction (Mutter & Pawlowksi, 2014). For some 

Polynesian rugby league player’s success may look like a large contract or a long career. 

However, this may not be the only determining factor for what success is. With family being 

so integral to Polynesian identity, it is possible that success could be more nuanced for 
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Polynesian men. Providing for family, enjoying time with their children or partners, caring for 

their parents or having a meaningful life post-football could be identifiers of success.  

An example of research that examines Māori success is ‘Ka Awatea: An Iwi Case Study of Māori 

Students’ Success’ by Macfarlane et al. (2014). From this large research project comes the Ka 

Awatea framework for student success. Within the framework, four key contributors to 

success are identified as bridges to success: Mana Motuhake: A positive sense of identity, 

Mana Tū: A sense of courage and resilience, Mana Ūkaipo: A sense of place and Mana 

Tangatarua, A sense of inclusivity. Each of the four core contributors to success is brought 

together under the overarching lever of whānau. These four constructs and the overarching 

lever of whānau become “key ingredients in a recipe for educational and workplace success” 

(Macfarlane et al., 2018). These constructs, along with the lever of whānau were used as a 

measure of Māori educational success but can also be applied in an examination of Polynesian 

sporting success in rugby league. That is, athletes may succeed when they have these four 

pillars and a connection to whānau. 

The Ka Awatea framework can also be applied more broadly across Polynesian families and 

communities. For Pasifika students, success has been attributed to cultural and linguistic 

identities and shared Pasifika values (Boon-Nanai et al., 2017; Smith, 2016). Identity, 

resilience, place and belonging are pillars of success across diverse Polynesian cultures. 

Cultural expression is an integral contributor to Polynesian success in education (Smith, 2016; 

Toumu’a, 2014), and can also be seen as important in Polynesian rugby league players’ views 

of success (Lakisa et al., 2019).  

The impact of cultural identity on success, and failure, features in education research; 

however, there is a distinct gap in rugby league research about how much cultural identity 
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can influence success in a professional rugby league career. While in the most informative 

years, the whānau provides the role of supporter and nurturer; in the professional sports 

world, this may become the task of the teams, coaches, clubs and management. With a lack 

of literature on the familial influence of Polynesian athletes, this research will aim to provide, 

through qualitative data, insight into the importance of familial support in the experiences of 

Polynesian rugby league players.  

Chapter Summary  

Literature around sport mobility has highlighted the continued globalisation of sport and the 

growth of sport as a spectator-driven, and economic commodity. This requires athletes who 

seek professional careers to transplant themselves, with or without their families, and their 

lives in other cities, or countries. The transplanting of one’s life requires additional support 

mechanisms to replace what support may have been available at home. Otherwise this could 

lead to damage to well-being, deviance or issues with self-control.  

Athlete support is something that will vary from sport to sport, club to club, and athlete to 

athlete. Again, the necessity of adapting to a new environment, or new lifestyle, may require 

additional support. A significant focus of this research is t whether or not the necessary 

support is being offered to these athletes. While there is much discussion around the 

importance of support in sport, particularly in more prominent international codes, such as 

basketball and football, there is a distinct lack of research into the role of community which 

is central for Polynesian peoples.  

Identity appears to be an area that requires more focus. There are some strong correlations 

between sport and identity, as well as the connection between identity, family and 
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community. Again, it is intended that this research will be able to further bridge the gaps in 

the current academic literature through the stories of the athletes as told by the athletes.  

The discourse around Polynesian masculinity is an area of considerable importance. 

Narratives of Polynesian masculinity demonstrate a shift toward more traditional 

understandings of the role, and influence of Polynesian men, as opposed to generic, 

externally designed, and imposed, constructs of what a Polynesian man should, or shouldn’t 

be. It appears that the concept of Polynesian masculinity has intrinsic links to the other areas 

of discussion; sport mobility, athlete support, identity and behaviours. A more thorough 

understanding of Polynesian masculinity may be able to shed light on how and why these 

other interconnected areas of the research can provide a framework to better understand 

the experiences of young Polynesian athletes embarking upon professional careers in rugby 

league.  

Perhaps the most noticeable omission from the rugby league literature (other than the 

discourse around Polynesian masculinity) is the lack of connection between culture and the 

actions, successes and failures of athletes. While there appear to be considerations of social 

influences on athletes with regard to support, mobility and behaviours, it would seem there 

is a space to investigate the importance of cultural influences further, and differences, to 

better understand the Polynesian athlete experience.  
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3. Tikanga rangahau | Methodology and Research Strategy 
 

Introduction  

The essence of Indigenous history is arguably the ability to recollect, reflect, and advance 

cultural realities orally. Over centuries, Māori and Pasifika peoples have maintained 

knowledge systems, oral traditions, tribal and village genealogies, and histories through 

recollection and ‘storytelling’ (Erueti, 2015; Lee, 2009; Smith, 1999; 2007; Tawhiri, 2015; 

Vaioleti, 2006).  

Today, it is important that those who work within the space of Indigenous research support 

traditional practices through a blend of traditional and modern methods. This research 

subscribes to this convention by employing a kaupapa Māori methodology as a primary 

guiding tool. Kaupapa Māori is a distinctly Māori research methodology, strategy and 

theoretical framework (Erueti, 2015). The use of Kaupapa Māori allows for the incorporation 

of Māori principles and practices while shaping the research through Māori philosophies. 

Kaupapa Māori is complemented by Narrative Inquiry, a globally recognised qualitative 

research method for utilising participant narratives to shape analysis. The elements that allow 

for a truly Polynesian approach to research are Pūrākau and Talanoa. These Polynesian 

research methods provide a synergy of Indigenous research practice with qualitative 

traditions that favour narrative research. The Pūrākau research method is Māori in its 

approach. It is a culturally appropriate research method for engaging in qualitative research 

with Māori participants. The Talanoa research method is a distinctly Pasifika research method 

that provides a culturally appropriate and effective strategy for forging and maintaining 

relationships with Pasifika participants in research.  
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This research is grounded in Kaupapa Māori Theory (KMT). According to Linda Smith (1999) 

“Māori have a highly developed story of how knowledge was gained” (p. 172). Throughout 

her work in outlining the importance and development of KMT, Smith (1999) frequently 

returns to discussion around ‘stories’ and ‘interaction’. Stories are not only a core mechanism 

of Indigenous research but also integral to the validity of the research. Smith (1999) asserts 

that researchers “must go further than simply recognizing personal beliefs and assumptions, 

and the effect they have when interacting with people” (p. 173). Thus, shared values and 

relationships become important. The relationship between researcher and participant is 

often crucial to implementing KMT as something “for, by and with Māori” (Smith, 1999, p. 

183). By merging KMT with Narrative Inquiry and both the Pūrākau and Talanoa research 

methods (explained further below), this research aims to go beyond being for, by and with 

Māori and being for, by and with those who whakapapa (have a genealogical connection) to 

Te Moana Nui a Kiwa (the Pacific).  

An introduction to the adopted research methods 

This research employs a methodology that incorporates the qualitative tradition underscored 

by kaupapa Māori principles. Both Pūrākau and Talanoa are intrinsically Polynesian in nature 

and application and provide an approach suited to the research and its participants.  

According to Macfarlane et al. (2014) “A qualitative approach strives to understand the 

perspective of participants or a situation by looking at first-hand experience to provide 

meaningful data” (p. 45). Drawing from distinctively Polynesian qualitative research methods 

allows for the significance of the participants’ stories to be showcased in a complementary 

balance of culture, worldviews and scholarship.   
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It was essential throughout the data collection process that cultural sensitivity guided the 

selection, engagement and interview processes, taking into account the formation of 

potentially long-lasting relationships with participants for ensuing weeks, months and years. 

Relationships are integral to this research as well as reflective of pan-Polynesian worldviews. 

Methodology influences everything in research processes, from the questions presented, 

data collection, data analysis and interpretation to the subsequent recommendations 

(Macfarlane et al., 2014). This highlights the necessity of implementing a methodology and 

research methods that support and empower the research data, participants and researchers. 

Macfarlane et al. (2014) acknowledge this by emphasising the “importance of adopting 

methodologies that do not compromise nor dishonour the purpose, the process or the 

product” (p. 45). 

The concept of whakamana (to empower) for the participants and their respective narratives 

was paramount.  To this end, it was important to employ research methods that collectively 

validated and adequately conveyed the message that the participants shared. As a guide, 

Macfarlane et al. (2014) assert that “For qualitative research to be empirically credible the 

voice of the participants must be heard, and the key themes and collective messages that are 

espoused need to be reflected with clarity and integrity” (p. 47). Consequently, a research 

design that is rigorous enough to conform to the expectations of the academy while 

acknowledging the dynamism of Polynesian cultural integrity was imperative.  In essence, the 

methodological structure proposed for this project allows for the participants’ voices to be 

heard and interpreted with clarity and respectfulness.  The chief aspects of the methodology 

(Narrative Inquiry, Pūrākau and Talanoa) are described in the following sections. 
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Narrative Inquiry  
Narrative Inquiry is a qualitative research method that places a priority focus on the 

experiences of practitioners or research participants. Narrative Inquiry is a holistic approach 

to research rooted in the everyday (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). As a research method 

Narrative Inquiry is “a way of characterizing the phenomena of human experience” (Connelly 

& Clandinin, 1990, p. 2). This ‘human experience’ gives our world meaning (Clandinin & 

Rosiek, 2007), and the stories that we tell through and of these experiences allow others to 

learn and understand. 

Narrative Inquiry is becoming more popular among sports researchers, particularly within the 

fields of sport and exercise psychology (McGannon & Smith, 2015; Papathomas, 2016; Smith, 

2010; Smith & Sparkes, 2009). Narrative Inquiry has allowed for the understanding of athlete 

experiences through the agency given to participants as ‘storytellers’ (McGannon & Smith, 

2015). Narrative Inquiry is a tradition of qualitative inquiry that explicitly studies “people’s 

stories as they unfold over time” (Smith & Sparkes, 2009, p. 87). In studying sport and the 

athletes who make a career of sport, it is important to both make and take meaning from 

people’s experiences. Effectively their stories become a site for knowledge development. 

Narrative Inquiry allows for an understanding of, or to make meaning from, lived experience.  

Māori and Pasifika research has shifted toward utilising storytelling, or narratives, in 

developing more ‘authentic’ scholarship (Erueti, 2016; Lee, 2009; Tawhiri, 2015; Vaioleti, 

2006). For this reason, Narrative Inquiry is used as a guiding methodological tool for this 

research. Narrative Inquiry has emerged predominantly out of education research. However, 

Connelly and Clandinin (1990) argue that “Perhaps because it focuses on human experience, 

perhaps because it is a fundamental structure of human experience, and perhaps because it 

has a holistic quality, narrative has an important place in other disciplines” (p. 2). Narrative 
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Inquiry can be found in methodological approaches to various disciplines. Recent works 

suggest that Narrative Inquiry offers an approach that is not tied to any one discipline 

(Mertova & Webster, 2019). Narrative Inquiry has been used effectively in fields as diverse as 

communication studies, psychology, education, nursing, sport psychology, and the social 

sciences (Gergen & Gergen, 2011; Jones, 2020; Mertova & Webster, 2019). With this 

interdisciplinary application, Narrative Inquiry is recognised as a contributor to the qualitative 

research tradition (Ollerenshaw & Cresswell, 2002). 

As a research methodology, Narrative Inquiry can involve biographical studies written about 

the experiences of another person, autobiography, personal essays, or oral history and life 

history (Kim, 2016). A Narrative methodology seeks to establish a storyline where causal links 

can be identified, and themes and knowledge emerge (Josselson, 2011). Narrative Inquiry has 

a focus on the experience. Thus, storytelling, or narratives, allows these experiences to 

translate into new knowledge surrounding social groups, cultures and communities. Though 

Narrative Inquiry can be seen as interpretive, it has also been established as a qualitative 

tradition that serves to understand people’s stories and lived experiences (Butina, 2015).   

The aim of using Narrative Inquiry as a guiding qualitative method for this thesis is to engage 

in conversations that lead to the telling of stories. These stories reveal the lives, careers, 

successes and failures of Polynesian rugby league players at the elite level.  

Narrative Inquiry assumes that humans at the individual and social level lead storied lives. We 

live in, through and out of narratives. They serve as an essential source of psycho-socio-

cultural learning and shape who we are and might become (Smith & Sparkes, 2009).  Stories, 

or narratives, shape worlds, worldviews, and permeate life and how we understand it. 
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Below, I will outline the research methods that were deployed to support the Narrative 

Inquiry framework that has been adopted for the methodology of this thesis. 

Polynesian knowledge-making – Māori and Pasifika research methodologies  

Tikanga, shared values, Māori worldviews and relationships are integral to KMT and should 

inform any kaupapa Māori research. Relationships between the researcher, participants and 

audiences are valued as a necessary component of kaupapa Māori research. Mindfulness and 

sensitivity provide an impetus to offer a research methodology that recognises the 

participants own experiences and expertise as formative to knowledge production (Smith et 

al., 2016). Smith (2007) notes that kaupapa Māori research “approaches are also mindful of 

and sensitive to the audiences of research and therefore of the accountabilities of researchers 

as storytellers, documenters of culture, and witnesses of the realities of Indigenous lives” (p. 

119). 

Relationships are also central to pan-Pacific research methodologies and are an “integral part 

of Pasifika culture” (Patterson, 2012, p. 21). Pan-Pacific methodologies must provide safe 

spaces for these relationships while being guided by values that are intrinsically Pasifika in 

origin and execution. As is the case for KMT and Māori in Aotearoa, pan-Pacific methodologies 

serve to produce knowledge for, by and with Pasifika peoples throughout Te Moana Nui a 

Kiwa (The Pacific Ocean).  

Integral to both kaupapa Māori and pan-Pacific methodologies is the centralising of shared 

values and the development and nurturing of relationships. If done right, these relationships 

between researcher and participant can allow for rich, meaningful and authentic narratives 

to emerge. For this reason, I have chosen the Pūrākau and Talanoa research methods to shape 

the research alongside Narrative Inquiry. These methods align with the overarching guidelines 
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as provided by KMT, and as Erueti (2015) has stated, “Although KMT has been described, 

defined, examined and implemented in a number of ways it simply positions Māori at the 

centre of phenomena perceived from a Māori perspective” (p. 101). It is vital that the research 

methods chosen for this thesis place the stories and experiences of the participants at the 

centre of the research in a way that is fundamentally both Māori and Pasifika in approach and 

application. Both research methods have been developed to further legitimate knowledge 

from the Pacific; Pūrākau as a research method derived from KMT that works to aid research 

for, by and with Māori and Talanoa as a pan-Pacific method to validate Pacific methods of 

producing and sharing knowledge. These two research methods deployed in this work 

alongside Narrative Inquiry seek to provide a positioning of the research as ‘for, by and with’ 

the wider Polynesian community.   

The following sections will provide insight into why kaupapa Māori and pan-Pacific 

methodologies have been used and how they can be used alongside Narrative Inquiry to 

provide a pan-Polynesian approach to knowledge production.  

Kaupapa Māori research methodologies 

Kaupapa Māori is a “research methodology that can be used when conducting research with 

Māori communities” (Naepi, 2015, p. 73). Kaupapa Māori offers a research methodology that 

incorporates kaupapa Māori principles and values throughout the research process and is 

particularly important when engaging with and for Māori communities. Because the research 

undertaken for this thesis involved conversations with Māori individuals, and a desire to 

provide insight into where it could benefit Māori, it was important that principles of kaupapa 

Māori values were upheld throughout the research and writing processes. Values such as 

whānaungatanga (sense of family, kinship or community), manaakitanga (reciprocal 
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hospitality and care), tino rangatiratanga (one’s ability to be self-determining, leadership), 

aroha (compassion and love), and mana (respect, authority, pride) all guide kaupapa Māori 

methodologies and kaupapa Māori engagement.  

There have been significant shifts in how Indigenous researchers seek to disrupt 

contemporary ‘knowledge’ production norms. These shifts have emerged as a result of 

Indigenous peoples growing wary of being studied by outsiders; “indeed, many of the basic 

disciplines of knowledge are implicated in studying the Other and creating expert knowledge 

of the Other” (Smith, 2007, p. 116). The employment of kaupapa Māori methodologies by 

Māori researchers allows for an insider approach to research that seeks to work with, for and 

by Māori.  

The use of Kaupapa Māori as a research method in this thesis also serves to whakamana 

Indigenous knowledge and research practices. Indigenous people, including Māori, have long 

struggled for the legitimacy of Indigenous knowledge (Smith et al., 2016) and the continued 

promotion of kaupapa Māori research methods further validates our own methods of 

research within the institutions that determine what knowledge is and what ‘legitimate’ 

research practices are, and should be. 

Pan-Pacific Methodologies 

Like Māori ‘knowledge’, Pacific knowledge differs from conventional understandings of 

Western knowledge:  

Pacific research approaches favour a non-reductionist, non-linear, holistic approach 

to understanding their world as they know it. Knowledge is learned through hands-on 

experience; it is understood to be experiential and pragmatic. This knowledge is non-

linear, and non-reductionist. Knowledge, which is local, is informed by creators and 
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ancestors and looks to connect humans with non-human aspects. Knowledge is 

collective and cumulative, and is to be shared. (Stewart-Withers et al., 2017, p. 58) 

Western knowledge is rooted in theories and laws, hypotheses and “looks to replicate, control 

and universalise” (Stewart-Withers et al., 2017, p. 58). Pan-Pacific, and kaupapa Māori, 

methodologies allow for an alternative approach to research built upon common Polynesian 

values and practices of knowledge production. Worldviews, the environment, cultural 

traditions and stories have all had influence on how knowledge has been produced and 

shared throughout Polynesia.  

Pan-Pacific research methodologies refer to research methodologies “that respond to a 

number of Indigenous Pacific ethnicities through shared values such as reciprocal 

relationships, respect and being community orientated” (Naepi, 2015, p. 78). The shared 

Pacific values of love, family, reciprocity, respect, and community feature throughout various 

pan-Pacific methodologies (Naepi, 2015; Suaalii-Sauni, 2017). Just as kaupapa Māori 

methodologies centralise kaupapa Māori principles and values, pan-Pacific methodologies 

draw from and centralise the many shared values of different Pacific ethnicities.  

Pan-Pacific methodologies have emerged in response to Eurocentric assumptions of research 

engagement with the ‘Other’ in the Pacific. The need for a Pacific research method arose as a 

result of Pacific peoples having “endured years of disempowering research, with little social 

or economic improvement in their health and education” (Vaioleti, 2006, p. 22). The resulting 

research methodologies have allowed for the centralising of Pacific values in research and a 

means of producing research for and with Pacific communities.  

There are various pan-Pacific methodologies including Teu le va,  which showcases the 

importance of relationships (Anae, 2010; Fairburn-Dunlop et al., 2014); fonofale, or the 
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shelter for life focusses on culture and family (Suaalii-Sauni et al., 2009); the vanua framework 

is a Fijian methodology that encompasses culture, worldview and Pacific knowledge (Farrelly 

& Nabobo-Baba, 2014; Nabobo-Baba, 2008); and talanoa or knowledge through conversation, 

promotes shared worldviews and re-storying (Halapua, 2007, 2008; Stewart-Withers et al., 

2017; Suaalii-Sauni & Fulu‐Aiolupotea, 2014; Vaioleti, 2006). Each of these methodologies 

draws from collective values held and shared throughout the varying Pacific cultures.  

A pan-Pacific methodology that encompassed shared Pasifika values was favoured due to the 

ethnic range of participants that fall within the scope of ‘Pasifika’. It was important to employ 

a Pacific approach alongside a kaupapa Māori approach due to the potential for engagement 

with various Pasifika participants. Centralising a kaupapa Māori research method alongside a 

pan-Pacific research method forces a level of accountability between the researcher and the 

‘researched’. By integrating shared Pacific values throughout the research process, this thesis 

attempts to destabilise the traditional researcher/researched binary by involving the 

participants in a way that values their experience and culture as an integral part of the 

research process. 

Pūrākau Research Method 

The Pūrākau research method has become a valuable tool for Māori research in that it 

embraces distinctly Māori practices, such as storytelling and relationship building, to derive 

new forms of knowledge (Erueti, 2015). As a qualitative strategy that emerges from KMT, 

Pūrākau, or the use of oral histories and storytelling, is used to provide the narratives of the 

participants in the research. Effective use of the Pūrākau method allows for a more culturally 

sensitive approach to broader narrative inquiry techniques.  
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Pūrākau is a kaupapa Māori qualitative research method that takes the form of oral histories 

and storytelling. Pūrākau is innate within KMT and is centred on stories of lived experience, 

such as Narrative Inquiry is, in a way that accommodates the social, political, and cultural 

contexts of elite level sporting participation (Erueti, 2015). Pūrākau, as a research method, 

encapsulates the oral nature of Māori histories and traditions.   

When literally translated, the word pūrākau can be broken into two parts; ‘pū’ being source 

or origin, and ‘rākau’ being tree. According to Lee (2005) “pūrākau literally refers to the roots 

or the base (pū) of the tree (rākau)” (p. 7). She also acknowledges that trees are symbolic of 

understanding social relationships, the interconnectedness between people and cultural 

understanding (Lee, 2005). Through Lee’s translation of pūrākau as being the roots or origin 

of the tree, it could be argued that Pūrākau provides the stimulus for growth. That is the 

growth of knowledge and understanding through storytelling.  

From the recollection of oral traditions to the re-telling of tradition and the development of 

storytelling in general, Pūrākau can be interpreted as a means of preserving and promoting 

new knowledge and understanding. Pūrākau, in the form of oral traditions, have existed as a 

means for research for as long as our history as tāngata Māori (Māori people). “Our tīpuna 

were very aware of research. Their methods of observation were conducted through 

experiential learning of the esoteric, the divine connection to the laws of everything in 

creation” (Tawhiri, 2015, p. 24). Tawhiri (2015) speaks of our creation traditions and oral 

histories as a “research framework on a grand scale” (p. 24). Such a recognition of the 

importance of storytelling in contemporary research has been bolstered by the growing use 

of Pūrākau as a research method (Erueti, 2015; Lee, 2009; Royal, 2002; Wirihana, 2012).  



59 
 

Storytelling is an integral part of who we are as Māori, and Pūrākau as a research method 

supports a distinctly Māori method for qualitative research. The idea that we can utilise the 

stories of our people for contemporary research couples with our whakapapa (genealogy). 

Through whakapapa Māori have intricately detailed histories, interwoven through time and 

space via the medium of storytelling. 

Akin to Smith’s (1999) canonical work ‘Decolonising Methodologies’, the use of Pūrākau and 

storytelling alongside Talanoa (see below) responds to traditional research approaches with 

an intent to re-cognise, re-create, and ‘research back’ by utilising Indigenous ontological and 

epistemological constructs (Lee, 2009).  

Storytelling has always been one of the critical ways knowledge was sustained and protected 

within Indigenous communities. This research allows the narratives to emerge from the 

athletes as they tell their stories.  

This research seeks to provide a voice to a specific microcosm of rugby league. The research 

will examine the importance of listening to, validating and acknowledging the stories of those 

at the centre of this community. To do this, Kaupapa Māori is centralised in challenging the 

existing hegemonic discourses surrounding the roles of Polynesian athletes in the NRL. This 

offers a platform to utilise Narrative Inquiry, through Pūrākau and Talanoa, in a way that is 

“not only appropriate, but is a legitimate way to represent and research our ‘stories’ today” 

(Lee, 2009, p. 5). 

The benefit of having conversations driven by the participants with little questioning is that 

external perspectives have less influence over the narratives. The participants will tell the 

stories that they are comfortable with disclosing. Then, the researcher can revisit specific 

themes with the participants should this be needed. This will also create a level of trust 
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between researcher and participant that could lead to a greater depth of conversation over 

time; this will work in conjunction with the talanoa method (detailed below).  

Pūrākau is a participant-centred method (Erueti, 2015). The pūrākau that emerge within this 

research are taonga (treasures) that through the storytelling process have been shared freely 

and have been re-storied in a way that values and recognises the knowledge that the 

participants have of their own lived experiences. Like many qualitative methods, Pūrākau is 

subjective. And, to this end, through the process of storying and re-storying, there is a need 

for genuine intent for how the pūrākau are shared.   

Talanoa Research Method 

Because the research conducted in this thesis is not limited only to Māori, it is essential also 

to include a Pacific research method. Fortunately, Pūrākau as a research method shares a 

number of similarities to the Talanoa research method. Similar to the argument for Pūrākau, 

Talanoa has emerged following “the historical pattern of data collection, knowledge creation 

and theorising [that] has been established by outside researchers gathering Pacific peoples’ 

stories” (Vaioleti, 2006, p. 22). These researchers then attempt to “make sense of the stories, 

and retell them, from their own sense-making stances” (Vaioleti, 2006, p. 22).  The 

development of pan-Pacific research methods arose out of methodological tensions that have 

long seen Pacific researchers having to conduct research within the confine of research 

methods that are foreign to them (Naepi, 2015; Vaioleti, 2006). These tensions are further 

examined in Chapter Six: He tōnga whakaaro i te Moana-nui-a-Kiwa | Drawing Knowledge 

from the voices of the Pacific. 

The Talanoa method, like Pūrākau, centres on the idea of storytelling. The term Talanoa is, in 

Tongan, said to be made up of two conceptual parts: ‘tala’ meaning ‘to inform, tell, relate and 
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command, as well as to ask or apply’; and ‘noa’ meaning ‘of any kind, ordinary, nothing in 

particular, purely imaginary or void’ (Suaalii-Sauni & Fulu‐Aiolupotea, 2014; Vaioleti, 2006). 

Essentially, talanoa is to have a conversation about anything and nothing in particular. For the 

purposes of this research the interpretation of talanoa can be to have conversations and to 

tell stories about experiences. Through this research method, both lives and experiences can 

be recounted and discussed freely creating the space for reflexivity of, and agency over, one’s 

own story. 

Talanoa allows for the utilisation of conversation and an exchange of ideas through the 

medium of storytelling. Vaioleti (2006) provides an understanding of Talanoa as an “ancient 

practice of multi-level and multi-layered critical discussions and free conversations… [that] 

allows people to engage in social conversation which may lead to critical discussions or 

knowledge creation” (p. 24). He refers to this as potentiality. Through Talanoa, the potential 

for discussion, critical analysis and knowledge development are defined by the researcher 

being involved in the conversations. This allows for a holistic connection between researcher 

and participant. Like Pūrākau, Talanoa requires a relationship to develop between researcher 

and participant through conversations. Both Pūrākau and Talanoa are subjective, 

collaborative and intrinsically Polynesian. Foregrounding culture, worldview and storytelling 

allows for these research methods to remain resistant to rigid institutional control (Vaioleti, 

2006).  

Pūrākau and Talanoa can be closely linked to historical means of acquiring information (data) 

and creating new knowledge (research). Pūrākau and Talanoa share qualities with Narrative 

Inquiry. All three are centred on the participant providing their own story. Each of the 

methodological tools employed in this research favour participants’ experiences as central to 
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understanding and making meaning; that is, producing new knowledge. While Pūrākau and 

Talanoa are of the Pacific, Narrative Inquiry holds space on the periphery of more traditional 

social science. 

Using both Pūrākau and Talanoa alongside Narrative Inquiry and guided by KMT, will provide 

a cultural recognition of the participant and the importance of their ‘stories’ to the research. 

Vaioleti (2006) states that “The Pacific way is spoken rather than written, based on oratory 

and verbal negotiation which have deep traditional roots in Pacific cultures” (p. 25). Using the 

premise that both Māori and, the many, Pacific cultures are based on spoken oral histories, 

conversations and stories, the use of this hybrid methodology should result in more free 

conversations, leading to rich and authentic research.  

Sharing the research space: Binding Kaupapa Māori and pan-Pacific methodologies 

Common values and shared worldviews can assist in creating an appropriate approach to 

research and knowledge production (Datta, 2018). Māori and Pasifika peoples share many 

similarities. As people of Te Moana Nui a Kiwa (the Pacific Ocean) there is a sense of familial 

interconnectivity. Māori and Pasifika, as Polynesians, are “connected through whakapapa, 

language, ancestral ties and shared (and differing) traditional stories, while simultaneously 

maintaining and asserting identities that are complex, heterogeneous and directly connect us 

to the Moana” (Smith & Wolfgramm-Foliaki, 2020, p. 15). It is this connection to the moana 

(ocean) that provides the impetus to work together in the many and varied spaces in which 

we reside. Scholarship is one of these spaces. This thesis aims to draw knowledge from 

Polynesian stories. Thus, it is important to frame the research methodology in a way that 

enhances both Kaupapa Māori and pan-Pacific research and knowledge production. 
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Kaupapa Māori and pan-Pacific research methodologies share similarities (Naepi, 2015). 

These similarities bring the two approaches together through shared Māori and Pasifika 

worldviews distinct from traditional Western models of knowledge production. While these 

similarities, particularly in terms of cultural values, present an opportunity for a collaborative 

approach, there are still unique elements of both Māori and pan-Pacific research 

methodologies. This unified approach to research can be viewed as a “re-voyaging of ancient 

Moana relationships” (Smith & Wolfgramm-Foliaki, 2020, p. 15).  

With an attempt to lash together two streams of methodological thought, it is important to 

acknowledge the differences between the approaches. The most significant difference 

between kaupapa Māori and pan-Pacific methods are the cultures centred within the 

research. Kaupapa Māori methodologies have been crafted for, by and with Māori. Pan-

Pacific methodologies are less rigid in definition. That is implied in being pan-Pacific, or 

encompassing of the Pacific. While the central core values of the two approaches share 

similarities, it is necessary to note that these methodologies are designed to serve different 

ethnic groups. These methodologies do centre on different cultural groupings; however, this 

does not mean they cannot be drawn upon simultaneously to expand their reach beyond their 

current constructs (refer to figure 2). This thesis does not necessarily use these methodologies 

interchangeably but does draw from them simultaneously to create a fluid space from which 

to draw knowledge. The intention behind using Pūrākau and Talanoa together is not to 

amalgamate the two research methods, but to use them together on the same plain. With 

Narrative Inquiry providing a base layer for this form of narrative based research, Pūrākau 

and Talanoa work together to offer a figurative armour for Polynesian knowledge production 

in the same space. 
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Another consideration for methodological purposes is that of individual identity. While the 

participants of this research are of Polynesian descent (New Zealand Māori, Samoan, Tongan, 

and Cook Island Māori), not all participants shared the same levels of cultural connectedness 

or influence in their identities. To take a kaupapa Māori only or a pan-Pacific only approach 

could have potentially negative implications for creating an inviting and comfortable space. 

However, by allowing the shared values, particularly those of respect, reciprocity, family and 

community, of both methodological approaches to guide all engagements, a sense of safety 

(both cultural and professional) was present at all times.  

Both kaupapa Māori and pan-Pacific research methods place value in relationships. The 

forging of and nurturing of relationships is crucial to open and genuine conversations. Both 

Pūrākau and Talanoa as research methods pair well to create relationships and draw 

knowledge from these relationships through storytelling and conversation. This research is 

fundamentally rooted in the stories of the participants. Thus, the fluidity of Pūrākau and 

Talanoa have assisted in producing knowledge through lived experience. There is a synergy 

between Pūrākau and Talanoa that allows conversation to produce stories and storytelling to 

open further conversation.  

It is important to note here that I refer to the participants’ conversations in two ways: talanoa 

and pūrākau. Rather than solely conducting semi-structured interviews I engaged the 

participants in talanoa or conversation. This is similar to an interview, though not exactly the 

same. From these talanoa emerged pūrākau or stories. Thus, for the purposes of this research 

talanoa are the conversations/semi-structured interviews and pūrākau are the stories that 

came from the talanoa. The talanoa and pūrākau overlap and contain synergies; that is, 

talanoa are of pūrākau and pūrākau are of talanoa.  
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The image below (figure 2) utilizes the shape of a rugby ball to convey the methodology for 

this research. Shaped by Narrative Inquiry the ball becomes tangible. Through the use of a 

recognised and accepted qualitative methodology the ball can be used in play. However, 

inflating the ball are Pūrākau and Talanoa. It is these research methods that give the ball 

substance and suitability for purpose. Pūrākau as a kaupapa Māori research method, and 

Talanoa as a pan-Pacific research method are unique but overlapping in their construct. The 

intersections shared by these two methods create the space within which this research is 

formed. Guiding Narrative Inquiry, Pūrākau and Talanoa are core KMT values. KMT is 

represented by myself, the researcher, the one who holds the ball. It is through the hands of 

a Māori researcher, and the values of Māori, Pacific and Indigenous research, that the ball is 

able to be guided throughout the duration of the match (research process).  

 

Figure 2: He whutupōro rangahau o Te Moana Nui ā Kiwa 
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Ethical considerations 

Ethics application and approval 

Human Ethics approval from the University of Canterbury was gained as a requirement for 

conducting interview-based research involving human participants. Due to the nature of the 

research topic and the intended participant groups, particular sensitivities needed to be 

considered in the application for ethics approval and these will be discussed in the following 

section.  

Cultural sensitivities 

When undertaking any research involving Māori or Pasifika participants it is important to 

ensure an understanding of any potential sensitivities unique to different cultures. Insider 

positioning is particularly beneficial in storytelling research as it can assist with accessing 

participants and alleviating any perceived power imbalances between researcher and 

participant (Blythe et al., 2013). As a Māori male who, for the past 14 years, has worked in a 

kaupapa Māori environment teaching Māori histories and te reo Māori and for his adult life 

been immersed in te ao Māori I feel rooted in my ‘insider’ position in researching with, and 

for, Māori.  

Tikanga can influence approaches to research, ethical considerations, and relationships 

(Hudson, 2010). Concepts such as mana, aroha, manaaki, whānau and connection to whenua 

are each integral to a kaupapa Māori approach to research. This research has been conducted 

in consultation with the University of Canterbury Human Research Ethics Policy and ‘Te Ara 

Tika: Guidelines for Māori Research Ethics’ (Hudson, 2010). It is important in research such as 

this that Māori researchers engaging with Māori, and non-Māori, participants must act as 

kaitiaki (guardians) of tikanga Māori and the philosophical underpinnings of mātauranga 
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Māori (traditional knowledge) (Hudson, 2010). These elements of tikanga are significant 

aspects of my own identity and, as a result, tikanga is interwoven throughout the research 

process. It is important, to me and to any participant, that an awareness of tikanga is upheld 

throughout the research process. A strong sense of self-identity has allowed me to take heed 

of cultural considerations at every level of the research project as a researcher and scholar. 

Similar to positioning myself in the first chapter with my own pūrākau, I shared my pūrākau 

with research participants. This served to open conversation while also attempting to place 

myself in the same storyteller space as the participants, as equals and peers rather than 

researcher and participant. While the talanoa did not begin and end with a karakia as such, 

tikanga Māori protocols (such as manaakitanga, aroha, whānaungatanga) were adhered to 

when conducting this research through the gift of kōhā, sharing pepeha, respect, and shared 

values.  

My understanding of fa’a Samoa (the Samoan way) through close personal and familial 

relationships has also been of benefit to engaging with this particular research project. There 

are many correlations between te ao Māori and fa’a Samoa that help to bind Māori and 

Samoan cultural perspectives and values. Throughout Polynesia, certain cultural traits allow 

for a sense of cohesion between our respective cultures. While I am not as familiar with 

Tongan histories, oral traditions or cultural practices as I am with Māori or Samoan culture 

and values, I feel there is a bond of connection throughout the Pacific. I am mindful that I am 

not Pasifika in the sense that I do not have Pasifika heritage, however, I do also recognise that 

as Māori I am of the Pacific and have a connection to other areas of Polynesia. 

Through a lifetime of rugby league participation, with a number of relationships formed with 

Māori and Pasifika peers, I also feel as though I am a part of the wider national, and global 



68 
 

rugby league community. This, coupled with an understanding of Polynesian values, I feel, 

places me in a fortunate ‘insider’ position to understand, appreciate and embrace the 

different sets of values, both of the cultural and sporting nature. This is critical to undertake 

this research and maintain the integrity of the sport, participants, their cultures and values, 

as well as the rigours of the academy. This ‘insider’ status also allows for relevant aspects to 

be pursued where, perhaps, someone without an intricate knowledge of the sport may not 

venture. 

The negotiation of entry is important to a Narrative Inquiry approach to research and helps 

to ensure that the research is conducted in line with ethical responsibilities (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 1990). Connelly and Clandinin (1990) refer to a negotiation of entry that frames 

principles of a collaborative research relationship within Narrative Inquiry. This negotiation 

of entry is aided by my ‘insider’ positioning as outlined above and is imperative in not only 

forming relationships, but also nurturing them. This positioning also aids in building the 

necessary trust required when sharing something as precious as pūrākau.   

Solidifying an appropriate approach to research 

It is important to maintain conscious considerations of the ‘audience’ throughout the 

narrative inquiry process (Lindsay & Schwind, 2016). That is, to whom does this knowledge 

matter? And, to whom is it important? Because this research is being conducted with 

Polynesian participants and with a Polynesian audience in mind it was imperative that 

Polynesian research methods were foregrounded, and that an understanding of Polynesian 

ethical considerations (tikanga) were demonstrated throughout. 
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Negotiating entry: Establishing a position as a researcher and developing a researcher 

participant relationship 

My interest in the continued research of rugby league comes as a result of having played the 

sport for almost half of my life. I have always had an affinity with the sport and have continued 

this passion into my research career as early as my Honours degree. My Master’s thesis 

examined Māori contributions to the sport over the first 100 years of its existence in New 

Zealand. I believe my lifelong participation in the sport and knowledge of the game and its 

communities around the country aid my position to conduct this research and provide an 

ability to build and maintain relationships with others involved in the game. Through my 

personal connections to the sport and people within rugby league, relationships were able to 

be formed and nurtured in a way that supported a collaborative approach to the research 

where information was free-flowing between the researcher and participant (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 1990). 

While my knowledge of the sport and its community enables me to gain access to a number 

of current and former elite players, my position as an academic can also be ostracising. 

Academia and rugby league are not often regarded as the most common allies.   

Participant recruitment 

My intended approach to participant recruitment had centred on emailing NRL clubs and 

inviting the clubs to put forward potential participants. As my interest in the research 

methods of Pūrākau and Talanoa increased, my desire was for a more personal connection, 

rather than an unknown name at the end of an email. As previously mentioned, relationships 

are integral to Narrative Inquiry, Kaupapa Māori and pan-Pacific research (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 1990; Erueti, 2015; Kim, 2016; Smith, 1999; Vaioleti, 2006). A common thread for 

connection and relationship building throughout the Pacific is through whānau or whakapapa 
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(genealogy). All of the talanoa that were conducted for this research came about as a result 

of networks that I had through my own rugby league whakapapa or through connections that 

grew from talanoa with others during the course of the research.  

There were two core criteria when considering participants for the research. One: that they 

are, or have been, professional rugby league players in the NRL, Super League Europe (SLE) 

or had represented their country at the international level. Two: that they identify as 

Polynesian (Māori or Pasifika). These criteria allowed for diversity among the participants 

while ensuring that there would be some crossover, or similarity, in their experiences. For 

each participant to have experienced professional rugby league as a contracted player meant 

that there would likely be a level of shared experience among the participants’ pūrākau.  

My first participants became involved in the project through personal relationships, mutual 

friends or family. For each of these participants, the initial conversation was with someone 

whom I knew, who then spoke of the research to others. This allowed for relationships to be 

built from a position of trust based on connection. As mentioned above, trust is essential to 

any relationship building. From these conversations, some people signalled an interest in 

participating in the project as they saw benefit in the kaupapa being researched. One former 

coach of mine had played in the NRL and continued to coach at the Fox Memorial Cup 

(Auckland’s premier rugby league competition) level and had access to current and former 

NRL players. He spoke to several players who demonstrated a keenness to be involved in my 

research and were happy to have conversations with me. Having a respected member of the 

rugby league community vouch for my intentions and the kaupapa of my research created an 

initial sense of trust before direct contact had been made. Other participants emerged 

through work that I have done in the rugby league community with local and national bodies 
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as well as NRL clubs. This led to opportunities to further discuss the research with potential 

participants following presentations of my work or through conversations where my research 

was mentioned. These conversations then led to participant recruitment. One participant 

became involved because his mother had heard about the research and felt he could both 

benefit from and contribute to the project. It became apparent that these connections to the 

sport and the shared views of the value of the research was a more significant drawcard than 

a blanket email to clubs from an unknown source could have been. My connection to the 

sport and those in it provides the whakapapa to the recruitment process in line with both 

kaupapa Māori and pan-Pacific values (Erueti, 2015; Suaalii-Sauni, 2017). 

Once an initial interest in the research had been established with the participants the next 

phase was making further contact. Following direct conversations, or conversations with a 

mutual connection, all potential participants indicated a desire to contribute their time and 

pūrākau to the research and that they were happy for me to contact them personally. This 

contact took place via text message, phone call, and email or with a face to face meeting. 

Once relationships were further developed contact was also made via social media, namely 

Facebook messenger, WhatsApp and Instagram. Following the initial contacts with the 

participant’s, conversations continued until the point of what could be described as a talanoa, 

conversation or semi-structured interview.  

Participant Description 

Throughout Polynesia it is customary to identify oneself at the forefront of engagement by 

way of whakapapa, geographical origin and/or family traits.  

Below is a table identifying the pseudonyms of the participants, as well as their role, status, 

age (at the time of interview), and ethnicity. 
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Ten participants were engaged in talanoa: Two of Māori descent; one of Cook Island Māori; 

six Samoan and one Tongan. Each were at differing stages of their career with six now retired 

from playing professional rugby league, three still active and one in between contracts with 

aspirations to return to the NRL. 

Table 1: Research Participants 
  

PARTICIPANT  ROLE STATUS AT 
TIME OF 
INTERVIEW 

ETHNICITY AGE AT 
TIME OF 
INTERVIEW  

ROPATA Player UK Super League 
Europe, Kiwis 

Retired Māori 41 

TAVITA Player NRL u18; u20 Between 
contracts 

Samoan 23 

IOSEFA Player NRL, UK Super 
League, Kiwis, Samoa 

Retired Samoan 42 

LAGI Player NRL, Tier two Super 
League Europe; Coach Fox 
Memorial Auckland 

Retired from 
playing; 
active coach 

Samoan 44 

MANU Player NRL, Samoa Active Samoan 24 
LEO Player NRL, Super League 

Europe, Kiwis, Tonga 
Active Tongan 32 

FILIPO Player NRL u18; u20, 
Queensland Cup, French 
Elite 2 Competition 

Retired 
(2019) 

Samoan 27 

MA’A Player, NRL u20, Super 
Rugby  

Retired  Samoan 26 

TAANE Player NRL, Super League 
Europe, Kiwis; Coach NRL 

Retired from 
playing; 
Active NRL 
coach 

Cook 
Island 
Māori 

53 

TEARIKI Player NRL, NRL Māori All 
Stars, Junior Kiwis, NZ Māori 

Active Māori 21 
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Engagement and conduction of talanoa 

Narrative research is often led through a weave of conversation and interview style prompts. 

The most common types of interviews in Narrative Inquiry are semi-structured and un-

structured, or open ended, interviews (Kim, 2016). Semi-structured interviews contain some 

predetermined questions but allow for additional questions and conversations to flow 

unimpeded by premeditated lines of questioning whereas un-structured interviews have no 

prompts or guiding questions. Both semi-structured and un-structured interviews have an 

appropriate fit with the concept of talanoa, conversation about nothing in particular. My 

approach to each talanoa was to allow for the individual participant to tell their own story 

openly and as unimpeded as possible. 

Pūrākau and Talanoa both rely on maintaining the integrity of relationships, stories, and 

storytelling (Erueti, 2015; Lee, 2009; Stewart-Withers et al., 2017; Vaioleti, 2013). In line with 

Narrative research, it was integral to the research project as a whole that each narrative was 

connected through a general theme (Kim, 2016) - Polynesian experiences of rugby league - 

however, my approach to the conducting of talanoa was free-formed and largely guided by 

themes rather than direct questioning. The talanoa process can be described as semi-

structured as there were some set questions and prompts that guided the conversations; 

however, participants were given the freedom to speak for as long as they felt comfortable 

on any given topic, and some other topics and themes emerged from the conversations as 

they took place. The intention in each talanoa was to allow the participants to largely 

determine the direction of the conversation. In essence, telling their own story. This style of 

qualitative research ensures trust, connection and the nurturing of relationships integral to 

pūrākau and talanoa as research methods (Erueti, 2015; Vaioleti, 2016), while also 
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maintaining the integrity and structure of narrative inquiry as the overarching research 

methodology (Kim, 2016).  

For each of the eventual pūrākau, relationships were developed with the participant in 

advance of the recorded talanoa. With each participant this was either via phone call, skype, 

text message, email or kanohi ki te kanohi (in person). In most instances, the preliminary 

communications discussed the participant’s interest in contributing to the research and a 

general overview of the intended research. Once the interest was established, further 

engagement was required to arrange times and places for the talanoa to take place. Each 

engagement leading up to the recorded talanoa worked to build a relationship between 

myself and the participants, a crucial component of both the Pūrākau and Talanoa research 

methods.  

Each recorded talanoa began with the same question: “Where did your rugby league story 

begin for you?” Not all participants responded in the same manner. Some began their stories 

with their childhood participation in rugby league; others began with the beginnings of their 

professional careers.  

As may be expected, each participant varied in their engagement. Most participants were 

open from the beginning of the talanoa, while some were more reserved in the beginning, 

opening up further as the talanoa progressed. This was expected and, in some cases, were 

cause for follow-up talanoa to develop participant pūrākau further. In the instances where 

this occurred the relationships between researcher and participant grew stronger and led to 

more fruitful and open talanoa.  
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Building trust and maintaining relationships 

One of the most important parts of this research, as a Māori researcher, was maintaining the 

integrity of the participants and their pūrākau. In order to manage this as effectively as 

possible, a strong relationship needed to be developed, nurtured and maintained with each 

of the participants. When employing Narrative research it can be difficult to determine 

optimal levels of rapport and trust and how these should be constructed during the course of 

research (Kim, 2016). However, within Kaupapa Māori and pan-Pacific research it is 

imperative to establish relationships rooted in trust and rapport and often married with 

cultural setting and context (Stewart-Withers et al., 2017). Relationships are also critical to 

the Te Ara Tika framework for Māori research ethics (Hudson, 2010). Thus, building 

relationships and nurturing them became paramount throughout the research and writing 

processes. Measures were taken to ensure that the relationships formed during the 

conversations and data collection period included continued contact and conversations. 

Through further meetings, text messages, phone calls, or emails I could continue building and 

nurturing the relationships with the participants. Each participant was given opportunities to 

read and keep the written transcripts of the interviews. Not all participants wanted to read 

through the interviews with most indicating that they trusted both myself and the process. 

This trust was borne of the relationships forged during the consultation and research 

processes, as well as through the maintained relationships that endure today. Of the 

participants that chose not to read through their interviews, most stated that they trusted 

that I would maintain their mana in my work and that they were happy to have been a part 

of a project that they saw as beneficial to the Polynesian rugby league community. 
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Personal reflection of the research process 

I would like to add this section to acknowledge the intricacies of riding the line between rugby 

league player and scholar. During the research process my knowledge of the sport, and its 

community, assisted with creating an environment conducive to engaging in open and honest 

conversations. I believe that all of the conversations that I had with the participants unveiled 

more depth than would emerge should the researcher be solely an academic without a rugby 

league background. We, the participants and I, shared commonalities through shared 

experience, not just in terms of sporting whakapapa but also through cultural influences and 

social experiences in our lives. I believe this is what sets this research apart; the stories told, 

and the narratives derived, are heartfelt, earnest and told to someone who can largely 

empathise with the narratives as well as the participants.  

Each of the conversations recorded for this research were founded on a basis of trust. The 

level of comfort between researcher and participant in the forming of this research indicates 

the openness and authenticity in the stories told. For some participants the relationship was 

developed through training together. Two participants provided the opportunity to get 

together in the gym and build a friendship through a mutual fondness for fitness. Other 

talanoa took place over kai (food) and coffee. I also had meals with two of the participants’ 

parents prior to meeting with them personally. One participant was a guest at a rugby league 

workshop that I was speaking at and we began our relationship from there. For me, the 

relationships and genuine approach to talanoa through appropriate tikanga such as 

whānaungatanga, aroha and manaakitanga are as important as the research itself. 

The environments within which the talanoa took place were also a factor in creating a level 

of comfort and trust. One talanoa took place in a café, three in the participants’ work place 
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(one via skype), two took place in the car while driving (one via video call), two in the 

participants’ home (one via phone call) and two in my own home. These settings allowed for 

a relaxed environment and contribute to the overall sense of openness within the pūrākau 

shared.  

I enjoyed the research process of this project immensely. As a lifelong fan of the sport, the 

opportunity to speak with legends of the game as well as emerging superstars was 

phenomenal to me. But, even more exciting than being awestruck by greatness was being 

afforded the opportunity to hear the stories of those who hadn’t reached such lofty heights 

in the public eye of the game. Those who grafted in their younger years only to fall short of 

the ‘dream’. It was these stories that would shape my perceptions of rugby league as a sport 

and as a business. These talanoa and the subsequent pūrākau remain embedded in my heart 

as reminders of the fickle and fleeting nature of life as a professional athlete.  

Data analysis 

Due to the many and varied understandings and applications of narrative inquiry there are 

many approaches to analysing the acquired data. Ollerenshaw and Creswell (2002) note that 

with “such diverse interdisciplinary applications, it is little wonder that a consensus does not 

exist as to what constitutes narrative research” (p. 331).  

Narrative inquiry is underpinned by a holistic exploration of a particular phenomenon 

focussing on the depth and breadth of experience (Lindsay & Schwind, 2016). As a result, 

recorded conversations serve to reveal new knowledge through salient themes that emerge 

through the stories and experiences of the participants. By re-telling, or re-storying, the 

pūrākau shared by the participants, the recurring and overlapping themes aid in 
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understanding their stories and lived experiences (Butina, 2015; Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; 

Kim, 2016; Ollerenshaw & Creswell, 2002). 

Analysis of themes in narrative approaches can be as varied as the approach to the research 

itself (Butina, 2015). Some strategies call for multi-staged analysis (Lindsay & Schwind, 2016), 

while others suggest that themes are predetermined by the prompts used, and questions 

asked, during the data recording process (Erueti, 2015). The approach taken in this body of 

work was ‘re-storying’: a combination of listening, transcribing, re-listening, reading and re-

reading the pūrākau of the participants to extract themes from their personal stories and 

experiences. These are then presented as condensed versions of the participants’ pūrākau. 

In the narrative process, researchers will narrate, or re-tell, the participants’ stories 

(Ollerenshaw & Creswell, 2002). In these narrations, themes can become apparent and “the 

qualitative data analysis may be both descriptions of the story and themes that may emerge 

from it” (Ollerenshaw & Creswell, 2002, p. 332). This thesis adopts an approach that 

foregrounds the pūrākau of the participants. That is, for the researcher, the stories 

themselves are as important as any analysis of them. By also drawing upon Kaupapa Māori 

and pan-Pacific research methods it is integral that the essence and intent of the pūrākau 

remain true to the participants. For this reason, the pūrākau of the participants are showcased 

as standalone stories rather than excerpts of stories that suit analytical themes. I have 

intentionally offered space for the pūrākau of the participants to shine on their own in line 

with Connelly and Clandinin’s (2006) call to make interpretation of story and experience 

meaningful. This leads to a thorough re-telling of the participants’ pūrākau in chapter four 

(Ngā pūrākau o ngā kaikōrero | Participant stories) followed by an analysis of the themes 

against existing literature in the following chapters.  Considering the importance and 



79 
 

centrality of participant experiences, and in keeping with Kaupapa Māori and pan-Pacific 

research methods, this thesis takes a thematic analysis approach via re-storying. In the re-

storying process those themes embedded in the stories are recognisable to both reader and 

researcher through the final narration (Ollerenshaw & Creswell, 2002). Re-storying was 

chosen as an appropriate model of analysis because it allows the research to illuminate the 

voice and stories of the participants in their own right (Ware et al., 2018). 

Chapter Summary 

In summary, adopting the qualitative approach to elicit a comprehension of the participants’ 

lived experiences to better provide for future generations of Polynesian athletes appeared to 

be the right avenue down which to tread. The approach guided the narrative inquiry to 

generate the stories through Pūrākau and Talanoa methods.   

My ‘insider’ status provided a position from which to engage in conversations that allowed 

for telling and re-telling stories. These stories then act as a platform for the development of 

analysis of particular phenomena that impact on the lives, careers, successes and failures of 

Polynesian rugby league players at the elite level.  

Pūrākau and Talanoa validate not only the stories themselves but also the storyteller. Both 

Pūrākau and Talanoa are intrinsically Polynesian in their whakapapa and in the way they are 

conducted. Both research methods have been developed to legitimise knowledge from the 

Pacific further; Pūrākau as a research method that has derived from KMT, and works to aid 

research for, by and with Māori; and, Talanoa as a method to validate Pacific methods of 

acquiring and sharing knowledge. The genealogy of the two research methods serves to 

provide a ’natural’ Polynesian space within which to engage conversations aligned to the 

research questions.  
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The sharing of knowledge through stories is of importance throughout the Pacific and offers 

an opportunity to illuminate the experiences of the participants in a way that recognises their 

stories as contributors to our growing understanding of certain phenomena. By using the 

methodological approach outlined in this chapter there is a level of power attributed to the 

participant pūrākau. The pūrākau are the focus and within this research they are afforded the 

opportunity to stand alongside existing literature as both evidence and knowledge of 

Polynesian experience. 
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4. Ngā pūrākau o ngā kaikōrero | Participant stories 
 

This chapter presents the pūrākau of the participants in the study. The pūrākau offer rich and 

meaningful insights into individual experiences as well as the many commonalities in their 

shared experiences. The stories of each of the participants involved in this research are 

intentionally given their own space. This is a way of valuing and honouring the pūrākau that 

they have shared as taonga and as integral in our attempts to understand the experiences of 

Polynesian men in professional rugby league.  

The pūrākau that emerged from the talanoa held with each of these men are shared as 

individual pūrākau so as to recognise the individuality of the participants while also 

maintaining the integrity of their pūrākau as unique to them. By presenting these pūrākau 

individually this chapter allows for each of the participants to be represented through their 

narrative.  

Participant One: Ropata 

Ropata is a retired professional rugby league player who represented New Zealand for nine 

years and played in the SLE for 19 years. Ropata has recently held a position in management 

for two years at one of his former clubs before becoming CEO of another for three years.  

Ropata began his professional career in the SLE at 18 years old. At that time he was a young 

father and in a country (England) far removed from his birthplace in South Waikato, and 

upbringing in West Auckland. A talented and driven individual, Ropata was able to forge an 

enduring career in the sport through persistence, application and a sense of grounding that 

he found in whānau. One of the earliest obstacles that Ropata faced in his career was that of 

the culture shock in relocating to the other side of the world to chase his dream of a career in 
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professional rugby league. Ropata spoke about the “diversification between me and the 

majority of the players that they had in the squad” and that “like many other kiwis that go 

over there I struggled…You know, that’s just in the first couple of weeks.” In the passage 

below Ropata demonstrates his self-identified “dog headedness”, his doubts and his 

grounding. 

My goal was to play for New Zealand, and I was quite dog headed and focussed on 

that. But, there were times in that first year that I questioned my decision. And, um, I 

had a young family with me. And, I think that is what kinda got me around that, is that 

I wasn’t just looking after myself. 

As a young Māori man being able to remain connected to his whānau was a factor in his 

successful adaption to a new life as a professional rugby league player. In his pūrākau it is 

evident that whānau is a major contributor to his own development.  

I was looking after a team. You know, there was three of us. I was the provider. …the 

way we were brought up is your whānau comes first and your own needs come second. 

So, having something as a focal point was probably a huge benefit for me. You know, 

I wasn’t like a lot of these young kids, where I was on my own and in a strange country. 

I had whānau around me, I had taken whānau with me. And, I’m not saying that was 

always good either, that was rock and roll sometimes because we were both kids, with 

a young daughter. But I had something to come home to. I had something to remind 

me of home to bring that little bit of realness to me, you know. 

As Ropata mentions, at times this was difficult due to his youth and having a young family. 

But, ultimately this enabled him to remain focussed on a career that would not only serve 

him, but serve his whānau. Ropata discussed the importance of whānau for his own personal 
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development, and also spoke of the necessity of whānau for others in the professional rugby 

league environment. Ropata spoke of another Māori player at the team, Tahi. Ropata and 

Tahi became close friends and formed a bond akin to brotherhood and they “became best 

friends, we became inseparable.” Ropata noted that Tahi was Australian born and raised and 

was quite detached from his Māori heritage. 

It’s quite funny because, he had a Māori name, but he’s Aussie as you can get. He was 

brought up in Coff’s Harbour in Aussie and he was really disconnected from his Māori 

side. He’s much more in touch with it now… 

Although Tahi was raised differently to Ropata, they shared the connection of being Māori 

and this lead to the development of a close bond, akin to whānau, between the two. For 

Ropata the concept of creating whānau and building those support mechanisms around him 

were an influential part of his rugby league identity. This was something that he took with 

him through the different clubs that he played for over a 19 year career. “So, what I’ve always 

done is I’ve created that network everywhere I’ve come. That little support mechanism. I’ve 

created a whānau here because I’m disconnected from my whānau back there [in New 

Zealand].” Ropata stressed the importance of building these types of relationships as a form 

of grounding one’s self, and creating enduring bonds and recounted his connection with Tahi 

by saying “me and him were important to one another because we became like brothers.” 

As an athlete who had achieved more than most in the sport of rugby league Ropata also 

revealed a number of issues that he felt rugby league players faced and how these may affect 

young Polynesian men today. Ropata had a strong will from a young age and his own ambition 

was a core contributor to his longevity as a professional in the sport. This determination was 
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a part of his identity as a person, not just as an athlete, and it helped him to establish goals 

and pursue them. Ropata adds that: 

…by identifying my why, which was I wanted to play for New Zealand. And, I was smart 

enough to compartmentalise it, you know into what are the stepping stones to playing 

for New Zealand… I think that’s important, you know, having that. Because if you’re 

passionate about it, you will focus, you will keep that as a focus and you will then find 

a pathway of stepping stones to achieve your goal. So that gives you direction and 

gives you a focal point.  

As a person who understood the necessity of creating a whānau type environment around 

him throughout his playing career, as well as acknowledging the power of focus and 

determination, Ropata was also aware of the potential pitfalls that could influence a 

burgeoning career. For him there was a need for rugby league clubs and managers to provide 

support, particularly around the financial and social aspects of professional sport.  

Another thing that really needs to be considered, is money, and the lifestyle. Financial 

education needs to start before the kids get the money. You know, all our kids, all of 

our kids, you know there’s not a single PI player over here or a single Māori player over 

here that comes from a wealthy background. Every single one of my rep teams that I 

played in, like the Kiwis and that, none, none, not a single one come from a money 

background. 

Ropata highlighted the implications of coming from a working class background into a position 

of instant wealth and prestige. In his post-playing life he has moved into different 

management positions within rugby league and revealed that he was more content on a 

significant pay decrease than he was when he was in the prime of his career.  
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A lot happier than I was during my playing years. Even though I was winning trophies, 

and doing that, it was a very confusing period of my life because I could buy anything 

I wanted, I could go anywhere I wanted, but it’s all meaningless because there’s no 

legacy involved in it. 

Ropata believed there was a need to learn more about social engagement. He spoke of the 

vulnerability that young Polynesian men face as a result of their cultural backgrounds. 

Particularly that of a communal mind-set and the danger of being exploited. This he says could 

lead to being ‘othered’ by your own friends and family. 

You don’t mind sharing the love, I would do that naturally. You ask me to do it, because 

of the lifestyle that I have then nah, that’s defeating. You’re othering me. I’m now not 

your mate, I’m something different. And, that’s something that you have to get used 

to. It might just be some flippant throw away comment, but they don’t understand, 

they’ll never understand the impact that it has on you. But it does, it has an impact. 

This reveals a sense that the commodification of athletes may extend beyond the commercial 

arenas and into the space of family and friends. There is a potential here that athletes may 

become less a member of the whānau and more a resource to their loved ones. 

Additional challenges included people wanting to interrupt your whānau time, people 

wanting to fight you in a bar, and people waving their fingers in your face in public. The 

drinking culture and the celebrity status, among other effects, of being in the public eye were 

included in his discussion around the impact that a professional athlete lifestyle can have on 

a young man. He outlined how in the beginning of a career these types of things are exciting 

and new, but that they “wear thin and become burdensome”. They can take a toll on the 
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physical and mental wellbeing of young athletes who haven’t been educated about the 

societal expectations that can come with playing professional sport.  

You hear your mums voice, you hear your grandmothers voice…You hear those voices 

screaming at you. So, it’s about having an understanding of who you are and where 

you come from, and being educated into the lifestyle you’re going into. The lifestyle 

you’re going into, it’s not normal. Being a professional athlete, a high profile 

personality, a brand, is not normal. Because you don’t live within the normal rules. 

Whether you like it or not, you’re a role model.   

The concept of normality can be foreign once you are a superstar league player. However, 

individuals may not realise this until it’s too late. Ropata felt the impact of being a brand 

before being a person. 

The position of being a role model is not something that all athletes aspire to. For Ropata, in 

reflection it was something that he had to be, however it was not necessarily his aspiration. 

As he looks back over his career, the idea of role modelling is something that Ropata sees as 

necessary for young men today, but not something he felt compelled to be as a teenager 

himself. 

Ropata also discussed   his role as a CEO of an SLE club. He talked about bringing players into 

his spiritual marae. A means of creating a collective sense of connection and pride of place 

and space among the Polynesian players at the club.  

Never above one another or below, but always by each other’s side. We had exactly 

that and we encouraged the entire squad to join us in our marae. And, I think there’s 

a responsibility to the old order of Pasifika, you know the more mature ones to nurture 
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and mentor the younger ones as well. Am I looking after my people? Because I know I 

was brought up to have that responsibility. And, maybe, then we can avoid some of 

the tragedies that we’ve seen in the recent past. 

Ropata played at the highest level of rugby league for 19 years, and represented his country 

for nine years. Throughout these years he faced a number of difficult situations because of 

being in the public spotlight, but a focus on his aspirations and connection to his whānau and 

culture kept him grounded.  
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Participant Two: Tavita 

Tavita, aged 23, had recently returned from his second attempt to break into the NRL top tier 

competition at the time of the interview. Tavita also had an older brother who was playing in 

the NRL competition. Tavita is humble, quiet and reserved with an awareness of self and the 

situations that he had faced during his time spent in Sydney. The talanoa I had with Tavita 

was insightful and lead to an intriguing pūrākau.  

Tavita had been a promising rugby union player but had followed his older brother to play 

rugby league. In 2010 Tavita converted to the new code and in his first season made an under 

16 representative side in Auckland. In his first two years in the code he had been selected for 

representative sides as well as being contracted to a development squad with an NRL club.  

At 17 he was being pursued by Australian based NRL clubs. Due to his brother having recently 

signed a contract with a Sydney-based club Tavita opted to decline offers from a Brisbane-

based club to sign a contract with the club closest to his brother. “So, that’s why I made my 

choice to go over to [club] so that we could both be in Sydney together.” 

During the initial weeks and months everything was going well for Tavita. The club had given 

him an apartment close to the clubs grounds and training facilities, but also equally close to 

the local nightlife and “all these night clubs are like 500m down the road.” 

Tavita was 17 and this living arrangement was exciting for a young Samoan boy from 

Auckland. During this period Tavita’s club arranged for his older brother to live with him in 

the apartment to provide familial support as well as guidance from an NRL perspective. While 
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the situation was exciting and new Tavita didn’t think that it was the most conducive 

environment for someone in the stage of early adulthood. 

So, you had a whole group of young 20s boys that were placed in what they used to 

call the Bronx. And, after the games you’d, um, a few boys would want to drink and 

then they’d turn the place upside down. Damage the place. And, personally I don’t 

think that was the best system for the younger boys. 

Tavita had felt that with the apartment complexes being in such close proximity to the clubs 

grounds and club offices that there would be a high level of supervision for the number of 

young men living in the club owned apartments. However, this didn’t eventuate and he found 

that he, along with the other young men, was left to his own devices outside of training and 

playing times. 

Tavita had been signed on an SG Ball3 contract. Within the first eight months he was promoted 

to playing in the Holden Cup4. With the bulk of the people living in his apartment building 

playing in the Holden Cup he had forged bonds with many of them through living together. 

Something that he was culturally familiar with. While he reflects on fond memories with his 

teammates he mentions the difficulty of adjusting to life in Sydney. Of these, the biggest 

difficulties that he had to face were the temptations of living unsupervised, being paid to play 

sport, and the freedom that came with it. He said that this situation was pretty tough to 

navigate as a 17 year old. “Especially guys that, um, well, guys that weren’t Australian. It was 

hard for the Islanders. Because they’re, well everything, from the shops, to the areas, it was 

all fresh to them. Guys like myself.” 

 
3 SG Ball is the NRL’s under 18 competition. 
4 Holden Cup is the NRL under 20 competition 
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Although other living situations were offered, the chance to live as an adult under your own 

rules was a more tempting proposition.  

The thing is, they had, our welfare manager, his name was Kev (surname omitted), he 

had a hostel, but he could only fit, like, four boys in. And at the time they would ask, or 

give us the opportunity of staying there or staying in the apartments. So, obviously for 

me, being a young bloke, I don’t want another dad. So, of course we chose the 

apartments. 

Reflecting on his time at that particular club Tavita acknowledged that the players who were 

now playing in the first grade competition, some household names, were the ones that had 

opted to stay with the welfare manager in the hostel.  

…all these guys that were a bit younger than me were getting their debuts in last year, 

so, it [staying in the hostel with the welfare manager] obviously worked out for them, 

but all those other boys who were in the apartments, nah. 

Despite the living situation, everything was looking promising early on for Tavita. He was 

moved from SG Ball into the Holden Cup team and was training alongside the first grade 

players. However, after experiencing the Holden Cup and a couple of games in the State Cup5 

Tavita felt that he was a player worth more than his SG Ball contract. At this point his attitude 

toward training and playing changed when he was dropped back to the SG Ball side. He 

completed his SG Ball season but this would be the last he would play for this club. 

Yeah, I played that out [the SG Ball season] and by then it was kinda like I’d played at 

the higher level. My head got way bigger and I didn’t want to play for the SG Ball again. 

 
5 State Cup was the name of the reserve grade, or tier two, NRL competition. It is now known as the Intrust 
Super Premiership or ISP.  
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My attitude changed big time. To training, not training, or turning up to training late, 

or not attending physio appointments, all of these little things that affected my game. 

And, then they noticed that there was something missing there so, um, that’s when 

they bought me my ticket and told me to come back home. 

At this juncture Tavita returned to Auckland. He had struggled in his first season in Sydney 

and came to the realisation that he had not been prepared for the level of mental resilience 

required to be a professional rugby league player at that level. There were a number of 

stressors that impacted his playing career. One that he discussed was the expectation to 

continue his education. Tavita found it difficult to switch from NCEA in New Zealand to the 

HEC in Australia. He openly acknowledged that he wasn’t the best student and found this 

transition difficult. Another area that created stress was not having family support available. 

He had his older brother, but he talks of his older brother also facing a number of issues at 

the same time. Having his older brother living with him also compounded the stress levels, 

especially when his brother brought his teammates (from his respective club) into the 

apartment to party. Not long after Tavita was sent home his older brother had a falling out 

with the club that he was playing for and was also forced to look for a contract elsewhere. 

When Tavita returned to Auckland he felt the burden of shame. He was seen as a promising 

footballer in the Auckland circles and had been given an opportunity to make something of 

himself. When peers and other members of the rugby league community would enquire 

about his situation he found it easier to lie than to reveal the truth about what had happened 

and the opportunity he had squandered.  

I kept telling people I’m gonna be back, I’m probably gonna be back December, like six 

months, or I’ll probably be back later, and um, I’d see the same person again, around 
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that time and they’d be like, ‘G, when are you gonna go back?’ and I’d tell them 

another date, and another date until the point where I just had to say, I’m not going 

back. 

Tavita did return a few years later as a 20 year old to another Sydney based NRL club. During 

his return to Auckland Tavita had had time to reflect on his initial Sydney experience and 

recognised that this was an opportunity to set his career on track again.  

In his time at his second club, Tavita was contracted to play in a position that he hadn’t played 

before. He had been a winger and centre in Auckland and at his first NRL club. At his new club 

he was expected to play in the front row as a prop. As a quiet young Polynesian man Tavita 

never felt comfortable enough to express his concerns over his new position. He was, in his 

words, “by far the skinniest in the team” and felt that he was not in the right position to 

demonstrate his ability at prop. After speaking to the coaching group and revealing that he 

was uncomfortable in the prop role he suggested that he “would be more of an asset if I 

played my position that I usually play.” This request didn’t eventuate and as a result his desire 

to play waned. This had a direct impact on his relationship with the clubs staff and coaching 

personnel, ultimately leading to him not having his contract renewed at the end of the season. 

He was offered a contract for the State Cup team but his slump in form came with 

consequences; “so then my footy started to drop, and then they dropped me”. 

During this period Tavita was, again, living with his brother who was also contracted to the 

same club. Tavita revealed that “To be honest nothing had really changed.” He was in a similar 

position to the one he had found himself in two years earlier; living with his older brother and 

influenced by alcohol and social factors.  
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Another area that Tavita discussed about his time in Sydney, and this was applicable for both 

clubs, was that he felt he was unable to ask for help.  

Everything, from the recruitment, to the welfare to the coaches, everything is quite 

daunting. There’s not really a welcoming feeling when you go to some clubs over there. 

It’s just how different they are… with the Australian football clubs, you kind of get a 

sense that you don’t want to ask. Especially at that age, when they say that there is no 

such thing as a dumb question, we would constantly question ourselves and think… 

this guy just finished telling me off, how do I ask him? 

Tavita found it hard at both clubs to ask questions and seek help. Ultimately he felt that he 

was left on his own during his two times in Sydney. An insightful and reflective young man 

Tavita demonstrated emotion and thoughtfulness throughout our talanoa. It was evident that 

his experiences had left an impact on him and it was unclear where he thought he would go 

next. One lesson that he did take from his journey to this point, and these were his final words 

of his pūrākau, was that his experiences had helped him to understand what it meant to be a 

Polynesian man which to him meant being able to care for more than just yourself while 

staying true to your values: 

Based on my experience, I think it’s just to be able to stand up for what’s right. Stand 

up and speak up, whether it be to make a statement to someone, or to do it for others. 
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Participant Three: Iosefa 

Iosefa is a former NRL and SLE player with a career that included five years in the NRL and 

over 100 matches, 10 years representing the New Zealand Kiwis, and seven years in the SLE. 

Iosefa also represented Samoa twice prior to being selected for New Zealand.  

Iosefa was born and raised in Auckland to Samoan parents. He reflected on how Auckland has 

changed and that growing up in Central Auckland was much different to the Central Auckland 

of today. “So times have changed since I grew up, but when I grew up there were a lot of 

Pacific Islanders that grew up in the Grey Lynn area and the local park was Richmond Rovers 

Rugby League.” As the youngest child in his family he followed his older brothers into rugby 

league and began what would become a life-long involvement with the sport. “My dad put 

me in when I was about eight. I was a little bit on the chubby side, nothing’s much changed 

over the years.” 

During Iosefa’s early years in rugby league he was surrounded by friends, the neighbourhood 

kids, and his older brothers.  

…if we weren’t friends we were family. And then friends that turned into family. We all 

probably, a lot of us all went to the same churches. You know, besides the schools. And, 

also the common link was the rugby league and sports, and Richmond Rovers was quite 

a central point for Pacific boys back then in Grey Lynn. 

From the age of nine Iosefa recalls making representative teams in Auckland age groups. By 

the age of 16 he felt that there was the potential to make a career of playing rugby league.  

I was big for a kid, but obviously when you stepped up to premier grade you’re playing 

against fully grown men so when put against those guys I didn’t stand out as a big 
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player. But, I held my own and you know 16, and 17 just started making rep grades 

and getting selected in different teams, and then junior kiwis came in and you know 

attention from scouts and managers, and then teams, you know. 

Iosefa reflected on being shoulder tapped at the ages of 16 and 17 and how different it is to 

today’s systems that start showing interest in rugby league talent from the age of 12. By the 

time he was 18 Iosefa had a firm belief that he may be destined for professional rugby league.  

At 18 Iosefa was signed on his first contract in the NRL. He describes a brief period of 

confusion and not understanding what exactly was happening.  

You know, we signed up as young kids. We’re being put on a plane every second week, 

during the week, and it’s only us on the plane, and people are starting to cheer for us 

and treat us like we’re famous. I’m just a kid who had grown up at Grey Lynn Park you 

know. Just one of the boys. 

This new found attention lead to Iosefa quickly recognising that a personal adjustment would 

be required to get used to the adoration that came with being a professional sportsman. 

During this time in his career Iosefa felt that he was in an environment where it would be a 

“very easy environment for kids to lose themselves to the fame and those people cheering 

your name.” He credits his family with keeping him grounded and feels that this allowed him 

to maintain his career for such a long time.  

So for me I was very blessed to have a very grounded family. As I was playing in front 

of 30,000 people I’d come home, and being the youngest in my family I’d have to go 

and do the dishes or go and do the vacuuming. I’ve gone from leaving a stadium where 

people were chanting your name, or cheering your team, people patting your back, to 
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a guy that’s washing your gears, hanging it up on the line, washing your boots, to 

getting back home and its back to normal. So for me that was a grounding… it 

separated my fantasy world, well not so much fantasy, but my, you could say, celebrity 

status world to reality for me. 

Iosefa acknowledges his family as being crucial to his development as a rugby league player. 

From sacrificing time and money during his junior representative years, through to keeping 

him grounded through his professional career. For a young Samoan man he was constantly 

reminded of his position in the family. He reflects that “I was made sure that I never forgot I 

was the youngest.” Along with family, Iosefa’s life was heavily influenced by culture and 

religion. Iosefa “grew up in a Samoan house where the two most important things were God 

and going to church, and speaking your language and your culture and everything that comes 

with it as a family”. 

At times this was a burden for a young man but he reflects on those years and “looking back 

at it now, it was a blessing, ‘cause y’know, I discovered later in life that your language, your 

culture and your identity is a very powerful thing for an individual.” Iosefa took his culture 

with him into his professional career and he believes that this enabled him to develop 

relationships with his peers as he “was able to share it with my mates.” 

Because of his family and culture Iosefa felt that he needed to repay his parents for their 

sacrifice, as well as the wider family and community. “And as a young island kid I wanted to 

buy mum and dad a bigger house, you know a nice car. Everything.” While he was in a 

position, financially, to do this, his monetary success did present some problems. Iosefa 

attributed some of these to cultural values that he felt he needed to uphold.  
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as I continued to play and I was doing quite well on the field obviously came with more 

money, and then when you’re earning a bit more money and in the limelight, not only 

does the public know, your family knows... there was a struggle to go from a struggling 

family to me earning six figures at a young age. And, you know, aunties and uncles 

come out of the woodworks needing a loan. 

Despite the pressure of providing for family and navigating the cultural shift, Iosefa was able 

to forge a sustained career. He is aware that not all who seek a career in professional rugby 

league are able to have the length of career that he had. He attributed a lot of this to hard 

work and the support of his family. 

I was very blessed to go 14-15 years, seasons. You know, that was through a lot of luck. 

Oh, not a lot of luck, a lot of hard work. A lot of support from the family because I think 

I was pretty grounded and pretty balanced upstairs. Made mistakes, yup, but I had 

good support. 

Iosefa also mentioned racism, and of being the target of casual racism during his time in 

professional sport. One incident that he recalled was being ignored at a car sale yard, knowing 

that he could buy any car there with cash up front, to then being constantly pulled over in his 

“nice expensive car with my then girlfriend, now my wife” and having police ask him “who 

owns this car?”.  Iosefa also talked about the media and public perception of Māori and 

Pasifika peoples as athletes. He demonstrated a dislike of the scrutiny that Polynesian athletes 

receive, “You know, all those, profiling, or racism, they’re real. They’re very real. So, yeah we 

get sick of it. From the way the media look at it, and portray Pasifika and Māori guys.”  
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Although an athlete he recognised the necessity of celebrating other achievements in the 

Polynesian world. Iosefa recalled the personal toll that these kinds of misconceptions of 

Polynesian people could have. 

Sometimes I think that people think Māori and Pasifika are only good sports people; 

they can only play rugby, or league, or throw a shotput or discus. But we’ve got good 

doctors, we’ve got business people we’ve got lecturers. So we need to be able to 

celebrate that. You know, it hurts when they have those perceptions. 

He did acknowledge that things are beginning to change in his opinion and that “We are 

changing mind-sets and attitudes towards us and towards ourselves.” 

The last part of Iosefa’s pūrākau focussed on his views of masculinity and how that is 

portrayed in rugby league. He had a simple message; that it is important to give, nurture and 

support others. He spoke of his father being his first role-model and that he aspired to be like 

his father who he said was a very caring and giving man.  

A man for me doesn’t mean you carry a rugby ball and run through six guys, you know 

running through a brick wall, it’s about manning up in life. Being proud of who you are. 

Proud of your family. Your kids. And not being afraid to show it. 
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Participant Four: Lagi 

Lagi is a former NRL player and has also played professionally in England in the second tier 

professional competition. Lagi grew up in West Auckland and began playing rugby league at 

the age of four for Point Chevalier. At that time he was playing in an age group a year ahead 

of him, due to there being no younger age grades for him to play in. From this point Lagi 

continued to play an age grade ahead so that he could continue to play rugby league with his 

‘mates’. 

At the age of 12 Lagi shifted to a different club that was closer to his home in Te Atatu. Still 

playing in grades above his own age Lagi played through until the senior grades with this club. 

Throughout these years Lagi had success with his club in the age grades and went on to win a 

number of grand finals. At the age of 18, while still eligible for the age grade side Lagi made 

the decision to play for the senior top side. 

I was gonna go through with my mates through the grades and they went on to win 

some championships in the 19 and 21 grades, but at 18 I thought I might as well have 

a crack at top side at Te Atatu. And, yeah, I made it, so I was only, um, 18 and I 

managed to play in a grand final  

This was a revelation for Lagi, who, at 18, was considered young to be playing in a Fox 

Memorial Championship team, and was playing alongside and against players who had played 

for the New Zealand Kiwis.  

Yeah, it was my first experience of playing something like, playing in that grade ay. 

And, playing alongside Kiwis, real eye opener ay. And, also getting to play alongside 

my brother was the most appealing thing to me as well. 
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For Lagi playing with his brother was an important part of his rugby league trajectory. His 

older brother was a highly regarded player in the Auckland competitions. This drove Lagi to 

improve his own game and strive to play alongside his brother.  

He’s 3 years older than me. And his path was quite similar, but, he’s done pretty well 

for himself. But yeah, that’s, that was something that I really, really wanted to do as 

one of the, you know, one of the wishes that I really wanted to play football alongside 

my brother. 

Lagi’s brother’s career was cut short due to a “tragic injury at the prime of his career”. For 

both Lagi and his brother this was a tough period to navigate. However, Lagi revealed that his 

brother set a challenge for Lagi to continue the family legacy and strive to be the best player 

that he could be.  

…he just laid down a challenge for me just to take the mantle and just carry on. I’m 

really proud of what he’s achieved, and I’m sure he’s pretty proud of what I’ve done as 

well. 

The following season Lagi made the Auckland senior team and found himself playing 

alongside household names in the New Zealand rugby league landscape. Through the 

mentorship of his senior peers and by being self-motivated to continually improve his own 

football, Lagi realised that a professional career in rugby league was becoming a viable 

possibility. He revealed that “that was something that actually I didn’t expect, but I suppose 

being in the right place at the right time, so, being consistent in the way I was playing as well. 

I think that helped.” At the time there was a large exodus of Auckland based players to the 

English professional competitions. After two seasons playing for the Auckland senior team 



101 
 

Lagi was offered a contract in England. For him this was as much about seeing the world and 

exploring his opportunities as it was about forging a career.  

So, yeah that was one of the ambitions that I had was wanting to get overseas and 

have a look… because my world at that moment was just Auckland, and just Te Atatu, 

just West Auckland. I didn’t know about the outside world, I thought using rugby 

league as a vehicle would be great. Just to go overseas, but to go and play and be 

involved in the sport, that I’ve had a passion for, for ages. 

Lagi moved to England aged 22. Six weeks later his (now) wife joined him and they lived with 

two other ex-patriate New Zealanders who were also playing at the club as a part of the 

English rugby league international quota system. After his first match in England Lagi was 

forced to watch the next three games from the side-line with a badly twisted ankle. This injury 

on debut had the potential to bring Lagi’s burgeoning career to a halt before it had begun. His 

major fear being that the club had paid for his services and he may not be able to deliver.  

…they paid for you to come over here so you’ve got to produce ay, you’ve just got to 

produce the goods and I didn’t really have a very good run…You’ve got to go over there 

and you establish yourself, you know. Obviously, if you’re playing really well, you know, 

then the support will come. You know, and if you can show them that you’re like, you 

know, on the top of your game, then you get the accolades that come with it ay 

Lagi revealed that he, as well as his Polynesian peers, all felt that in order for them to get 

support from the club that they had to perform to the highest possible level.  
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…the three of us were Polynesian so we were the only Polynesians in the town. So, yeah 

we stuck out. Yeah. It was just like, everyone knew who we were, and but if you don’t 

produce the goods then you don’t get the support. 

Following his inaugural season in England he was cut from his first club and moved south to 

London. While playing for his new club Lagi’s older brother got married. Lagi returned to 

Auckland for the wedding and decided to stay in Auckland, foregoing his obligations in 

London.  

He resumed playing in the Auckland competition and had all but given up on returning to the 

professional ranks as a football player. However, that season Lagi had a breakout year and 

was again selected for the Auckland team. At the end of the representative season Lagi was 

awarded second best representative player in New Zealand for that year.  

The following year Lagi was playing in the NRL. Lagi spoke about how this changed his mind-

set from one of making a team and getting a contract, to wanting to continue to develop his 

game and work hard to retain his contracts and spot in the team.  

Yeah just the experience with the [club], it taught me a lot. It taught me that through 

hard work and perseverance, and not taking things for granted, because it’s so easy, 

not so much to make the side but you’re in the [club] you know and it’s like, sweet you 

know.  But, I once heard that when you make the All Blacks it’s like cool, you’re an All 

Black but how long are you going to stay being an All Black? And, that’s the same sort 

of whakaaro I had for the [club]) as well you know. How long am I going to stay being 

an NRL player? And, what does that mean? Well, it means hard work. 
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Lagi found that once he was in the NRL that this placed more pressure on those around him. 

His wife was at home looking after their one year old son at the time and Lagi revealed that 

“the responsibilities that she had, it was more than what compared to me. Because all I had 

to worry about was making sure that I was fit and whether I was available for the games and 

that sort of stuff.”  

Once Lagi realised that his career was taking a toll on his family, he began to question whether 

this was the correct profession for him.  

That led to a lot of things on my mind in terms of at the end of that season, ok I’m at 

a crossroads now and I need to decide what to do. We’ve got this baby, we’ve got our 

son, our (name omitted), and I had to choose whether I wanted to further my career 

or push and be able to balance both. And, make sure that I’m not away from my boy 

too much. 

Due to his own internal struggles with balancing life as a footballer and providing quality time 

for his family Lagi made the conscious decision to bring his NRL career to an early end after 

one season. In a follow up conversation Lagi revealed how important family was to him and 

his decision making.  

Family is really important ay. Because they’re the back bone. I don’t want to sound too 

cliché but they are. I just couldn’t have made it without them. Mainly my brother, the 

brother just older than me, we were really close. We’re about 3, 4, years apart in age, 

but we were just really close. But, yeah, just so important, that’s why I stressed before 

that, I said before that I wanted to play alongside him because, um, you know? Family 

to me is everything ay, you know? I’d just got married, had a kid, and it was just like 

‘what’s the priorities in my life?’ ‘What’s the reality of my life?’ I mean league, not to 
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sound cliché again, but there’s only a certain time you can play league. You can’t play 

for the whole of your life. So, for me it was, just family, you know? And that’s it. It’s 

really been the main thing in my life. And it continues to be that now. 

Lagi noted that he could have continued to pursue a rugby league career and with his brother 

in Brisbane he could have played there, but the decision to put his family first is one thing that 

he has never regretted.  

When questioned about the NRL now and what his views were around the way that young 

Polynesian kids are scouted and contracted by NRL clubs at a young age Lagi had a strong view 

on the level of pressure on modern players.  

They’re in school, and the pressures come with that. Pressure to play 1st XV if you’re 

any good, so you might play that, now the league is played during the week so you 

play that, if you’re good enough you’re in (NRL) development, or you’ve been scouted 

by someone that expect you, because of the platform that the NRL have set, um, you’re 

expected to do the extras you’re expected to, basically, be brainwashed, or live that 

life of a rugby league player, a professional rugby league player. At a young age. 

Lagi discussed the level of pressure being exacerbated by parents who attempt to live their 

sporting dreams through their children, the expectations of clubs on young men, as well as 

the pressures of performing at school, particularly for those young athletes who were 

scholarship recipients. While Lagi saw family as the most crucial part of his world, he also 

acknowledged that family could prove detrimental to the development of young athletes.  

Because, particularly Māori and Pacific Islanders, it almost like all their eggs are in one 

basket. Particularly in terms of the family is going ‘Yes, my son is going to go Warriors’ 
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or ‘He’s going to get these 16s and 18s’ but, um, you know, they say ‘Yeah, my son’ I’m 

going to live my life, my sporting career out of my son, you know? 

Although, he did see the pressure of family as being removed from the external pressures of 

clubs and coaches and other positions of power in rugby league.  

I think the family pressure is always going to be there because it’s family and it’s in a 

different way, you know? And, it is, particularly with Māori and Polynesians ay, 

particularly Polynesians because, you know, family is everything to them. They tell you 

where it’s at. That’s their reality. You might be a superstar out here, but you’ve got to 

come home and do the dishes, or you gotta come home and, you know, and clean the 

house up.  

While Lagi experienced the NRL as a player, his connection to whānau and his personal views 

of what it is to be a father and husband ultimately meant that he consciously left the 

professional athlete lifestyle to focus on being a better, more accessible family man.  
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Participant Five: Teariki 

Teariki is 21 years old, a current NRL player and has been in the NRL system since he was 15. 

In the last six years Teariki has been involved with the same NRL club and despite his youth 

has experienced many of the highs and lows that come from participating in professional 

rugby league at the highest levels.  

Of Tainui descent, Teariki is a New Zealand Māori who was born and raised in Christchurch. 

His rugby league trajectory started early: 

I was a big boy when I started coming through. Y’know genetics and all that. Um, us 

Māori and Pasifika we tend to grow faster than other kids so I was a big boy and I think 

my mum signed me up to play rugby when I was about 4 years old. Just ripper rugby. I 

did that for maybe half a year and obviously because I was a big boy I was a little bit 

rough and I was bowling over other kids in ripper rugby and mum had some 

complaints. Other parents didn’t believe that I was 4 years old and stuff like that. 

He remembers his koro telling his mother to sign him up for rugby league and when he turned 

five “koro took me to the closest rugby league team”. From this first club Teariki developed 

his passion for rugby league and by the age of seven he knew that he wanted to play rugby 

league forever. Rugby league became his priority. He recalls converting to a different club 

aged eight in pursuit of better coaching and spending his time analysing YouTube footage of 

some of the games greats. 

I always knew since I was 6 or 7 that I wanted to play rugby league. I used to watch 

YouTube videos non-stop on mums work computer and um, every time she went to 

work or she went to college when she was studying at the time she’d open up her 
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computer and it’d just be eight bars of YouTube highlights of Benji Marshall or Sonny 

Bill Williams and all that sort of stuff. 

His desire for better coaching paid off with almost immediate impact as he began to make 

representative teams. 

I didn’t really know what I needed to do, I was still a kid so I just wanted to enjoy it but 

I’ve always known I wanted to play rugby league for the rest of my life. So, yeah I was 

watching highlights all the time, I moved over to [club name omitted] when I was 8 

years old. Thought I was getting better coaching. And, I was. I started making 

Canterbury teams like u10s, 11s, 12s all the way up.  

Teariki spoke of his first rugby league setback at the age of 12. He recalls being on the verge 

of making the Canterbury u13s side and not being picked. “I remember I didn’t get picked and 

I was shattered. I’d made all these Canterbury teams all the way up and I was absolutely 

shattered.” For Teariki this moment proved pivotal. He spoke of questioning his size, his 

fitness and his ability to play at the level he wanted to be.  

I was a big boy, I mean I ate a lot and I was a big boy and y’know I probably wasn’t as 

fit as I should be, wasn’t moving around the park as much as I should be, wasn’t fast 

enough. Y’know? The weight was holding me down. I remember I was absolutely crying 

to mum. 

Teariki was ultimately selected as 18th man for that team and toured with the team despite 

not playing. He referred to this as “the worst trip ever”. His reflection of this moment 

demonstrated a vulnerability in him.  
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I remember telling myself in my head that this is never ever gonna happen again. I’m 

never ever going to go through this again. And, that was it. I came home I was upset. 

Sat like that with mum and mum just said ‘well you remember this and you keep it 

locked in your head.’ 

Moments like this turning disappointment and frustration into motivation, throughout 

Teariki’s pūrākau, revealed his level of drive to achieve the goals that he set himself. Following 

the ‘worst trip ever’ Teariki promised himself and his mum that he would never miss another 

opportunity in rugby league. He recalled a story about a moment with his step father that 

helped propel his motivation even further: 

I’d got home from school and I was sitting down on the chair eating a packet of chips. 

He sat down next to me, he’d got home from work and he was like ‘what do you want 

to do when you grow up?’ and I was like ‘I want to be a rugby league player’. Like, 

straight away, ‘I want to play in the NRL’. He looked at me with a fat stomach and 

potato chips and he goes ‘oh well, you’re not gonna get there by doing what you’re 

doing right now.’ … I remember straight away I got up, wrapped the chips up and put 

them back in the pantry and went for a run. 

From that day forward Teariki ran “every single day.” At this point he set himself short term 

goals, such as running 1km without stopping, and pursued his dream to be a rugby league 

player with ardent resolve.  

By the time Teariki was 14 he says he had stripped a lot of excess weight and was feeling much 

more prepared for the rigours of rugby league and the representative seasons.  



109 
 

I remember when I was going into the winter season at 14 I just felt so much fitter. 

Like, fitter, faster, stronger, and I think that’s when it clicked. Then I went ‘MAN, I’m 

killin’ it’. ….I was catching guys that I didn’t use to, I was stepping guys that I didn’t use 

to. I think I needed that. Once I got that little inch, I ran a mile. 

Teariki’s ambition wasn’t restricted to the footy field. While he was preparing his body 

physically, in school he was preparing himself in other ways. 

I probably shouldn’t have been doing it but I just used to sit there in class with 

headphones in and just, [watch] motivational videos. I used to search up things [like] 

how do you make it? All my mates used to give me a bit of stick for it like man what’re 

you doing? What are you doing? You know? And, the teacher would get angry at me 

and ask if I’ve done any work and I’d just say nah. ‘What have you been doing?’ ‘Oh, 

watching YouTube videos’. And they used to ring mum all the time and she’s like ‘yeah 

I know. I know he should be doing work but that’s all he wants to do.’ 

Outside of rugby league and school, Teariki found grounding and identity in his whānau and 

his Māori centred upbringing. Teariki is a self-confessed “mummy’s boy” who was raised by a 

solo mother for the majority of his early life. His adulation for his mother is present 

throughout our conversation and he consistently refers back to his mother as being the rock 

in his life. Many of the stories that he elaborated on during our conversation were bookended 

with ‘just ask mum’ or ‘mum always told me’. Teariki spoke of his mum as strong and honest 

and as someone who was always there to support his dreams, even if that was through 

providing a reality-check from time-to-time.  
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I think I learnt so much from mum. She’s a strong woman and y’know she’s my mum 

and my dad. She loved me when she needed and wanted to love me, she disciplined 

me when she needed and wanted to discipline me. It was fair all the time. 

Teariki recalls that life wasn’t always easy growing up and recognises that his mother provided 

him with a lot despite having little. He notes that “we never had much. But, like mum made 

do.” He spoke of his mum studying while he was a kid and with her being young requiring the 

assistance of other whānau.  

Koro played a massive role, and still does, in my family. Um obviously my mum needed 

some people to lean on while she was studying for teachers college and mum had me 

at quite a young age as well so, y’know I used to go and stay with my koro and nanny 

for a couple of weeks some times. So, they definitely raised me [too]. 

Teariki fondly recollected stories of his koro and spoke of acquiring a strong work ethic from 

seeing his koro working hard in the pub that he ran in rural Canterbury. 

He used to wake up every morning and clean the pub top to bottom and restock the 

fridge. Every morning. It didn’t matter how tired, old or sick or whatever he got, same 

thing every day. Same thing. I reckon I gained my work ethic from koro. And nanny was 

exactly the same. They’re hard workers man. 

Teariki also spoke of the cultural influence in his upbringing highlighting his taha Māori as 

formative in his identity. 

I always grew up in a very Māori way. Um, we had karakia before everything and … 

like we’re a very proud Māori family and my koro always told me about his growing up 

in Raglan, in Whaingaroa, like just how he learnt te reo as a kid and how they used to 
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get caned for speaking te reo in schools …so, our whole family was very Māori oriented 

and motivated …And now I’m like Māori hard ay. I’ll go till the death for my people 

y’know? That’s just how I roll.  

For Teariki his identity is firmly rooted in his whakapapa and he is proudly and unashamedly 

Māori in his career today. He referred to competing in a high school kapa haka national 

competition as laying the foundations for his transition into elite competition comparing the 

discipline required to compete in haka to that of playing in the NRL.  

At age 14 Teariki was selected for a national NZRL tournament held in Rotorua. It was at this 

tournament that he first caught the eye of NRL scouts. He was selected for the u15 team. 

However, at 14 he held little hope of being selected to play and feared a repeat of his u13 

experience discussed earlier. After an injury Teariki was given an opportunity in the third 

game of a week-long tournament after missing selection in the opening two matches. 

Remembering the promise he had made to himself and his mother, he took the opportunity 

with both hands. 

So, I remember I went out there and I was like ‘I’m in’. I came off the bench and straight 

away I was in there. No fear. I didn’t care …I think I came out of that game and they 

used to have a lady who does the stats. How many tackles and stuff like that. Anyway, 

she’d pick 4 players from a team and I was one of them. And I think I had 42 tackles 

and 0 missed. When I was 14! I think I took like 17 carries. Like I just wanted to get in 

there. And this is off the bench. I mean I was fit, I was in there straight away. 

Following that game he was approached by his first NRL scout. The following year Teariki 

returned to the same tournament and while still playing u15s was once again noticed with his 

mum receiving phone calls from six NRL clubs. At this point Teariki and his mother sought 
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advice from managers and signed up with a particular manager who sold them the dream; 

“he was just like ‘your son’s gonna make it. I’m gonna make him a million dollars and he’s 

going to look after you and he’s going to buy you a house’.” 

While the manager did get Teariki a contract in the NRL system, aged 15, Teariki is reluctant 

to recommend a manager to anyone beginning their professional football journey.  

[They] just fully bullshit you man. Like, sell you the whole world. And obviously my eyes 

lit up because I’m sitting there and mum’s like ‘are you serious?’ This was the first time 

we’d got anything close to NRL. So, took the chance, went with him. 

This particular manager spent several years with Teariki and even duped him into re-signing 

a manager’s contract extension for a further five years by disguising it as an NRL contract. 

Exploiting Teariki’s homesickness and naivety the manager downplayed his appeal to other 

clubs and made decisions on his behalf that would prove detrimental to Teariki’s career.  

Teariki reflected that “he’s the man that’s supposed to look after me and I trusted him and 

he goes ‘just sign here and here and blah blah blah’.” 

It was at this point that Teariki sought legal guidance and dissolved the contract and the 

relationship with this manager. After a drawn out process throughout which Teariki was 

accused of lying and deception, he was forced to pay over $20,000 of his own money to break-

free from this manager. It is evident that this had an impact on Teariki’s mental health and on 

his ability to trust in player managers and other people in positions of authority. 

 After signing with an NRL club Teariki travelled to Australia for camps with the club up to four 

times a year. He recalled arriving at his first camp and going from being the best talent in New 

Zealand to the bottom of the heap in Australia.  
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Here I was the fittest, strongest, fastest. I got there and I was the unfittest, the 

weakest. I mean these kids are another level. Like, I was sitting there going oh my God. 

He used his flaws to motivate him and made sure that each time he returned to camp in 

Australia that he had improved. Each camp of each year between the ages of 15 and 18 he 

noticed the pool of boys was getting smaller. From approximately 24 young men in the first 

camp to a handful who earned contracts in the last camp Teariki continued to work as hard 

as possible to ensure he would remain with the club.  

I had to be the best. I knew in my head, it was funny ay because I used to go and I’d 

come back and I’d be like, it sounds bad but I was the man here. I would kill it here. I 

was a big fish in a little pond in my age group. So, I’d kill it here. But then I’d go over 

there and then BOOM straight back to reality, coming last in everything.  

While attending the Australian based camps Teariki was still dominating representative teams 

here in Aotearoa earning accolades at every NZRL tournament and camp including New 

Zealand u16 player of the year. His successes on home soil would see him approached by 

other NRL clubs. 

The day after completing high school, aged 17, Teariki was on a flight to Australia to begin his 

life as a professional. When he arrived his lifestyle was far from the glamour that is shown on 

television or proposed through the words of a manager.  

When asked about his living situation when he arrived his response was simple but telling: 

“Slept on the floor for six months.” Given accommodation in a club housing scenario Teariki 

lived with several other junior players and a club employed ‘caregiver’. He reflected that these 

days were particularly tough and would come close to breaking his resolve. 
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…they didn’t have a bed for me. All the other boys had, y’know they had family there 

so their family, like, packed a bed for them or paid for a bed for them. They had little 

fridges in their rooms. Their own everything. And, I had a suitcase. 

Teariki found his new lifestyle isolating and lonely. With next to no money to his name and 

no one he could turn to in Australia Teariki found himself crying on the phone to his mum 

every night.  

Yeah. So, that was tough. That was very tough for me, and I was on the phone legit 

crying every night with my mum. Every night, every single night. I had nothing. I legit 

had nothing. 

While a caregiver lived in the house Teariki reflects that “he was never home…you’d never, 

ever, see him.” He also noted that he didn’t feel comfortable speaking to coaches, welfare 

officers or management because:  

Because I didn’t know them, and I didn’t trust them. And, they don’t know me, you 

know what I mean? That’s how it was. They don’t know what I’ve been through and 

stuff like that. Um, I didn’t trust them.  

Without a viable support network he considered quitting several times. His manager at the 

time was absent and unprepared to support him in any way. It was his mother’s words of 

encouragement and his own determination that motivated him to keep pursuing his dream 

through the isolation and dark days.  

Yeah, it was tough. It’s tough. But I knew, I knew I was here for something. Like, I just 

had this feeling, and I still do, I’m here for something. I’m here to do something, I’m 
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here to create something. I’m here to make a difference. I still feel like that now. And, 

if I can do that through rugby league then I can do that through rugby league.   

Even after playing first grade for two seasons and having been re-signed on an extended 

contract Teariki still struggles with being away from family and friends. 

It’s hard, it’s hard bro. It’s not all sunshine and rainbows now. Like, bro, I’ve got no one 

there bro. Like, I’ve got mates. But, they’ve got their family. They’ve got their 

girlfriends. They’ve got their kids. I’ve got no, like, in between …all my family are here 

[NZ] but when I go there it’s just rugby league, rugby league, rugby league. 

Teariki has formed relationships with other Māori and Pasifika teammates whom he finds a 

sense of family with through bbq’s and family gatherings. He calls this the “brown boy group” 

and notes that they “even have a group chat and it’s called Pasifika boys and it’s just all of us. 

So, it’s all the Māoris, the Islanders, just all us guys like we’re all together.” However, he did 

speak of there being a sense of segregation between the “brown boys” and others in the 

playing group. Teariki also reflected that there was a feeling of hierarchy among the 

Polynesian playing group in that despite being in the wider team, he wasn’t included in the 

‘Pasifika boys’ group until he had “made a name” for himself. This was something he thought 

was, perhaps, due to a difference between New Zealand and Australian Polynesian 

upbringing. 

Like, I wasn’t in there, but once I debuted and started playing really well I got added 

into there. Which I thought was a bit shit. Yeah, I think that’s shit because, like the 

thing is though, all of those Pasifika boys, they’re Australian born Pasifika boys. So, 

they’ve got that Aussie thing. For me, I think you’ve got to invite everyone in. Even if it 
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is a Pākehā fulla. If he wants to have an islander feed, let him have an islander feed 

haha y’know? 

A sudden rise to fame has also been difficult to navigate for Teariki. Going from teenager to 

superstar in a short space of time has been a tough transition. He spoke of the pressure that 

comes from the media, and social media, to being abused in public.  

Bro, like, I’ll go to the supermarket and they’ll be like ‘fuck you’re useless’ … it’s one of 

those things where you’ve just got to cop it. Bro, I never leave home. It’s hard. And 

everywhere you go people know who you are. 

When I first spoke to Teariki he had returned home for a break during a bye week and spoke 

about the need to refresh from everything rugby league. I asked him what his coach thought 

of this and he revealed a side of coaching and management that hadn’t been touched on by 

other participants. He noted that his current coach was family oriented and understood the 

need to be with family. He believes that other coaches he has had while in the NRL would not 

have let him take the leave. One in particular he felt would have declined the opportunity and 

told him that “You’ll be alright.” Teariki feels a connection to his current coach unlike any 

other coach he’s had in his career and he believes that he’s “one of the best coaches I’ve ever 

had because he actually cares.” 

At 21 years old, Teariki has navigated relocation, isolation, being “ripped off” by a player 

manager, and living on the floor of a club home in the pursuit of his NRL dream. When we 

spoke he had just signed a contract extension worth over $1million dollars and had recently 

represented the NRL Māori All Stars. With this career trajectory it would be easy to assume it 

came easy. His work ethic, determination and a grounding in his Māori identity supported by 

a strong mother have helped him to realise his childhood dream to play in the NRL.  
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Participant Six: Manu 

Manu is an NRL player and currently playing for his second club having recently been released 

from his first club, a club he played at for five years. Manu first moved from Christchurch, 

New Zealand, to Sydney at the age of 16 after being signed following an open trial. Manu was 

touted as a gifted athlete and began playing rugby league at the age of seven before spending 

the majority of his youth playing rugby union.  

When asked about his younger years playing rugby union and how this lead to him playing 

professional rugby league Manu spoke about a series of fortuitous events. “I played for 

Canterbury metro... when I was like 12 or 13 years old. And, I was playing division two for 

Hornby.” He mentioned that, at the time, his school wasn’t among the Division One teams 

and this made it more difficult to break into representative teams for rugby union:  

...and obviously to make Canterbury teams you’ve got to be playing division one... But 

I was quite lucky bro, obviously I was quite gifted and talented so I got the opportunity 

to play Canterbury and I was sort of one of the first to make Canterbury without being 

in division one.  

Manu spoke of the majority of those that he played with at the Canterbury level having come 

from “rich schools” and that for him “coming from the ghetto in Hornby” it was a massive 

achievement. 

Following his selection for Canterbury over successive years, Manu was offered a rugby 

scholarship to St. Andrews College, a private school in Christchurch. At around the same time 

one of Manu’s friends had been scouted for a Sydney based rugby league club and was playing 

in the under 20s competition in Australia. His friend informed Manu of an open trial 

happening in Christchurch and urged him to go along and “have a go”.  
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He was like bro you should go down and play rugby league. I was like man I haven’t 

played rugby league in ages. But I went and had a good crack there and yeah it started 

from there. The [club] scouts picked me up from there and yeah a couple of weeks after 

that I was on a plane to Sydney. 

Manu revealed that this took place not long after the Christchurch earthquake of 2011 and 

the combination of an unsettled home town, and his age left him unsure about the move. He 

held fears of being away from his family at such a trying time and felt that “as a young kid you 

don’t really know how to be on your own two feet without your parents.” 

Manu grew up in a volatile family environment where he was witness to violence and 

alcoholism. He mentions that he has “seen a lot growing up with my parents” and credits his 

older brothers for paving a way for him by, themselves, experiencing everything so that he 

didn’t have to. Early in his pūrākau it became clear that family was of the utmost importance 

to Manu.  

When Manu arrived in Sydney he was placed in a club house where he was taught how to 

survive in a new world.  

I moved into a [club] house, like a house full of boys that came from different places in 

Sydney and NZ and there were like six of us and we were raised by house parents and 

that’s where I started learning how to pay my bills and get an eftpos card and how to 

do dishes and all those other things bro. 

Although Manu was living with other young men and had the support of his ‘house parents’ 

he still felt alone. This was one of the first challenges that Manu faced on his pathway to 

professional football. When asked what that was like for him, he said: 
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Yeah bro, pretty hard ay. Coz, y’know, I’ve got 4 brothers and 4 sisters and going from 

being in a big family it was very different being on my own and I couldn’t really rely on 

other people. I sort of had to learn how to be on my own and be on my two feet doing 

things. So, that was really challenging bro...It was pretty full on. I moved over when I 

was 16, what made it difficult was probably just being without mum and dad ay bro. 

Y’know, going to a whole different country not knowing your surroundings, your 

friends, um, yeah bro, like most Pacific Islanders bro just my family ay. You’re coming 

home to people that you don’t even know. 

Manu proceeded to discuss the difficulty of transitioning in his new life in Sydney away from 

his large family of eight siblings and his parents.  

I probably would’ve cried like probably the first two months. I was pretty homesick bro. 

There were multiple times I just wanted to give up. I was going through depression at 

the time and just going through depression mode where I just thought it was just too 

hard for me bro. I had that mind-set where I just wasn’t going to make it. It felt like it 

was a long way for me to get to the top. The thing that kept me motivated was my 

family. And, if I don’t have that here then how am I going to get there, y’know, to the 

top?   

During this early stage of his career Manu relied on phone calls from home “especially my 

mums voice” to get through what was a tough transition period for a young Samoan boy from 

Christchurch. Another outlet for Manu was the support from some of the older players in the 

team. Players that he had grown up watching on television were now confiding in him that 

they had been through the similar challenges at the beginnings of their careers.  
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A few of the older NRL players, they came and talked to me. And, they went through 

the same sort of struggles that I did. And, to hear them, to hear older players that you 

grew up wanting to be, and knowing they went through the same struggles as you, it 

gave me that belief that I can do it. You know, if they can, then I can.  

The mentorship he received from some of the older players was not instigated by the club, or 

a formal arrangement, but it had a meaningful influence on his career. “Without them I’d 

probably be back home, bro; working in a factory to be honest.” 

Manu also revealed the impact of cultural differences between his new life in Sydney 

compared to his upbringing in Hornby, Christchurch. He spoke about not seeing “brown faces 

there” often, and that his new home was “a beach area where it’s pretty much all Palagi’s”. 

He mentioned that adjusting to the new culture was difficult.  

When I was growing up we weren’t even taught how to use knives and forks kind of 

thing you know? We weren’t ‘civilised’ and we weren’t brought up in that way. We 

weren’t even brought up in a way where we’d sit at the table. Back home we’d just put 

newspaper on the floor in the lounge and all the young kids would just eat on the floor. 

It was different in this environment. 

Manu praised his house parents for teaching him the different nuances of living in his new 

surroundings. He believes that this education from his house parents has enabled him to 

navigate between the expectations from different societal demographics while still remaining 

true to who he is in his own personal identity.  

During his time in the house Manu also connected with the other young players who were 

also from differing cultures. He noted that there was a “mixture of backgrounds” in the house 
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with “some of them from the country, [and] one of them was an islander”. The other ‘islander’ 

became his roommate in the house. For Manu this served to provide a source of familiarity 

and comfort. His roommate also had his brother and sister in-law move to Sydney to be closer 

to him, as his relationship grew with them this provided a sense of whānau for Manu.  

Another challenge for Manu at his first club, particularly during the early stages of his career 

was a lack of Polynesian mentors. While he acknowledges that the situation is much improved 

at his current club, he was clear that at his first club “we didn’t have any Polynesian mentors 

so we were just lucky that we had each other.” During this time Manu says that the Polynesian 

players would congregate together and support one another through informal church 

sessions or gatherings at each other’s houses “Just for the boys to open up, or if they were 

stressed or just like, whatever, like fellowship with the boys. Because we didn’t really have a 

mentor”. 

Another area where he faced internal and external pressures, was in the space of trying to 

impress others. Through engaging with senior players and working with certain mentors he 

was able to navigate through this, but he sees it as something that has a strong impact on 

young Polynesian men in rugby league. 

Because, when you come from New Zealand and you go overseas to play a sport, 

everyone just thinks far [out] this guy’s going to be a shining star and then when you 

come back home they’re like ‘oh what happened to them’. So, I guess the hardest thing, 

or the most pressure was to just not have to come back home being an embarrassment 

to where you come from or your ‘hood, or y’know, wherever you come from. That was 

probably the toughest. I’ve seen some guys who have left from Christchurch but 
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they’ve never cracked it, but they don’t move back home, they move somewhere else 

just to get away from it. 

The idea of no longer having the opportunity to return home to their whānau is a potentially 

tragic outcome for any young man seeking a career in rugby league. While Manu was not one 

of these young men, he did find the pressure to succeed confronting. 

Manu managed to work his way into the top team within two years and at the age of 18 was 

on a full time playing contract. This new found wealth also created problems for Manu as he 

had come from a life close to poverty and now found himself in a position of wealth.  

When I was 18 I was earning $90,000. And 18-19 year olds back home, you’d be lucky 

even having a job at McDonalds, y’know? At the time... I had a really bad gambling 

problem. And, I’ve only just sort of come out of it recently, a couple of years ago, 

probably two years ago. ...as a Polynesian you don’t know what to do with your money. 

Some Polynesians give it back home but, for me, my getaway was just gambling and 

winning more money. But at the end of the day I started losing a lot more. So, that was 

the downfall of earning a lot more money 

Manu acknowledged that when he made the top side in the NRL that there were compulsory 

programmes around gambling and the different things that are deemed “bad and all that” 

and that during the programmes the players were advised to talk to the club if they faced any 

problems.  

But, as young kids, as males, you don’t want to contact them because you just feel like 

you’re weak or, you feel ashamed or something like that. So that was hard bro. I don’t 
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think there are that many programmes out there for kids that need control with their 

finance.  

On top of his gambling addiction and his inability to control his finances Manu revealed 

further vices that were detrimental to his mental and physical health. Most notably, women.  

Yeah bro, probably girls at the time. I guess when you move over from home to come 

to Aussie and then you make the NRL your fame goes up and especially with social 

media these days... girls just throw themselves at you. 

He revealed that this was a tough situation to navigate and that it would take a toll on himself, 

as well as a number of other young men plying their trade in the NRL. One thing that emerged 

often throughout Manu’s pūrākau was the responsibility that came with being an NRL player.  

I think that some NRL players, and some of the young players forget that to play this 

game is a privilege. It’s a privilege to play the game that we love and get paid good 

money for. It comes with responsibility you know? I think some players take that for 

granted bro. 

Part of this responsibility is recognising that they are under a constant media spotlight and 

that their behaviours are continually scrutinized by others. For Manu, at 24 years old, this has 

influenced how he has had to ‘grow up’ in his time as an NRL player. When discussing his life 

as a player he revealed, in very similar words to Ropata, that “We can’t be normal, because 

we ain’t normal anymore.” This statement demonstrates his awareness of the power and 

responsibility of his position as a role model and athlete; “It’s so much power that we have 

over young athletes that want to be like us. I think we forget that sometimes. And, we don’t 

make the most of that.” 
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Manu has grown significantly from the 16 year old young boy who first moved to Sydney in 

2011. Through the support of his family and of some of the other players around him he has 

managed to learn from a number of poor decisions and mistakes to now be in a position to 

reflect on his time as a professional, while still only being 24 years old. Manu is aware of the 

pressures that young Polynesian men face and recognizes the need for improved mentorship 

and guidance for young men embarking on a professional career.  

You need someone to be really consistent and checking up on you as much as it may 

feel like it’s annoying. Because I’ve had some mentors over the past and they were 

really consistent with me, whether it was to go to church, or getting my life right, 

making sure that I wasn’t going out over the weekends and getting drunk, go to a 

movie instead of going out and spending all your money.  

For Manu, what is required is “mentors that are consistent with you too, not just every now 

and then.” He is critical of the current welfare management system and stated that his 

reasons for this were because the welfare managers “don’t really ask. I guess it’s hard for 

them because they don’t know, but it’s because they generally don’t ask how the kids are 

going.” He believes that young players would benefit more from having someone who is a 

friend as well as a mentor, someone who is consistent and genuine.  
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Participant Seven: Leo 

Leo is a former NRL player who is now based in the UK. Leo played for five seasons in the NRL 

and represented both New Zealand and Tonga at the international level. Leo followed his 

older brother into the NRL and also followed him to England a year after his brother made 

the decision to leave the NRL and pursue an extended career in the SLE. 

Leo began playing rugby league at the age of four and by the time he was 17 was training part 

time with an NRL club while completing his schooling. When he was 18, Leo made his NRL 

debut and embarked on what would be a five year career in the NRL before moving abroad 

and playing in the SLE.  

Leo’s passion for rugby league began as a young child, however the possibility of a 

professional career emerged when he was selected for an NRL development team at the age 

of 17. Leo spoke of a key moment when he was first selected for the Auckland under 14 

representative team.  

[I] got picked in the New Zealand under 14 team and sort of fell into the system there. 

It wasn’t until I went to boarding school in Hamilton that I went and played a game for 

the Waikato under 17s and the [club] selector, or whatever you call them, was there 

watching. So, basically, he saw me playing there and he liked me and I got signed up 

with them when I was at boarding school in Hamilton.  

Leo played his first first-grade NRL game at the age of 18. Something that he remembers as 

being nerve-wracking. He describes the moment as being surreal and full of emotions leading 

up to and during the match. “I’m there playing guys that I’ve seen on TV, guys that play for 

Australia and the Kiwis. I was pretty nervous and excited at the same time, but yeah pretty 

star struck to be honest.”  
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When asked how he had dealt with the emotion and nervous excitement his response was 

that “you get thrown in the deep end and just do your best you know?” Although he did 

acknowledge that he thinks that now “there is a big awareness of how they handle kids and 

the pressure and the fear that exists.”  Leo was open about the lack of advice and support for 

him, as an individual, leading into his career debut stating that there were “no real strategies 

and no real advice from anyone at the time”.   

While Leo’s debut was several years ago, he does believe that the levels of support offered 

for young men entering the world of professional rugby league are improving.  

I think what’s changed since I started is that they’ve got real good development 

programmes in place. That helps bring kids on from you know just under 18s level into 

first grade. When I went through it was more like four, five or six of us young kids and 

we all got thrown in the deep end and it was normal. If you know what I mean? 

To get to his NRL career, Leo had been a dedicated trainer and his pūrākau acknowledged the 

significance of working hard to break into the NRL. He was open about wanting to play the 

sport professionally because of his enjoyment of rugby league rather than the fame and 

celebrity that comes with being a professional footballer.  

‘Hey, if I’m serious about this and I push myself then this is going to become a 

profession for me, I’m going to be like those guys on TV man.’ It wasn’t like, I wanna 

be famous and all that, it was like it would be so cool to play league for a job. So, when 

I was at boarding school I would do all my little trainings and runs in the morning and 

all that sort of stuff. 
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Leo felt that his dedication to his training and goals didn’t rob him of his youth. He attributes 

this specifically to having grown up with a strong religious grounding.  

I grew up Mormon. So, I guess I’d say that religion sort of had an influence on me. I 

wasn’t drinking, I wasn’t smoking, I was quite fit and healthy and I think that that 

helped me not be distracted by other influences that my other teammates had at the 

time. 

Leo’s religious upbringing had a strong influence on his identity as a young man and this, he 

believes, was beneficial to his development as a rugby league player. He mentioned that, at 

that time, a number of his teammates and peers were as, if not more, talented than he was, 

but for one reason, or another, didn’t push on to a professional career in rugby league.  

I think what took them away from making a profession out of it was, y’know, wanting 

to be the gangster or it might’ve been attitude, or getting caught up in drinking or 

getting into drugs. I was sort of lucky to have sort of a strong religious influence on me 

that kept me clear of that sort of stuff.  

Leo, unlike many of the other participants, didn’t speak very freely about his family life 

growing up. One thing that he did reveal, however, was that his familial support network 

revolved around his siblings rather than his parents.  

I’ve got two older brothers and two younger sisters and we were pretty tight growing 

up. Um, our parents were sort of all over the place with each other so I felt a lot of 

support through my siblings. My two older brothers were very sporty. Yeah, and we all 

sort of looked after each other really, siblings you know? That was really our support 

system y’know, so our older brother, he’s six or seven years older than me he was sort 
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of like a bit of an advice giver and a bit of a father figure really for me and my other 

siblings.  

Leo followed his brothers into rugby league. He spoke about his eldest brother always being 

“pretty good” and his other brother, “who’s a year older than me and me and him would play 

together growing up in the age groups”. It was apparent that, for Leo, having the support of 

his siblings, and also providing support for his younger siblings, was an important aspect of 

his identity.  

He moved to England at the age of 22 with his wife and they lived with his brother, and his 

family. Leo credits his wife and brother with providing him the safety and security necessary 

to settle in a country so far removed from his home in New Zealand.  

I had my brother there at the time and I lived with him and my wife. I got married 

pretty young. And, you know they were my support. I sort of settled in pretty good. 

But, I do look at it as, kids that do come from the NRL I think a lot of them get a big 

shock bro heading into Super League. 

Another area where Leo was unique to the other participants was that he spoke of being a 

“pretty easy-going kid” and this part of his rugby league identity helping him not to feel much 

in the way of stresses or pressure during his rugby league career.  

For me, it was just a big fun ride at the time and I loved training and I loved, y’know I 

trained with [name omitted] and all those sort of guy’s y’know, it was just cool. I didn’t 

notice any pressure, um, I didn’t have any hard times handling anything, I was at the 

[club] and we had crap seasons all the time but I never noticed any outside bad media 

or bad pressure from social media at the time 
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While Leo did not feel the social pressures of rugby league he did acknowledge that he 

believed it was becoming increasingly problematic for younger players and that there is a lot 

of work to do around the spaces of social media and financial literacy.  

I mean you get a kid that is 18 or 19 or 20 years old signing $350, $400 grand deals 

and maybe even more in some cases and those guys don’t know how to handle money. 

Y’know, they go out and they buy the flashest car and it is hard because people expect 

a lot more from them you know? Now, all of a sudden they’ve gone from high school 

and now they’re in the magnifying glass of everyone watching them. Watching every 

move they make.  

Leo also felt that the increasing presence of social media that modern athletes are under and 

the constant scrutiny of the public was problematic for emerging young league players. While 

it was only recently that Leo was playing in the NRL, he believes that the influence of social 

media has increased and brings a number of different pressures to those that were around a 

few years ago.  

Social media didn’t have as much impact back then bro. People were doing the same 

things but it just never got out like that y’know? I feel sorry for those dudes a lot of the 

time back in the NRL or the clubs are going bad and I see all the comments and I see 

people posting things and I think there must be so much more pressure these days. 

Another topic that Leo spoke about was that of culture. Leo identifies as of Tongan heritage 

and recounted the realities of growing up in a mixed Tongan and Pākehā household. He 

mentioned that Tongan culture didn’t play a large part in his upbringing, however as he got 

older he began to realise the importance of having culture in his life.  
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I was brought up on the North Shore in Auckland, which is a pretty sort of white 

neighbourhood. But when I was 14 I went to Tonga, my mum’s part Tongan, and you 

know I spent a few weeks over in Tonga and I found myself identifying with the Tongan 

culture from 14 years of age. I sort of adopted that at the time and identified myself 

as a part Tongan... I pretty much grew up like just a Kiwi kid bro. 

Leo’s connection to culture was unique in comparison to the other participants, in that he 

wasn’t as deeply immersed in his cultural identity from a young age. However he did 

acknowledge that as his career progressed that culture began to influence him more. He 

spoke of being drawn to other Polynesian players in his teams as a form of social grouping, as 

well as in the community. Once in England he found that his circle consisted primarily of other 

players who had come from the NRL and these athletes were generally of Polynesian descent; 

“you stick together and catch up with each other a lot more because the culture lifestyle is 

quite a shock.” He noted that outside of his teammates “even any random person who looked 

like an islander in the street y’know. You’d almost feel an urge to go and say hey man where 

are you from?”  

Similar to the concluding remarks of other participant pūrākau, the final words from Leo were 

connected to his thoughts on what it meant to be a man. His views, akin to those of Iosefa 

were simple but powerful, characteristics such as leadership and respect were important to 

Leo. 

I’d class a man as someone like a father figure. Someone who is able to take care of 

and provide for people. Whether it be their family or it might be of communities or 

others. Characteristics like leadership, respect and responsibility. 
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Participant Eight: Filipo 

Filipo was born and raised in Christchurch by Samoan born parents who immigrated to New 

Zealand in their early 20s. For Filipo fa’a Samoa (the Samoan way) was a central factor in his 

development as a young man and is a significant contributor to his identity. Filipo played 

rugby league in Australia from the ages of 17 to 19 in the NRL SG Ball and Holden Cup 

competitions before walking away from a follow up contract. He returned to Australia some 

years later at the age of 25 to play professionally again and provide some closure to his 

previous stint in the NRL system.  

Filipo began playing rugby union at the age of 10 and at 15 began his time playing rugby 

league. In his first season playing rugby league Filipo made the Canterbury Under 16 

representative team and the Under 18 team the following year. Filipo revealed that his Under 

18 representative season was the point in his life where he developed his passion for rugby 

league.  

So when I turned up to those trainings bro, it just started something. It was almost 

professional and stuff. This was when the old Canterbury rugby league ground was 

operating and they had a gym under the stadium. We had a guy from Canterbury Uni, 

a sports science guy, high performance, and he’d do our programmes. We used to get 

flogged like there was no tomorrow. 

That particular season was a “break-out” season for Filipo. Following his performances 

representing Canterbury offers from Australian scouts emerged along with a new desire to 

turn rugby league into a career.  

Yeah, so I went pretty alright there and a few of my club coaches, who were the rep 

coaches, were like ‘You could have a future if you just keep doing what you’re doing.’ I 
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was in the 18s squad and we had a real good run. I just had a real blinder that year 

and just kept doing what I was doing. 

Following the success of his Canterbury Under 18s year, Filipo was scouted and contracted by 

an NRL club in Sydney. At the age of 17, Filipo, with the support of his parents and the 

promises of his manager signed the contract and he moved to Sydney. Filipo openly discussed 

his family’s lack of understanding around the signing of contracts, obligations and 

commitments to clubs. He acknowledged that they, likely, were blinded by the prospect of a 

potential rugby league career when dealing with his new agent.  

Obviously they’ll say something like, you can go and discuss this with anyone else, but 

to our parents, or even us, we’re already thinking contract, contract, opportunity. And 

they’d say in Samoan, just do it. [Agent name omitted] came in and sweet talked my 

parents, sweet talked me and my parents at home and they put on a big feed for him 

and they took to him really well. But yeah, we just don’t ask those questions.  

Filipo revealed that this level of personal naivety extended to his coaches and management 

once at the club by saying “Even when we went over, if the trainer told us to jump we’d be 

like, how high?”  

Once in Sydney, Filipo was placed into a home-stay arrangement with another young 

Polynesian athlete who had been recruited from Wellington. Upon arrival Filipo was given 

some cash as a part of his contract, the remainder of his payment was made via tuition fees 

for study as well as his accommodation being covered by the club.  

He described his introduction to the professional rugby league system as “harsh”. He 

remarked on the competitive nature of the system as well as what he perceived to be a lack 
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of preparation for the cut-throat nature of the business. In his opinion the young Australian 

athletes were better prepared for the lifestyle than any of the young recruits who had been 

brought over from New Zealand, particularly the Māori and Polynesian boys. Immediately he 

felt the pressures of expectation from the recruitment team who had expressed to him that 

they wanted him playing in the NRL; he was still only 17. According to Filipo “But when you 

come into the competitive scene it’s just so competitive. They have a squad of 40 and 

obviously they can only take 25.” 

Throughout his pūrākau, Filipo is philosophical about the cultural differences between 

himself, a young Samoan boy, and his homestay carer, a middle-aged white Australian widow. 

He felt that the contrast between his upbringing in an overtly fa’a Samoa household and the 

expectations held by his carer put “a bit of a strain on that relationship”. Filipo had teammates 

who had been sent to a ‘Kiwi’ family for their homestay and he said the differences were 

paramount.  

The dynamics were so different bro. We almost spent all our time over at the Kiwi 

family house. They just had that Kiwi culture. That vibe and everything going. The two 

guys that got sent there you could already see how set up they were compared to us 

when where we were was awkward, and it wasn’t comfortable. You go over there and 

it’s comfortable, good vibes and you get that home environment where they set you 

up for success. Simple things you know, share, and whanau and, they had a pool and 

everything, communal, it was just a massive contrast to what I had to face for those 

first two years. 

Filipo’s relationship with his carer was one of several relationships where he felt that he either 

couldn’t connect with people, or that he had to be somebody he wasn’t in order to be 
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accepted. Filipo often referred back to his homestay’s whiteness, and the whiteness of the 

club and his Australian teammates.  

It was just real white for two island boys who’ve just come from Wainui, and I’d come 

from state home living [in Christchurch] with my two parents who were both Samoan 

born parents. So, it was like we had to keep putting on this mask that was just a bit 

draining. You know, you go to training, or you go to school or go to course, it was just 

another mask after another. There was no time for us. 

During his first two years in Sydney Filipo found himself facing the pressure of maintaining, 

not only, his physical presence on the field and at training but also his own personal 

development. Filipo’s identity was shaped around his aspiration at the time, and for him that 

meant being a “people pleaser”. Something that he believes lead to him not recognising his 

own “worth as a player”.  

Filipo found that a result of the strained relationship between himself and his caregiver was 

a shift in his behaviours and attitude outside of football. Compounding these issues was the 

fact that his team weren’t performing at the level that the club and public had expected of 

them. This began to impact on him more than he realised it would. During this time Filipo was 

forced out of the first team by younger players who had been brought up a grade from the 

SG Ball competition. During this period of Filipo’s career, he felt that he needed to 

compensate for his performance, somehow.  

So, I took it hard on myself, my immediate reaction was I’ll have to train harder, I need 

to get stronger. Do something that I’m not doing. So, I always questioned my standard. 

I was always questioning, I’m not good enough. That’s why I’m not making the team. 

But I’d never really go to the coach and ask, what do I need to work on? 
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Following his demotion from the starting side for the Holden Cup team Filipo’s manager 

revealed to him that the club were happy to let him play out the season and train in 

preparation for the following season, his last eligible year for the Holden Cup team, but would 

not be offering him a renewed contract at this point. Once his manager had revealed this 

news to him Filipo says that he lost his drive for rugby league and started to slip into negative 

behaviours.  

I wasn’t really enjoying being over there and I got myself into a cycle of just, on the 

drink. And, I was working in a pub on Wednesday and Friday nights and I was even 

putting bets on my team to lose. Bro, and I just turned into someone I didn’t like. 

Advice from his father possibly compounded Filipo’s anguish. Filipo noted that during a phone 

conversation discussing his situation his father told him “if you’re not going to make it at that 

club, you’re not going to make it at any other club…Come home!”  

Filipo made the decision to walk out on the remainder of his contract, aged 19. Facing the 

embarrassment and shame of having to be another player who “didn’t crack it” Filipo found 

that his coping mechanism became alcohol fuelled nights out ‘with the boys’. A cycle that he 

says took months to get out of. 

By June I’d convinced myself that I wasn’t good enough. It didn’t help with the 

conversation with my old man. That kind of cemented, or sealed the deal of how I was 

already thinking up until that point. But, coming home and it just, fuck it just elevated 

it even more. Dealing with the bros keep asking ‘What’re you doing back?’ ‘What’s 

going on?’ and it’s just that whole shame thing. Real embarrassed and real 

disappointed in myself. 
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Living with the regret and shame of returning home without having played out his full 

contract, and not having given himself every opportunity for another contract, Filipo fell into 

an “unhealthy, toxic cycle.”  

A catalyst for change came when Filipo became a coach of a local Under18 club team, aged 

25. Five years after turning his back on the NRL, Filipo reinvigorated his passion for rugby 

league through mentoring a new generation of players. During this year he began to enjoy 

playing the game again and was selected, first, for the Canterbury Bulls team and, then, for 

the New Zealand Residents team.  

I had the best Canterbury season I’ve ever had and ended up getting selected for New 

Zealand residents. But I think it all came back down to, I was happy off the field bro. 

Nothing changed dramatically in the way of my training. It was just my mind had 

convinced me that, you’re 25 now, you’ve been playing this game for 10 years. You 

know how to play this. You’re teaching younger guys how to play this game. I was just 

like this is all good and it took care of itself. I just played off my mental toughness, not 

so much my physical toughness. 

Following his selection in the New Zealand Residents team, Filipo was fielding calls from 

Australian scouts and signed a contract to return to play rugby league in Australia.  

While in Australia for the next two years Filipo found his maturity and past experience had 

provided him with the tools to navigate the professional rugby league system. Something that 

he lacked when he was 17. At 25 he was more comfortable in, both, his body and his identity. 

This lead to a more enjoyable experience in football and in life the second time around. More 

secure in his identity Filipo was able to relieve a lot of the pressures that had impacted him 

as a 17 year old feeling the weight of the world on his shoulders.  
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I think you’re a little bit more settled and you know yourself more in your adult life, 

whereas 17 to 20 you’re still trying to navigate what you want to be, whatever you 

want to be and it all comes back to all that off field stuff. If your head is in the right 

space and your set, the second time I found that league never really left the training 

field bro. 

This new mind-set allowed for a new perspective on what he needed to do as a player. “Our 

end of the stick was just to train hard and be the best league player you could be. Pretty 

simple.” Filipo was also concerned about the pressures that young men face in chasing their 

dream to be an NRL player. Certain stressors such as addictions, familial pressure, financial 

security and the dream to play professional football were all among the issues he felt that 

young people face going into this career. In his words: “I don’t know how some brothers cope. 

Because they actually have to navigate their own way into being an adult. Because so much 

of our parenting isn’t preparing us for life. If that makes sense.” 

As a, now, 27 year old having completed two stints in the Australian professional rugby league 

system Filipo is now more cognisant of the pressures that can impact on young men seeking 

a career in rugby league. When asked what it was to be a man his response was well 

considered and articulate. To summarise, his view of what a man was as a youth was highly 

influenced by the role of his father. A perspective that he has now changed. He felt that as a 

young league player it was important to be tough; intimidating.  

I want to be intimidating like the old man put fear in other people. That’s respect. But, 

now, it’s more, that’s a barrier. He’s never really moved anywhere forward from that 

young 20 year old that came over here from the islands all those years ago.   
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Today he believes that providing a strong and caring voice for others and “creating healthy 

examples for young males” is the goal.  

You don’t have to be big strong looking dude, you can be a real gentle, nurturing male 

and still have that masculinity by having that voice. 
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Participant Nine: Ma’a 

Ma’a is a New Zealand born Samoan who began playing rugby union at the age of five. When 

he was 14 Ma’a converted to rugby league and played in the Under 15 competition before 

returning to rugby union and playing in the First XV for his high school. During his time playing 

for the First XV Ma’a was invited to a rugby league trial match where he was selected to travel 

to Australia to attend high performance camps with an NRL team.  

Leading up to the point where Ma’a was scouted by an NRL club, his focus had been on rugby 

union and making representative teams in that code. He hadn’t played a lot of rugby league, 

and the idea of playing rugby league wasn’t high on his agenda. However, by the time he was 

17 Ma’a was a young father and when given the opportunity to trial for an NRL club he knew 

he had to take the step and make the best of a rare opportunity. Ma’a played “pretty well” 

and was approached after the match by a recruitment officer.  

Within a week of speaking to the recruitment officer, Ma’a was also contacted by a local 

player agent and manager.  

I don’t know how he got my number. He goes, oh hi I’m [name omitted], I’d love to 

meet your parents. I wasn’t 18 yet so I couldn’t really sign anything, and I was like, oh 

yeah, we didn’t know anything, my parents didn’t know anything about player agents 

or anything. We just thought, what a good opportunity. Anyway, long story short, he 

comes to our house, the following Wednesday, and there we were signing papers with 

him. I didn’t really know much about it, my parents, broken English y’know? Samoan 

born and raised they didn’t really know much either so, just sign it, you’re 17 it’s a good 

opportunity, you get to go to Australia blah blah blah. 
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After signing with the agent Ma’a went to Australia twice to join wider training groups and 

training camps. For a 17 year old Samoan boy from Christchurch this was an exciting period; 

training at professional facilities, receiving free gear, bags and boots, and meeting and 

training with athletes he saw on television.  

Ma’a had signed a contract with the club and was in the process of transitioning to Australia 

when he received news that the NRL club was in a financial crisis due to breaches of the salary 

cap and that his contract, along with many other contracts with New Zealand based athletes 

were to be terminated.  

I knew nothing about it. I watched the news and wondered if this will have any effect 

on me, and what do you know, that weekend [name omitted] calls and he was like: “Hi 

mate I’ve got some really bad news. The [club], they’re not letting any of the new 

recruits from Auckland, Wellington, Christchurch or throughout Australia come 

through for their Under18, Under20 programme because they’ve breached the salary 

cap.” I was still young, I’d just turned 18 and I’m like damn, what do I do now? I was a 

dad at that time as well. My plan was to go to Aus and try crack it for my daughter and 

my partner at the time. You could say my whole world, it didn’t really change but it 

just, was kind of just what now? I’d just finished school. 

Ma’a’s agent assured him that there was interest from other NRL clubs and that he would 

keep him up to date with any potential contract offers. The next time Ma’a heard from his 

agent was over 12 months later when he called and let Ma’a know that an NRL club was 

coming through with a contract. At this time Ma’a was still eligible for the Under20 

competition so he responded to his agent saying yes, he was interested in having another go 
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in Australia. His agent didn’t get back to him and the opportunity lapsed. Following this Ma’a 

decided to let his contract with his agent go and focus on a career in rugby union.  

I was ok sweet, I’m keen. But then didn’t hear back from him, false hope. So I was like, 

you know what, scrap this dude. That’s when I kind of gave up on league and was like, 

I’m just going to stick with union. 

Following his split with his management Ma’a went on to have a successful year in rugby 

union. He represented Canterbury in the Under19 team that year and played in the 

Canterbury Under21 team the following year. As his profile in Canterbury grew he was also 

close to representing New Zealand at the Under20 age group level. Ma’a did fitness testing 

with the New Zealand squad and was shortlisted to the top 50 players in the country. Had it 

not been for another player (in the same position) returning from injury he believes he would 

have toured with that team. Offers came that year from New Zealand academy teams and 

ITM Cup teams, however Ma’a moved to Perth after signing a Super Rugby contract.  

While playing rugby in Australia Ma’a naturally gravitated to other Polynesian members of 

the team and found solace in being around people like him. In a similar experience to previous 

participants, once in the Australian professional system Ma’a found that he had little voice in 

a space dominated by white Australians.  

Every time it was the same people talking. The Australian white boys. All us islanders 

at the back of the room. When it’s one of our turn to get up and talk man, no one wants 

to say anything. But with us island boys we’re kind of just at the back of the room. No 

one wants to talk, no one wants to speak up and ask questions or anything. And, when 

they do get asked questions, they just shy away. They don’t want to say anything, they 

don’t have anything to contribute. That’s our massive problem anyway. 
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Following his time in Australia Ma’a went on to play professional rugby union in Europe; Spain, 

Ireland and France. Following the death of his younger brother, Ma’a found it increasingly 

difficult to engage with his teammates and the coaching and management of his club.  

Yeah that was tough. I lost my brother about six months before I shot off. So, dealing 

with that. I struggled for the first few weeks over there. Just stayed in my room. I had 

my mate over there and he’d just come in and be like bro you all good? And, I’d be like 

yeah all good. But really I was just crying in bed just wanting my missus to come 

because she was still in Christchurch. 

Ma’a confided in his team doctor, someone who he felt he could trust and began to forge a 

relationship with him. For Ma’a, leading up to the arrival of his partner, this relationship was 

of immense value, allowing him to vent his frustrations and anxieties about life as a 

professional athlete.  

Some of the biggest obstacles that Ma’a faced during his time as a professional athlete 

included culture shock, home sickness, wanting to give back to his parents and the feeling of 

needing to be successful. He believes that these pressures are felt more by Pacific Island 

athletes than other athletes transitioning into the professional world. Ma’a gave an example 

of a close friend who is currently playing in the NRL.  

I think mentally he just tells himself that he has to do it for his family ay. I reckon that’s 

where the pressure has come from because he needs to make enough money to 

support his family. Whereas I don’t think he’d be like this if he wasn’t getting this 

pressure from his brothers or his parents. Because he forks out a lot of money for his 

family. 
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His friend is currently on a six figure contract in the NRL, at the age of 20, despite having not 

yet played a first grade game. Ma’a believes that the financial pressure of success stems from 

the desire of parents to have financial security through their children: “It’s your typical 

islander family though. Your parents want you to crack it purely for financial reasons.” 

Today Ma’a is taking a break from all sport and is focussed on achieving success in a new 

career. However he sees the same patterns emerging now, that occurred when he was 

younger. Ma’a has also been fielding calls from agents interested in his younger brother.  

I can see it now though with my little brother. Because he’s had a few agents talking 

with him last year at the nationals. The Under15 nationals, he played, he was still only 

14 so he was playing a year older and um, I recently just met up with two agents and 

the whole time they were just talking about how his body is going to change in a few 

years, and they reckon in three years he’s going to be 6’4 and he’s only 14.   

Interestingly, Ma’a’s own former agent has demonstrated interest in his younger brother too. 

Though, his own hard experiences have helped him to support and protect his younger 

brother. 

He hit me up about my little brother! He emailed me as well, I’m like hell no! 
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Participant Ten: Taane 

Taane is a former NRL and SLE player who is currently involved in NRL pathways coaching. He 

spent 13 seasons playing top tier professional rugby league; two in the SLE and 11 in the NRL. 

Since 2005 Taane has worked as an NRL assistant coach, an NRL head coach and is currently 

working in the NRL as the head coach for pathways development. In his current role Taane 

works with junior players from the age of 15 years, through to the NRL reserve grade.  

Taane was born in Auckland and believes that he “was always destined to play rugby league”. 

His grandfather had represented New Zealand in rugby league following the Second World 

War and his father played the sport when Taane was a child. Taane began his life in rugby 

league at the age of five years old alongside his younger brother who was four years old. Their 

father was their coach and their mother was the team manager.  

Taane’s father would coach the boys for the next ten years until Taane transitioned into 

secondary school. Taane was making Auckland representative teams until he was about 12-

13 years old. At this point he notes that he: 

went through a growth phase, except the growth phase was wrong way, I was growing 

out wide rather than tall. I sort of fell off the radar for a few years in that regard and 

then when I started getting into secondary school and started losing that weight again 

and got back into rugby made some Auckland rugby union rep teams and then yeah, 

probably saw my pathway down rugby at that stage. 

Taane recalled that while he had pursued rugby union at secondary school, his younger 

brother had remained in rugby league. It was his brother’s persistence in rugby league that 

would lead to Taane playing professional rugby league in England at the age of 19. Taane tells 
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the story of utilising his brother’s position to lever a flight to the UK, not necessarily to pursue 

a rugby league contract. 

Yeah, he made the Auckland senior side as an 18 year old and then they toured England 

and while he was over there he got offered a contract to play at [club name omitted]… 

So, I was at uni at the time y’know just enjoying myself, I was playing club rugby but I 

found it quite social, to be fair, so I wasn’t actually looking for a pathway through sport. 

But, he didn’t want to go and I was looking for a free flight over to England, as most 

students were back then… I said “you go, tell the club that you’ll come but you’ve got 

to bring your brother so that I can look after you.” So, um, they agreed. So I went over 

not looking to play rugby league, just to do my OE with my mates but use [club name 

omitted] as a base and basically bludge off my bro while he was playing and um I could 

go and do my thing, as you did back then. 

When asked if he did end up looking after his brother or if the plan was just to get to the UK 

Taane revealed that it was a case of both being true.  

Oh, mate nah I did look after him. He was the baby brother, couldn’t cook, couldn’t 

clean, I was pretty adept at all that stuff so um, and like I said I was looking to do my 

first OE trip anyway, my mates were all booked to go so I got a free flight to England, 

free accommodation. I thought all my Christmas’s had come at once. 

After arriving with his brother in England, Taane was approached by his brother’s coach who 

said: “well if you’re over here why don’t you just have a bit of a run?” Taane played “four or 

five games of reserve grade” before being offered a fulltime contract for the top team. Taane 

hadn’t pursued a professional career in rugby league, and this does make his story distinct 

from other participants in this research. While he enjoyed playing both rugby union, and 
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rugby league, he had felt that the opportunity to have a career in either code was “too far 

away”. He noted that “when I was packing my bags I wasn’t thinking here I am I’m gonna be 

chasing a career in rugby league that’s for sure.” 

His first professional rugby league contract placed a halt on Taane’s plans to explore Europe 

from his brother’s home in England, however it started a 30 year career in elite level, 

professional, rugby league that continues today.  

Taane did reveal that he and his brother felt somewhat isolated being on the other side of the 

world to where they had grown up. This lead to him reflecting on his own upbringing and how 

that had shaped his identity as a man and as a rugby league player. Taane spoke of having 

supportive parents in an area where there weren’t a lot of other families who had the same 

support that he felt he and his brother received. 

I always felt like we were the richest family in the street, y’know? Dad was working full 

time at the freezing works and was earning good money. Um, and there were a lot of 

families around us that were struggling at the time so our house was always full of all 

the other Māori and PI boys around the neighbourhood. Coming for a feed or just 

staying over. It was almost a marae our place. When you’re a kid, we never wanted for 

anything. We wanted a pair of boots we got ‘em, we wanted a pair of shoes, we got 

‘em. Everything was revolved basically around us. It wasn’t until you get a bit older 

that you realise, y’know, mum and dad were renting the whole time so they weren’t 

buying a house, all the spare money was just going on [brother] and I effectively when 

I look back at it. 

Taane recognised later in life, and after becoming a parent himself, how much sacrifice and 

effort his parents had made to ensure that he and his brother had the best opportunity to 
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succeed in life. His father had migrated to New Zealand from the Cook Islands as a teenager 

in pursuit of something new. His father was:  

…born and raised in the Cooks, got in trouble with his mum one day when he was 17 

and him and six mates paid an American to sail them to New Zealand. Took them two 

weeks. They got dumped at the port. 

Taane is open about what he perceived to be a resentment from his father toward his Cook 

Island culture. His father had the belief that “we’re in New Zealand so we speak English” and 

he was adamant that the boys would not learn the Cook Island Māori language.  Despite not 

speaking the language Taane recalls that he and his brother would have to sit through hours 

of Cook Island church every Sunday not understanding what was being said.  

Because the whole service was in Cook Island we just basically just sat there for two, 

three or four hours just listening to the language without understanding what was 

going on. It wasn’t a highlight to be fair. The only highlight was walking out of church 

and going to uncle’s house for a big feed so we enjoyed that part. 

Family gatherings with their Cook Island whānau were normal and a big part of Taane’s 

upbringing. When he went to the UK with his brother he noted that they found comfort in 

linking with other Māori and Pasifika families and “the families getting together and that sort 

of whānau feeling of all being in the same room together.” Taane felt that he and his brother 

were “lucky” because they were able to create a sense of whānau feeling even though they 

were only 18 and 19 years old. It was this grounding among the other whānau that allowed 

them to focus on football and enjoy the opportunities afforded to them through professional 

rugby league.  
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After two seasons in the SLE, Taane’s coach was set to take a head coaching position in the 

NRL competition. He asked Taane if he would go to Australia with him. Taane didn’t need any 

further information, in his words “I didn’t even ask how much or when are we going? I just 

said yeah mate I’m there.” This decision would lead to an eleven season NRL career. Taane 

highlighted the intensity of the Australian competition in comparison to the SLE. While in the 

SLE there were more games in a given year, the NRL was a tougher competition and required 

a far greater mental fortitude.  

When speaking of his time in the NRL Taane reflected on his career and the friendships that 

he developed, particularly in his early years in the competition. He also noted how much has 

changed between his time as a player and his time, now, as a coach. Taane provided clear 

insight into the modern game and the impact it can have on young men attempting to make 

a career out of rugby league. 

Oh, I mean if you look at the game now and back when I was playing we had a first 

grade and a reserve grade team. And, if you had a poor game the coach would kick 

your arse and you might play a reserve grade game. Which didn’t really happen that 

often. I played over 13 years and played two reserve grade games and one was 

because I was coming back from injury. I think these days with every club you’ve got 

kids on a pathway from the age of 15 there’s just that mounting pressure that if you’re 

not performing your career could be over pretty quickly… a lot of these kids from the 

age of 15 have invested so much time into being an NRL player and making a career of 

it, y’know the average career is now, what 45 games? I think that’s the latest stat, or 

that was the stat about two or three years ago so… you’re looking at two years on 

average for a player to make a career and then… if he’s not going to be successful and 
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make it then he’s got to go and find something else. You know, those pressures that 

you put on yourself to go out and perform and the pressures that come from your 

family wanting success. They’re almost pinning their livelihoods on your success. It 

builds a lot of pressure on NRL players and kids you know? There’s just pressure all the 

time to perform and it’s, with so many players coming through it’s never going to stop. 

This pressure he believes is something he sees “every day of the week.” Within six years of 

his last game as a player Taane became an NRL assistant coach. He has moved between 

assistant coach, head coach, and pathways coach since that point. During this time he has 

seen a number of different stressors and pressures on everyone from 15 year olds in the 

pathways programme right through to established NRL players.  

Taane makes a point of speaking to parents of the athletes in the pathways system in order 

to best prepare them for the journey that is ahead. He recognises the importance of the 

athletes and their parents understanding the challenges of pursuing an NRL career.  

I mean every new intake, every new group of intakes we have we sit the parents down 

and we get them into the club and deliver the information to them about that. It’s 

basically the first PowerPoint I put up you know; about the career aspirations and why 

your kids need to keep studying hard at school. The average career is only two years. 

While ensuring that parents are fully aware of the realities of the NRL Taane did note that 

there is often very little parental engagement, particularly from Māori and Pasifika parents. 

Something that he thinks is potentially detrimental to young Māori and Pasifika young men 

who are on a rugby league pathway.  
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…for the most part, our Māori and Pacific Island families are very quiet, very humble 

and just happy to take the information. I think sometimes, that can also hurt in terms 

of, they might be getting information, and I see this a lot with the boys that go to 

Australia, um where they might be taking an opportunity that’s been presented to 

them without asking enough questions first. 

As a coach, both in the NRL and in NRL pathways, Taane recognises that pressure and 

expectation come from all angles. He is open about the demands he places on NRL players 

and on pathways athletes.  

You know you’ve got expectation from your family, and then you’ve got the 

expectation that comes from the coaches. And, I mean we, to be fair, I don’t have 

expectations on performance. Because we, especially at pathways level, all I have is 

expectation on effort and attitude. 

From Taane’s perspective, particularly at pathways level, if players aren’t performing then 

that is a reflection on the coaches and system, not of the athletes themselves. His view with 

the pathways teams is always to have high expectations on their effort and attitude, but the 

performance of young athletes ultimately lies with the coaching staff.  

Taane spoke of the load on young players in their system and noted that it is becoming 

increasingly difficult for young men to balance life and sporting careers. Once athletes are 

identified and brought into the NRL pathways programmes within the different clubs, they 

then have to find time to commit to training like a professional athlete. Taane spoke of 

wanting to look after these young athletes but also acknowledged that “with their workloads, 

it can be really difficult for a lot of them.” One thing that he touched on was the impact of 

rugby union on the junior rugby league pathways. First XV rugby is often given priority in New 



152 
 

Zealand and Taane acknowledged that it was difficult to provide pathways for young athletes 

who weren’t also involved in rugby union. He was aware of the pressure that came from 

attending school and having to juggle external sporting commitments with school and First 

XV training.  He gave insight into what a day might look like for a pathways athlete who was 

still at school and how they look to manage athlete load. 

We’ve got a lot of kids who have had three physical sessions before they even get to 

us. They’ll train in the morning, they’re all part of rugby academy which is an hour or 

two class time during the day, then they’ll go out and do some more physical exercise 

and then after school they’ll lift, straight after school they’ll life weights and then we’re 

asking them to hop on a bus or get their parents to drive them out to the [club name 

omitted] and then we’re supposed to do another hour and a half with them. So, um, 

definitely there’s a chance for burnout. So, we try and manage that really carefully. 

We’ve got a full idea of their loads, but for us it’s not the perfect scenario because we 

want them to be learning some rugby league stuff as well, not just rugby union. But, 

you’ve just got to find a balance in terms of what’s right for the kid. 

Taane expressed a genuine desire to help nurture young men into a rugby league career while 

also recognising the nature of professional sport and the impact that can have on an 

individual. He spoke about players he has coached in the NRL and how the pressures and 

expectations can extend throughout a career in the NRL.  

But, then you also get a lot of those kids who earn that first NRL contract and then, all 

of a sudden, you can see the performance, and attitude and effort starting to diminish 

because they’re starting to feel comfortable. And, then, obviously as coaches you’re 

trying to drive that out of them. Some of them can bounce out of it, some of them 
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can’t. There’s pressures then of being on some really good money for a couple of years 

and then that drying up all of a sudden. These guys have got big mortgages, or they’ve 

given a lot of money to their families and you’re just hoping they’ve put something 

away for themselves. Um, so I think it’s back to something I said before, it comes down 

to this endless churn of players behind them. You know, the pressure on the players to 

just keep performing is just non-stop. Some players can handle that, and can rise to it 

but there’s a lot of kids that can’t. The actual pressure of am I going to be here next 

year, am I going to be here next week? 

As a father, Taane spoke of wanting to nurture these young men while still equipping them 

with the necessary tools to excel in a rugby league career. He spoke of the realities of the 

career while also acknowledging that his own pathway into a rugby league career was 

strikingly different to what young men have to face today. His knowledge of the game from 

the perspectives of both player and coach provides a powerful insider view. It is this unique 

position makes his pūrākau so valuable in understanding the journey of so many of our Māori 

and Pasifika young men.  

Chapter Summary 

This chapter offers the pūrākau of ten professional Polynesian rugby league careers, from 

which clear themes emerge. The sporting careers of each of the participants, while unique, 

had commonalities. Different levels of ‘success’ and ‘failure’ flowed forth in the pūrākau. 

Participant pūrākau highlight the role, and importance, of whānau; the pressure of 

professional rugby league in various forms such as familial pressures, the pressures of success 

and of personal and public expectation, and, the need for improved support for young men 

at all levels in professional rugby league. Some participants referred to the influence of 
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culture, tradition and religion as signifiers of their identity as well as contributors to their 

ability to adapt to the world of professional sport. Others openly revealed their personal 

struggles with substance abuse, gambling, relationships, and the impact that these had on 

their lives.  

Through the process of pūrākau and talanoa, the rapport between researcher and participant 

encouraged honest and rich sharing. Subsequent disclosures around the highs and lows of 

young Polynesian sportsmen are plentiful. The following chapter will further examine, and 

elaborate on, these conversations, describe the emerging themes, explain the implications of 

the themes,   and comment on the levels of influence from the realities of the participants – 

compared to the literature reviewed in chapter two of this thesis. 
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5. Wetewete kōrero | Discussion (part one) 
 

Introduction 

The aim of this chapter is to illuminate the themes extracted from the pūrākau of the 

participants alongside the literature to provide an examination of the key findings from their 

stories and experiences. The metaphor of waka ama will be used to shape the chapter and 

will also provide a model for practical applications of the knowledge gifted by the participants. 

The themes that emerged through the pūrākau each contribute to different parts of the 

anatomy of a waka ama. The following section briefly introduces the themes before they are 

applied through the metaphor of waka ama. 

Themes in brief 

Whānau 

Whānau was a common influence on the participants and the majority of their pūrākau began 

with stories about their whānau. The family unit is influential in shaping young people which 

was prevalent throughout the pūrākau of the participants. The influences that the whānau 

unit had on their careers indicate that this was the dominant feature of the Polynesian 

experience in professional rugby league.  

Parents, siblings, aunties and uncles were mentioned as sites of balance and grounding and 

as sources of inspiration to the participants. As a result, the whānau and aiga became the core 

support mechanism, site of influence, and an identifier for many participants.  

The complexities of whānau 

While each participant spoke of the positive influences of whānau, some also spoke of some 

of the paradoxes of whānau that can also arise. Some participants described the complexities 

of whānau as the negative, or less beneficial, side effects of whānau influence. Examples 
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included having whānau members also undertaking professional rugby league careers that 

had detrimental impacts on their trajectory; whānau members inadvertently creating 

pressure on participants due to their behaviours; whānau who saw them as a ‘cash cow’; and 

overbearing parents who took over communications with coaches and agents.  

These complexities of whānau provide insight into the influences, not only of family units but, 

more explicitly, of Polynesian family units, that can impact a young man attempting to 

transition into a professional rugby league career.  

Pressure and expectation 

The pūrākau revealed pressures and expectations which differed from participant to 

participant. Some found it originated in the home and whānau environment, highlighting the 

complexities of the whānau sub-theme; others spoke of pressure from the clubs, coaches and 

management within their respective organisations; others spoke of the pressure that arose 

from their expectations of themselves.   

What became a common thread to this theme was the necessity to understand the pressures 

experienced by young athletes attempting to forge a career in professional rugby league.  

Support 

A crucial area for the advancement of Polynesian success in professional rugby league is 

support. Support currently exists in many forms, and these support mechanisms themselves 

are multi-faceted. These support mechanisms include, but are not limited to, social support, 

cultural support, transitional/relocation support and the support of whānau. Although 

support initiatives are available, they may not be impacting the people who need them the 

most, or they may not be active beyond the superficial level.  
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Each participant discussed the importance of support, whether from the whānau or clubs and 

agents. Some discussed support as something that they received and were grateful for; others 

spoke of the lack of available support as detrimental to their own development, while others 

even felt manipulated and used.  

Affects and effects of masculinity 

As a hyper-masculine sport, rugby league has been synonymous with physicality, violence and 

aggression; key symbols of a dated Western perspective of masculinity. This perspective has 

also been linked with Polynesian men, who are often portrayed as brutish physical beings 

rather than fathers, husbands, nurturers or entrepreneurs.  

While the physicality of the sport does prove a drawcard for many young men, the pūrākau 

of the participants suggest that it may be time to re-evaluate what a contemporary Polynesian 

masculinity may look like in the context of rugby league. Many of the participants spoke of 

what it meant to them to be a man. The result of these conversations provides a pathway to 

re-examine contemporary masculinities and how these could be re-constructed to fit the 

modern Polynesian man.   

Binding Te Moana-nui-a-Kiwa (Polynesia) through the metaphor of waka ama 

Through the harmonies of pan-Polynesian values and practices, this thesis has merged 

kaupapa Māori and pan-Pacific research methods to create a body of work framed by 

Polynesian thought and experience. In keeping with this theme, I propose the metaphor of 

the waka ama (outrigger canoe) as a model that further maintains the commonalities of the 

Pacific (see figure 3). I acknowledge here that the concept of metaphor is not of the Pacific, 

however, the use of metaphor and figurative language is common throughout Polynesia. 
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By illuminating the experiences of Polynesian athletes through their stories, this research 

connects storytelling with knowledge production. Metaphor, language and storytelling can be 

seen as interconnected throughout the Pacific. Equally, metaphors are prominent within oral 

traditions and the stories that shaped Pacific understandings of the world or Pacific 

knowledge systems (McRae, 2017; Ratuva, 2019; Surtees, et al., 2021). These metaphors 

“arise in specific contexts and as part of cultural traditions” (Mika, 2017, p. 142) to explain 

connections to the natural world and provide a deeper understanding of Polynesian thought.  

Language, storytelling and metaphor are integral to producing cultural knowledge and 

cultural identity (Sauni & Toso, 2009). Like other Polynesian languages, te reo Māori (the 

Māori language) is often imbued with metaphor (McRae, 2017). Further to this, Dunn (2021) 

discusses the use of metaphor in Māori storytelling, noting that Māori storytellers would 

employ “ancestral metaphors to convey contemporary realities… [and create] …new ones to 

reflect the world around us” (p. 206). 

King (2007) describes a connection between metaphor and the use of proverbs signalling the 

use of proverbs in the Māori language. Whakataukī, or Māori proverbs, often serve to provide 

an understanding of a phenomenon or phenomena through metaphor. As Dunn (2021) offers, 

“Whakataukī, whakatauākī, and pepeha… are commonly used metaphorically to represent 

human attributes, actions and motivations” (p. 103).  

Metaphors are commonly used within oral traditions throughout Polynesia and often frame 

Māori and Pasifika world views. A prominent example of this would be the deeds of Māui, a 

deity commonly shared throughout Polynesia (Fujikane, 2021; Keelan, 2009; Luoloma, 1980). 

Through his acts, Māui has become the most famous of the gods in Polynesia (Buckova, 2012) 

and the “most important culture hero in Māori mythology” (Walker, 2004, p. 15). The 
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recognised accomplishments of Māui, such as giving people fire and bringing land up from 

the ocean6, can be interpreted as an articulation of metaphor in Polynesian knowledge 

making. 

Metaphors of the ocean, voyaging, wayfaring and waka have also been drawn from to unite 

and hybridise kaupapa Māori and pan-Pacific research practices (Gillon, 2020; Salesa & Kiro, 

2020; Wolfgramm-Foliaki & Smith, 2020). The use of waka ama as a model for Polynesian 

athletes seems appropriate, as Whelan (1996) asserts that “All Pacific Islanders are 

descendants of at least one canoe migration” (p. 294). In a continuation of maintaining an 

oceanic bond between the many islands of Polynesia, the model reflects the participants’ 

commonalities. By showcasing the shared Polynesian practices of waka, and waka ama, the 

Te Waka Kōtihi model further binds Māori and Pasifika through a common mode of 

Polynesian navigation.  

 
6 These acts are known throughout Polynesia with slight variations between the different recollections.  
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Anatomy of Te Waka Kōtihi 

The name Te Waka Kōtihi translates as the waka of aspirational success. Kōtihi literally means 

the top, or the summit. Which may appear, at first glance, to be contradictory to oceanic 

voyaging. However, in contemporary te reo Māori it has become synonymous with the 

pinnacle of success, aspiration or achievement (T. Thoms, personal communication, 

September 3, 2021). It is for this reason that the word this title was chosen for the model. A 

vehicle for aspirational success, at the highest level of rugby league. 

Figure 3: Te Waka Kōtihi 
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The use of a waka ama to model the concepts for this thesis attributes the themes of the 

pūrākau of the participants to various parts of the waka ama. The waka ama is an outrigger 

canoe common to “the Island people of the Far East” (Hornell, 1943, p. 91). While waka ama 

is the common Māori term attributed to the outrigger, they also have various other names 

throughout the Pacific including vaka and paopao (Samoan), bopao (Tongan), and varieties of 

va’a (Samoan, Hawaiian, Tahitian) among other titles throughout Polynesia, Micronesia and 

Melanesia.  

The model utilises the various parts of the waka ama as a metaphor for the different 

components that contribute to the potential achievements of Polynesian rugby league 

athletes in the professional realm. This section will outline these parts of the waka ama and 

how they connect to the athletes. 

The takere is the main hull of the waka ama. More specifically, it is the ridgeline upon which 

the main hull travels (T. Thoms, personal communication, September 3, 2021). For this 

reason, the takere is used to represent professional rugby league. That is, the kaihoe (paddler) 

can travel, manoeuvre and steer this hull without any further additions, however, it will be 

unstable on turbulent water. While it is possible to paddle the takere alone, it is difficult. 

Another reason for the takere being used to represent the sport is due to the aspiring 

professional athlete needing to commit fully to the journey in this sport.  

The ama is the outrigger part of the waka and provides stability at sea and in the surf 

(McCurdy, 1996). The ama in this model represents whānau. While the kaihoe can paddle the 

takere unaided, the ama provides stability. By adding the ama the kaihoe can experience a 

much safer and more stable journey. At any time, the kaihoe can also lean into the ama for 

increased stability. In many waka ama the ama can take various shapes and sizes. Depending 
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on the kaihoe, more dependence may be placed on the ama than for others. For some kaihoe, 

the ama may be the same size as the takere; for others, there may be a smaller ama as less 

dependence is required for stability. The takere alone has the potential to float in calm waters, 

however, without the ama, there is no potential for oceanic voyaging or, in the case of 

professional rugby league, navigating the turbulence of transnational migration. The ama 

provides the necessary stability for the waka ama to take the kaihoe across vast expanses of 

ocean. 

The kiato connect the ama to the takere. While the ama stabilises the takere, the kiato are 

crucial to maintaining a strong connection between the ama and the takere. In variations of 

the outrigger canoe the kiato are most effective if they can be flexible, allowing the takere 

and the ama to work together but move independently (Alessio, 1996). Alessio (1996) states 

that “The strength of traditional canoes – all traditional canoes – is in the flexibility” (p. 81). 

For the Te Waka Kōtihi model, the kiato represent support and identity. Support and identity 

can be formed through the sport and/or the family however there is a recognition within the 

pūrākau of the participants that more benefit would come from having support and identity 

in both. It is these kiato that unite rugby league and whānau and can strengthen the bonds 

between the two. The kiato bind the takere to the ama while also allowing them to act 

independently of each other in a sense of synergy and unison. 

The final aspect of the model, although not pictured, is the kaihoe, the paddler. The kaihoe 

represents the athlete, as ultimately any successful journey aboard a waka ama will rely on 

the kaihoe and their ability to navigate the ocean. The waka ama provides the necessary 

vehicle and stability required for oceanic exploration but can only venture as far as the kaihoe 

is capable of taking it.  
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Takere | Rugby league as the main hull 

“I always knew since I was 6 or 7 that I wanted to play rugby league.” (Teariki) 

“It wasn’t like, I wanna be famous and all that, it was like it would be so cool to play 

league for a job.” (Leo) 

Rugby league has provided the opportunity for all of the participants to voyage across seas 

and seek a professional career. Each of the participants had varying career spans and levels 

of success within the sport. However, what was common among the pūrākau of the 

participants was a love for the game. 

Rugby league has seen an increased Polynesian presence since the 1990s and has become a 

viable pathway for young Polynesian men seeking social mobility through a career in the sport 

(Borell, 2012; Hawkes, 2019). While the numbers of Polynesian athletes has increased rapidly 

in recent decades, the recognition of their contributions to the game have been slower to find 

a platform for analysis. There is emerging research examining Polynesian contributions to the 

sport of rugby league (Borell, 2012; Hawkes, 2018, 2019; Lakisa 2014, 2020) and a growing 

understanding of Polynesian rugby league players is developing as a result. 

The Te Waka Kōtihi model proposed in this chapter promotes professional rugby league as 

the takere of the waka ama. However, with the growing literature around rugby league and 

Polynesian players (covered in the literature review), this aspect of the model will receive the 

least attention here. As the takere of the waka ama, I am proposing that professional rugby 

league itself, while not without flaws, is essentially sound. That is, as a takere it has buoyancy 

and has the potential to float. Yet, without the additional aspects of the waka ama (the ama 
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and the two kiato) it cannot provide a stable vehicle for the aspirations of young Polynesian 

men. 

As the takere, professional rugby league can be viewed as potential; it is a potential career 

pathway. Professional rugby league can offer a road (or ocean) to social mobility for athletes 

and their families, and it can also provide a sense of camaraderie and fulfilment for many 

athletes. However, it is unstable.  

 Ama | Whānau as a stabilizer 
 

“Because, you know, they’re the back bone. I don’t want to sound too cliché but, you 

know, they are. I just couldn’t have made it without them.” (Lagi) 

“Oh, they played the biggest role. You know, from my parents to my older siblings. I’m 

the youngest, like I said, so I was made sure that I never forgot I was the youngest.” 

(Iosefa) 

For many people of Polynesian descent, the family unit is of the utmost importance. For 

Māori, the whānau is the most central family unit and often extends beyond the immediate 

family. According to Hirini Moko Mead (2016) the whānau is the basic building block of the 

whole Māori social system. These building blocks can range from a household to extended 

families numbering in the thousands. While the whānau can encompass many people, a trait 

of the whānau unit that differentiates it from larger social units is the cohesion of familial 

connection, whakapapa. 

Throughout history, the whānau has been a space of nurturing, education and aroha (love). 
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Mason Durie (2006) states that, “A primary whānau role is the transmission of culture, 

knowledge, values and skills. Intergenerational transfers encompassing cultural values and 

experiences, including associations with turangawaewae, are significant sources of identity 

and contribute to learning, development, and the realisation of potential” (p. 7). 

The shaping of language, values, and cultural world views is a fundamental whānau function; 

thus, it is from within the whānau that young people source much of their education (Durie, 

2006). As a result, it can be said that the whānau is a primary site of identity forming for young 

people.  

For these reasons, the whānau to Māori is the most sacrosanct facet of community. While it 

is not always the case, the whānau is primarily seen as a safe space where development and 

growth occur, and young people’s cultural and formal education is supported.  

In examining Samoan youth culture in social work, Ofahengaue Vakalahi and Godinet (2008) 

discuss the importance of family and cultural systems as having significant impact on youth 

behaviour. They state that family and culture are the essence of a Samoan person’s way of 

life and that Samoan culture advocates loyalty to, and pride in, the family unit as well as 

kinship groups (Ofahengaue Vakalahi & Godinet, 2008). Within Pasifika cultures, the family 

unit extends beyond the household. A strong family unit can lead to solid connections within 

the Pacific community, whether that be Samoan, Tongan, Māori or other Pacific 

denominations. Ofahengaue Vakalahi et al. (2007) talk about community as being the primary 

site within which Pasifika children grow, and family as “the lattice of correction and support 

that provides direction to that growth” (p. 29). These views demonstrate the level of 

importance Pasifika people’s place on family and community. Iosefa, Leo, Manu, Taane and 

Filipo all emphasised the importance of aspects such as church and school for contributing to 
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their community identity. For Teariki and Ropata the cultural elements of their community 

moulded them. 

I wasn’t out of place and I wasn’t the only one who had to speak Samoan or Tongan 

or, you know, I wasn’t the only [one] who had to go to church on Sundays or do the 

white Sundays and learn the memory lines for Sunday school exams haha and that sort 

of stuff. You know I was able to share it with my mates. (Iosefa) 

I always grew up in a very Māori way… like we’re a very proud Māori family… our whole 

family was very Māori oriented and motivated. (Teariki) 

Rodriguez and McDonald (2013) also note that “For Polynesians, life is experienced through 

a collective or socio-centric identity” (p. 209). Their work also highlights the status of 

individuals as being determined and emphasised, by the community. 

Lakisa, Adair and Taylor (2014) support the importance of family in their research about 

Pacific diaspora in Australia acknowledging that Pasifika perspectives consider family to be 

the fundamental social unit and emphasise the importance of collectivism. They state that, 

Pasifika people value “the needs, wishes, and desires of groups over those of individuals” (p. 

354). According to Rodriguez et al. (2015) the connections of community or “the consocial 

way of being is instilled and enacted from an early age [in Pasifika communities]” (p. 111). 

Discussing Pasifika masculinities in American Football players in the US, Rodriguez et al. (2015) 

appreciate that the Pasifika way of being, specifically fa’a Samoa (the Samoan way) is difficult 

to translate. Still, they give values such as family, humility, respect and loyalty as 

quintessential elements of a Pasifika world view.  
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The research participants reinforce the values of family and the level of loyalty and respect 

for the family within Pasifika and Māori communities. For the participants, family was a site 

of nurturing, identity forming, support and grounding. Throughout the extended pūrākau and 

talanoa, engaging with the participants in conversations about family and the influence of 

family, it became apparent that the pan-Polynesian view of holding familial connections at 

the pinnacle of their worldview was as much about their culture and upbringing as it was 

about their own individual identities. Many felt they were who they were because of who 

raised them and how they were raised. For Manu, having eight siblings and a large extended 

family, “The thing that kept me motivated was my family.” The role of the father emerged as 

influential in many pūrākau. Iosefa noted that “Well, for starters, um, you know, my hero and 

my, ah I guess, my first person I idol[is]ed was my father”. Coakley (2007) acknowledges the 

father as a site of connection between youth and sport. He adds that sporting relationships 

between fathers and their children were often formed as a way of spending “quality parenting 

time with their children” (p. 158). Throughout the participants’ pūrākau the father was often 

the initial connection to rugby league. Some wished to emulate their fathers, others used the 

sport to breakdown the models they provided. Some also spoke of strong mother figures who 

organised and supported their journeys through the sport and mothers who fulfilled the role 

of the father. What was common among all participants’ stories was the theme of family. 

Others followed their brothers into the sport reflective of a tuakana (older sibling of the same 

sex) teina (younger sibling of the same sex) relationship.  

The tuakana-teina relationship is common throughout Eastern Polynesia, most notably in the 

Cook Islands and Aotearoa (Reilly, 2010). These relationships are symbolic of role modelling 

that provides a pathway for the younger brother to resonate with communities and activities 



168 
 

(Macfarlane et al., 2014). Reilly (2010) explains this older brother, younger brother 

relationship as tracing back to the founding ancestral population of Eastern Polynesia and 

“the structural germ that repeatedly generated each island’s chiefly hierarchy” (p. 211).  

Reilly (2010) describes the tuakana role as that of a leader within the family and community 

units. However, the teina have the right to move out from the shadows of the tuakana if they 

have the skills, or attributes of a leader. The role of the older brother emerges as an important 

one in the pūrākau of some participants. It demonstrates a relationship that can provide 

direction and purpose in a young athlete’s journey. For Lagi, Taane, Ropata and Leo the 

influence of their older brothers was paramount. Lagi shared that one of his driving 

motivators was to play football alongside his brother, and Leo spoke of his older brothers as 

his support system. 

“That was really our support system y’know, so our older brother, he’s 6 or 7 years 

older than me he was sort of like a bit of an advice giver and a bit of a father figure 

really for me and my other siblings.” (Leo) 

Each participant attributed their success (which all varied with regard to professional careers) 

to the grounding provided by their families. Whether it was relationships with their fathers, 

mothers or siblings, the family was fundamentally important to each participant. The 

participants’ willingness to engage in conversations about family demonstrates how 

influential the family is and can be. The family site is what has created, shaped, and nurtured 

the identities of these young men and continues to play a sizeable role in how they view their 

own worlds. In effect, the influence of the family can work to stabilise the athlete’s journey 

through professional rugby league. Each of the participants spoke of having a grounding in 
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their family. For Iosefa, his family was a safe space where he could return from playing in front 

of 30,000 people to being the youngest son tasked with mundane household chores.  

There was a recognition among many of the participants of their parents’ sacrifices. An 

acknowledgement of the commitment from their families to assist with a smooth navigation 

of the burdens of high level sport. Again, this appreciation of the family unit provides a sense 

of the stability that the family can offer a young athlete. 

Complexities of whānau 

“As I continued to play and I was doing quite well on the field obviously came with 

more money, and then when you’re earning a bit more money and in the limelight, not 

only does the public know, your family knows.” (Iosefa) 

It is apparent through the pūrākau of the participants that whānau is an important site of 

support, identity and nurturing. However, certain aspects of family revealed in the 

participants’ pūrākau are less conducive to athlete success and there are complexities that 

emerge from the family that don’t necessarily serve to benefit these young men pursuing a 

career in professional sport.  

Within many Polynesian cultures, particularly within the family social unit, the current 

generation is expected to support the generation before them as they did when raising them. 

In transnational situations we often see remittances, or payments made back to the country 

of origin for parents, elders and villages. Remittances are still a fundamental part of Pacific 

culture and come with the expectation of younger generations contributing back financially 

to the family. This expectation can be a massive burden. While the athletes may feel indebted 

to their families, this level of pressure can be extreme if the player isn’t receiving the 

necessary money to support their families, or themselves. Hawkes (2018) reveals that for 
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many Pasifika families, “sport is often perceived as a way out of low socioeconomic conditions 

and a way to serve family and community” (p. 321). This is something that Taane see’s daily 

in his role as a coach through the networks of people around the young athletes.  

“That’s probably the biggest difference is that culturally a lot of our island boys are 

sending money to their families and unfortunately for a lot of them it doesn’t last for 

very long.” (Taane) 

Zakus and Horton (2009) explain remittances as the Pasifika socio-cultural concept of the 

“sending of money home to support not only one’s own direct family, but also extended 

transnational kin networks” (p. 73). While their examination of Pasifika rugby players does 

not examine the impact of remittances on individual athletes they do note that the practice 

as a cultural expectation can be harmful to transnational athlete migration. They reveal that, 

“the extensive and tightly held kin relationships of Pasifikas appear to foster tenacious and 

long-enduring transnational kin networks and ties to home to an extent not found among 

other transnational groups” (Zakus & Horton, 2009, p. 73). This indicates the complexity of 

the Pasifika family unit. This is also a contributor to significant stress for young male athletes 

who are expected to send percentages of their earnings to immediate and extended family. 

Through such cultural occurrences and traditions, these young men go from being children to 

supporters of their families almost immediately. Taane saw this as another pressure that 

young professional rugby league players have to carry: “That pressure that goes with being 

that main provider can be a bit too much for some of them.”  

Another aspect of Polynesian society that can have an influence on the development of these 

young men is the essentially absent transition from adolescence to adulthood (Ofahengaue 

Vakalahi et al., 2007). “Traditional Pacific Island cultures have a clear concept of adolescents 
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as apprentice adults rather than individuals occupying a hazy transition phase” (Ofahengaue 

Vakalahi et al., 2007, p. 30). This may be an unavoidable and accepted part of one’s 

impressionable years in a traditional society. Lakisa et al. (2014) regard “Kinship obligation 

and reciprocal giving and receiving… [as] the cultural and economic foundation of Pasifika 

social systems and communities” (p. 354). However, in contemporary metropolitan spaces, 

this can create confusion, conflict and stress. As Lakisa et al. (2014) also note “The 

complexities of reciprocity have been highlighted in the shifting attitudes toward remittances 

sent by members of the Pasifika diaspora” (p. 355). 

These pressures are often Pasifika in nature and, as noted in Filipo’s pūrākau, are not likely to 

be faced by non-Pasifika peoples to the same degree. This is not to say that no familial 

pressures are applied to other young men of non-Pasifika heritage. More so, this 

phenomenon is more likely to impact the professional development of Pasifika rugby league 

players than others. 

The familial unit’s expectations and burdens will not be universal across all Pasifika 

households. But, as Ofahengaue Vakalahi et al. (2007) noted, there is an apparent void of 

transition between child and adult. Professional sporting groups expect a quick transition 

from adolescent to adult, which melds itself well to traditional Pacific cultures with similar 

expectations. This void of adolescence may attribute to the expectations of players from a 

young age to pursue and achieve professionalism in sport. Though possibly detrimental to 

personal development, it could be a potential strength. 

The family as the ama 

Rugby league as a sport and as a potential career path has a polarising sense of duality. Rugby 

league offers social mobility, but can also be fraught with the risk and pitfalls of fame; it is a 
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sport that showcases extraordinary athletes but also a corporate machine that commodifies 

bodies. Through rugby league, dreams and aspirations can become realities but can also 

become nightmares. Without grounding in family, the road to a career in rugby league is 

difficult. Parents, siblings, coaches, mentors and extended family all influence and mould the 

bodies and minds of these young athlete’s in their rugby league pathways. The whānau, aiga, 

or family is the starting point for all of the participants in their pursuit of excellence on the 

football field. 

Family can be a source of uplifting an athlete’s sense of identity, place, resilience and 

inclusivity. Often, as Macfarlane et al. (2018) conclude, family is the ‘overarching lever’ that 

nurtures these pillars within an individual’s world. This is supported by the pūrākau of the 

participants and recent rugby league literature (Hawkes, 2019; Lakisa et al., 2019). However, 

other facets of the family also offer potentially detrimental impacts on athlete success.  

Through the pūrākau of the participants, it becomes apparent that there are varying impacts 

that can come from the family. What is important in the development and shaping of these 

young men is an awareness of the cultural and familial pressures that these athletes may be 

carrying. Not all Polynesian young men will have experienced the same lived experiences.  

However, the commonality among many of the participants’ stories is that family is a site of 

nurturing and grounding. In essence, the family can stabilise the athlete in times of 

turbulence. For this reason, the model depicts the family as the ama: A stabilising mechanism 

that can be leaned into when required. When the metaphoric ocean of professional rugby 

league is fraught with turbulent waters, the family can provide the necessary stability to 

navigate the sea. Alternatively, in calmer waters, the athlete may not require as much 
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assistance from the ama. The ama, however, remains attached to the waka providing a safety 

net for the when the swells once again rise.  
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 Te kiato tuatahi: Bridging whānau and rugby league through support 
 

The kiato of a waka connect and bind the ama to the takere. While the ama provides stability 

at sea, the strength of the kiato is integral to ensuring that the ama can function effectively. 

For this reason, the role of support in athlete success is vital to binding the sport of rugby 

league together with the whānau and providing optimal stability for the kaihoe.  

Life as a professional athlete in the NRL is a far cry from growing up in the ‘hood’ and sharing 

a bedroom with several siblings at a time. Transitioning from poverty to six-figure contracts 

almost overnight was not an uncommon experience for participants. The pūrākau of the 

participants revealed a need to reassess how young Polynesian men are supported, cared for 

and nurtured in professional rugby league. Most, if not all, NRL clubs have welfare officers 

and programmes in place to ‘educate’ these young men how to navigate the world of 

professional sport. However, there are more cultural nuances that need a greater awareness 

and emphasis within the sport as Polynesian athletes make the transition from boys to men 

within the realm of professional rugby league. 

Each participant spoke of pressures, expectations, shame and a lack of support as a facet of 

their experience. This section aims to discuss the varying types of pressures that players face 

and level of support required in professional sport, while highlighting the voices of the 

athletes to identify gaps through their personal experiences.  

Pressure and expectation 

“You know, those pressures that you put on yourself to go out and perform and the 

pressures that come from your family wanting success. They’re almost pinning their 
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livelihoods on your success. It builds a lot of pressure on NRL players and kids you 

know?” (Taane) 

On the 2nd of February 2019, Johnny Tuivasa-Sheck (JTS), a young Samoan man who was once 

labelled ‘the next big thing in both rugby union and rugby league’, announced his retirement 

from rugby league at age 23 via the medium of spoken word poetry. The video of his poem 

soon went ‘viral’ on the media sharing site YouTube. Johnny (the younger brother of former 

New Zealand Warriors captain Roger Tuivasa-Sheck) was a former Sydney Roosters junior 

player and had been promoted as a future superstar throughout his young life.  

In his poem, titled ‘You were supposed to become the greatest rugby player anyone had ever 

seen’, JTS revealed the pressures of expectation that were heaped upon him from a young 

age. He touches on the pressures on Samoan boys to fulfil their ‘potential’ as athletes, the 

role his father played in influencing his life and decisions, and the expectations of being 

labelled a ‘rugby player’ as a child. The poem was powerful, evocative, and timely.  

In the poem he says: 

"I was made to be an athlete. Despite the fact I can't read properly, see properly, count 

properly, hate broccoli, I'm Samoan, so I'm probably good at rugby,"  

"Now those skills I thought I didn't need are catching up with me ... but I'm good at 

rugby so it doesn't matter. But what if I don't like rugby?" 

"Why can't I be the greatest lawyer anyone has ever seen? Or the greatest director 

anyone has ever seen, or the greatest teacher, dancer or the greatest poet" (Johnny 

Tuivasa-Sheck, 2019 [video]). 
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The announcement of his retirement through poetry was his way of demonstrating the 

complexities of being Polynesian in professional sports. Through his spoken word delivery JTS 

conveyed the cultural and sporting framing for Pasifika men that can be so poignant on a 

young Polynesian man’s career in rugby league.  

For Polynesian athletes, the levels of pressure can be nuanced and complex. Often from large 

families and living close to the poverty line, the social mobility that professional rugby league 

offers draws Polynesian men to the sport as a vehicle for familial provision (Hawkes, 2019). 

This potential for financial prosperity can lead to an unrealistic perception of professional 

rugby league as a pathway to wealth. A lengthy and fruitful career can provide social mobility, 

not just for the athlete but for their family and extended family. Unlike being a teacher, 

lawyer, or other professions, success in rugby league is somewhat like a lottery because 

athletes have very little control. Injury or other high-performing athletes competing for the 

same position can end a career very quickly. 

The issues examined in this chapter are not solely Polynesian problems. The sense of family 

and kinship, among other cultural complexities, can add layers to an already fraught pathway 

to professional success.  

Several participants proposed that the family space could often be the root of these pressures 

and expectations. Coakley (2006) reminds us that the family can subsume activities, like 

sports, that are meant for enjoyment in the pursuit of development and, in this case, the 

dream of social mobility and stardom. However, these pressures are not limited only to the 

family and can be influenced by other external relationships.  
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Relationships with coaches and authority figures in rugby league 
 

“I didn’t know them, and I didn’t trust them. And, they don’t know me, you know what 

I mean? That’s how it was.” (Teariki) 

“I’ll have to train harder, I need to get stronger. Do something that I’m not doing. So, I 

always questioned my standard. But I’d never really go to the coach and ask, what do 

I need to work on?” (Filipo) 

Battochio et al. (2013) highlight relationships with sports coaches as a fundamental aspect of 

sporting success in young men. Their work indicates that a strong relationship between coach 

and athlete increases the likelihood of adaption for relocating athletes. They also note the 

importance of building trust in relationships between athletes and authority figures in clubs. 

This is something that Ma’a, Tavita and Teariki each spoke about as difficult for them. 

The relationships that develop between athletes and coaches have been referred to as 

relationships of fostered control and fostered belonging (Battochio et al., 2013). Fostered 

control is often grounded in a coach’s, or coaches, efforts to build confidence in professional 

athletes; fostered belonging is where coaches have a shared cultural background, or efforts 

are made to understand the cultural background of the athlete. For Tavita, Teariki, and Ma’a, 

there was no sense of either fostered control or belonging. Through relationship breakdowns 

with their coaches, these athletes could not build trust and strong relationships with their 

coaches, coaching staff and management. As articulated in the participant pūrākau, it can be 

difficult for Polynesian athletes to confide and trust in the coaches or people in positions of 

authority. This was particularly the case for Teariki, Tavita and Ma’a. While Filipo spoke of a 

tendency to be wary of authority figures in rugby league he also recalled a good fostered 

belonging relationship with an assistant coach at his club:  
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He was a school teacher at the school I went to [in Sydney]. He used to pick me up for 

early morning school trainings. We’d always have good yarns and that. I think it’s who 

you connect in with and who you can trust. Like, just those basic things but when you’re 

so young you don’t really fully comprehend the meaning of those words, trust and 

respecting each other. 

Even with this one good relationship between Filipo and an assistant coach, he still struggled 

to make the necessary adjustments to authority figures in the professional rugby league 

environment. Something he thinks led to him walking away from his first contract less than 

two seasons into his career. 

Professional rugby league is a business, and the players are the commodity. The participants 

themselves noted this on several occasions. And, for every top-tier player, there are a number 

of hungry, talented young men waiting to get their opportunity. Participant pūrākau reveal 

the potential for distrust between players and clubs due to the business model of professional 

sport. This may also contribute to issues athletes have with building trusting relationships 

with staff. According to Light and Evans (2017), “The growing links between contemporary, 

professional sport, culture and media promote the development of sport as a global 

commodity with values that can contradict those of sport-for-sports-sake” (p. 10). 

The participant pūrākau support this statement; for example, Filipo found that living in an 

unfamiliar environment, away from any support network and being unable to forge 

relationships with coaches and staff intensified his feeling of the pressure to succeed. He 

notes that this pressure affected his identity and saw him becoming someone he didn’t 

recognise or like.  
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“So, it was like we had to keep putting on this mask that was just a bit draining. You 

know, you go to training, or you go to school or go to course, it was just another mask 

after another.” 

In creating these ‘masks’, Filipo found he was losing himself to the culturally defined identity 

of a professional rugby league player. This was his response to the pressure that the need to 

perform places on these young men. Filipo himself is the first to acknowledge that during his 

first stint in the NRL at the age of 18, he found it difficult to know how to be an adult. Contrary 

to the argument of Ofahengaue Vakalahi et al. (2007), noted in the previous section, Filipo 

still considered himself a boy rather than a man.  

Filipo’s experience indicates a lack of relationship nurturing between player and coach or the 

development of confidence through ‘fostered control’ (Battochio et al., 2013). Through the 

experiences of Tavita, Filipo, Teariki and Ma’a, it becomes apparent that there are gaps that 

exist between Polynesian athletes and positions of authority. It is possible that there is a 

cultural dis-connection here where young Polynesian men, due to their cultural upbringing 

among strict hierarchies, may feel obliged to remain quiet with those deemed superior to 

them. Each of these participants mentioned cultural differences in their pūrākau. Filipo, Lagi 

and Manu explicitly mentioned the whiteness of their new living environments, Tavita and 

Teariki spoke about clubs not being fully aware, or perhaps understanding, of Polynesian 

culture and each participant spoke of gravitating toward other Polynesian players and their 

families to create a sense of connection. Filipo in particular, spoke about transitioning from a 

fa’a Samoa environment in his home in Christchurch to a very different (white) environment 

in Sydney. This new life in Sydney made him feel that he was constantly wearing various masks 

and hiding his authentic self. It is, then, plausible that through cultural misunderstanding and 
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physical dislocation (or relocation) that relationships become harder for Polynesian men to 

forge. Stressors accumulate upon these young Polynesian men. 

Like the poem cited at the beginning of this section, there appears to be a lot of burden on 

young Polynesian men who aspire to not only perform, but excel in rugby league. These 

expectations can be driven by internal and external motivators. It is evident that from a young 

age, professionalism is thrust upon young men who are likely to find it difficult to make sound 

personal judgements, let alone adhere to the prescribed identity of a professional athlete. 

These compounding factors can negatively impact the identities, emotions and general, as 

well as mental, wellbeing of young Pacific athletes (Marsters & Tiatia-Seath, 2019).  

Financial stressors 

“[Mum’s] like ‘you can live off that for the rest of your life and you’re only 21’” (Teariki) 

Professional rugby league is as much a business model as it is a sporting pathway. And, with 

successful business models comes the potential for significant financial gain. George and 

Rodriguez (2009) acknowledge that rugby league is often viewed as a site “where sporting 

excellence is regarded as a passport to financial security and prestige for young Polynesian 

men” (p. 13). The professional rugby league business model adds further financial incentives 

that sharpen the expectations of whānau onto these young men as they navigate their way 

into professional sport. For some, the financial burden can be overwhelming. As noted earlier, 

Iosefa found himself earning six figures early on in his career, Manu went from what he 

referred to as living in the ‘ghetto’ to earning $80,000 a season before he was 18 years old. 

Teariki began earning $60,000 a year at 17 years old and is now earning over a million dollars 

at 21. Rodriguez and McDonald (2013) note that “rugby union and league offer a legitimate 

means of employment and opportunity for financial gain for Polynesian men who ‘make it’” 
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(p. 202). However, in reality, very few make it. Participants spoke of differing numbers, but 

the consensus was that a small percentage are likely to have a career in rugby league. Filipo 

was specific in saying an NZRL advisor told him that only 1.3% of players who attempt a career 

in the NRL from New Zealand will make it whereas Taane placed the number at around 2%.  

Besnier (2015) discusses how transnational sporting opportunities provide a way to fulfil the 

pressure on young men to provide for families and communities. However, young and often 

marginalised male athletes now appear to be the dispensable subjects of the world economy 

(Besnier, 2015). As part of this world economy, the pressure to perform and continue to 

provide intensifies. While some athletes are able to attain a long, successful career, others do 

not. Some athletes will enjoy the freedom to use their wealth themselves, while others may 

find themselves sending it back ‘home’ to their families. The idea that these men are 

participants in the world economy is enticing, however, the reality as told by the participants, 

can be strikingly different. Additionally, when these men do not succeed as functioning cogs 

in the rugby league economy, there can also be repercussions that impact them at a personal 

level. 

Shame 

“But, coming home and it just, fuck it just elevated it even more. Dealing with the bros 

keep asking ‘what’re you doing back?’, ‘what’s going on?’ and it’s just that whole 

shame thing. Real embarrassed and real disappointed in myself.” (Filipo)  

When young Polynesian men relocate to Australia to play in the NRL, there is often an 

expectation from their communities that they will succeed. While some, like Ropata, Taane 

and Iosefa, will progress into careers that span many years and lucrative contracts, most will 

not live that dream. Taane revealed that, to his knowledge, the average career in the NRL was 
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approximately 45 games. This is less than the equivalent of two full seasons. As noted above, 

Taane suggests that less than 2% of players in the NRL junior grades (under 20 or younger) 

are likely to play first grade. While these are second-hand statistics, do young men, Polynesian 

or otherwise, understand the odds of establishing themselves as an NRL player? 

Tavita and Filipo reflected on the embarrassment they felt when they returned from Sydney 

as two promising athletes who didn’t continue on to a career in the NRL beyond the U20 

competition. For Tavita this was a burden of shame and while he did return to Sydney with a 

contract at a new club the expectation from his peers and community, including his family, 

weighed heavily on him. Filipo experienced a similar level of shame when he prematurely 

ended his contract in Sydney. He found himself not loving who he had become as a result of 

his attitude toward rugby league. He had hoped that coming home would ease the shame, 

and he revealed that he “just turned into someone I didn’t like bro, and I thought coming 

home would change all that. But, coming home and it just, fuck it just elevated it even more.” 

Tuala-Warren (2002) states that “shame is a collective feeling in Samoa” (p. 14) and that if 

one family member commits a wrong, then the entire family carries this shame. This can be 

seen in the impact of fa’a Samoa on members of the Samoan community in that they feel a 

compulsion, or obligation, to adhere to these traditions (Tapu Tu’itahi, 2018). Shame can 

often be used as a controlling force in Samoan society, and as a result, “Samoans are 

extremely sensitive to being shamed” (Tuala-Warren, 2002, p. 14). It is unsurprising that a 

sense of failure to meet expectation for Tavita and Filipo would lead to feelings of having 

shamed their families.  

For Māori the concept of whakamā has been equated with shame. Whakamā can refer to a 

state of mind or internal feelings which can ultimately reflect a feeling of internal conflict or 
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pain (Metge, 1986). Sachdev (1990) describes whakamā as “used, especially in contemporary 

Māori society, in the sense of feeling 'inferior, inadequate, diffident and with self-doubt'” (p. 

433). Kiri Dell (2016) explains whakamā as feeling “like a weakening of the self, so a quite 

natural reaction, when we feel weakened is to protect ourselves and distance our self from 

the feeling” (para. 3). As with Samoan society, whakamā has been seen as a collective feeling 

that impacts the wider whānau, hapū and iwi social units. The impact of shame can be found 

in oral traditions of Māori, such as the traditions of Mataora and Niwareka or Tāne and Hine 

Titama (Ihimaera, 2019; Reed, 1961, 1996). The story of Mataora and Niwareka speaks of 

domestic violence and the enduring shame that is worn as a result as well as reconciliation, 

while the Tāne and Hine Titama narrative speaks of incest and deception and reveals shame 

as something that can be overcome through transformation. These oral traditions identify 

shame as something carried by the individual but felt, and at times compounded, by the wider 

family unit. 

Given the complex relationships of whānau and aiga discussed above it becomes apparent 

that the desire to succeed is equally important for the family as it is for the athlete. Thus, 

increasing the weight of burden on these young men embarking on a pursuit of social mobility 

and sporting success through rugby league. With success comes social elevation for the wider 

family unit. It must be acknowledged that those who do not ‘make it’ will feel shame, and 

embarrassment if they are seen to fail having been previously earmarked as a prodigious 

talent. The goose which could, but does not lay the golden egg. With a collective expectation, 

these young men do not only embody their own ambitions but those of their family. 

The pressures that Polynesian men can face in the NRL are immense. With these pressures 

come stresses and experiences that many cannot understand from an external standpoint. 
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What became apparent throughout the pūrākau of the participants is how little support they 

receive to help to mitigate the pressures of their new careers.  

Social support and transitioning between worlds 

“…you do get other people out there who say ‘just give us a yell if you need anything’, 

but that’s the end of it. You need someone to be really consistent and checking up on 

you as much as it may feel like it’s annoying” (Manu) 

Professional athletes face many stressors when pursuing, and maintaining, a career in elite-

level rugby league. These can be caused by numerous events, lifestyle changes or personal 

adaptations. Battochio et al. (2013) examine the impact of various stressors associated with 

the experiences of professional athletes in the United States and identify relocation and cross-

cultural adaption as two crucial areas of stress for professional athletes, particularly those 

who have migrated from another country.  

For many of the participants, adjusting to a new life in a foreign place was a daunting 

experience and one that caused varying levels of stress and trauma. Filipo recalled coming 

from “from state home living with my two parents who were both Samoan born” and having 

to live in a house completely foreign to his upbringing. He described this as a difficult 

adjustment: “they didn’t understand us and how we were brought up and we were trying to 

fit in to Aussie society”. Manu also reflected on his transition as being challenging. He 

specifically noted the difficulty of “tryna get used to a different culture, a different 

background, yeah that was hard bro”. Though Manu was grateful for what he learned from 

his “white” family, the experience in that family house was distinctly different to his childhood 

home. Teariki too spoke of the cultural difference and isolation that came with relocating and 

how difficult this was for him. 
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While Filipo, Teariki and Manu were housed with club families or in club houses and provided 

with supervision and varying levels of support, Tavita was given independence in an 

apartment he shared with his brother; Tavita was 17 years old at the time. For Tavita, this 

was a shift from living with his parents to living independently. He notes that “there was no 

supervision or anyone to, kind of, look after us”. Teariki, who was also 17 when he first moved 

into an NRL club housing facility, noted that the appointed caregiver was seldom available 

and hardly ever on the premises. The social ramifications of this are that we see young men 

left to fend for themselves in their first experiences of a world away from home. 

Adaptation for elite athletes is contingent on their capacity to respond effectively to stressors, 

including those they experience within their sports careers (Battochio et al., 2013). These 

stressors may include physical relocation, distance from family, establishing social capital, 

cross-cultural differences, contract negotiation, career transition, and team, or player/coach, 

dynamics among a host of other potential triggers that could cause stress or anguish in an 

athlete.  

Sport is a social practice (Light & Evans, 2017). Social interaction supports the social nature of 

sport. This can have both positive and negative influences on participation, the desire to 

continue within a specific sport and how talent is nurtured and developed (Light & Evans, 

2017). The social implications and expression of sport has been examined at length (see 

Battochio et al., 2013; DeFreese & Smith, 2014; Light, 2008, 2010; Light & Evans, 2017;  Rees 

& Hardy, 2000), so too has the socio-cultural aspect of sport transition (Battachio, 2013; 

Besnier, 2015; Hawkes, 2018, Light & Evans, 2017; Light, Evans, & Lavallee, 2017; Shincke et 

al., 2013). While the social and socio-cultural aspects of sport can be beneficial to athletes, 

they may also require forms of adaptation for athletes to excel in a professional career.  
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Social support is critical for an athlete’s adaptation process (Battochio et al., 2013; Rosenfeld 

& Richman, 1997; Ryba, 2009). Fiske (2004, as cited in Battochio et al., 2013) proposes five 

pathways to adaptation: understanding, controlling, self-enhancement, belonging, and 

trusting (p. 102). Each of these pathways is reliant on the athlete in question being able to 

distinguish themselves as separate from the problem and take steps to adapt to, or overcome, 

the situation. This is noticeable in Ropata’s pūrākau as he adjusted to his new environments 

allowing his ambition and drive to guide him through adversity.  Understanding permits the 

athlete to make sense of the challenge being experienced (Schinke et al., 2007). Control 

pertains to regulation strategies that garner confidence. Self-enhancement implies the 

athlete takes the necessary steps to enhance themselves, thus averting or easing stress. 

Belonging is the establishment of relationships and trust is the athlete allowing others to 

ensure their wellbeing in a professional environment. Manu placed trust in his ‘white’ family 

to teach him about his new surroundings; others rooted their belonging in teammates and 

other family members. 

While Fiske’s model is clear, and Schinke et al. (2013) apply this to a professional sporting 

context, it appears somewhat superficial and relies heavily on the self. In this model, athletes 

must adapt as individuals, rather than sporting organisations adapting to, or adopting, multi-

cultural understanding. What makes Fiske’s model problematic to this research is that it does 

not consider the necessity of initiatives that can provide the needed support to athletes. 

Particularly supporting young athletes as they transition into the professional sporting world. 

Participants such as Iosefa and Ropata suggest that this support is required throughout the 

entirety of one’s career. Participants discussed a lack of support in their pūrākau. This 

became, for some, a factor in their adaptation to professional rugby league. Each touched on 

different variations of what support was needed and where it was needed. These included 



187 
 

financial literacy, cultural awareness, familial support, and organisational relationships such 

as coach/player or player/manager.  With regard to athlete support and being responsive to 

Polynesian cultural practice, a common theme among the participant pūrākau was that there 

was a lot of work to be done.  

An area that can aid in the advancement of Polynesian success in professional rugby league 

is support. Support currently exists in many forms, and these forms are multi-faceted: Social 

support, cultural support, transitional/relocation support and the support of whānau. Rees 

and Hardy (2000) identify that measuring support is difficult as there is a lack of clarity around 

what support is. Veiel and Baumann (1992) state, “if asked, almost every researcher in the 

field will present a more or less precise definition of support, but, more than likely, it will be 

different from that of his or her colleagues” (p. 4). For the participants of this research, while 

it is articulated throughout the pūrākau that support is required and that current offerings 

need to improve, it is difficult to identify exactly what support is required. For example, Filipo 

and Manu sought support through church and other Polynesian families, whereas Leo and 

Ropata needed a grounding that came with their partners and children.  

Another problem that becomes evident is that although support initiatives are available, they 

did not impact the participants who needed them the most; or were not activated beyond 

the superficial level. That is, there are several initiatives in place, but we are currently unable 

to examine the effect they have due to a lack of transparency around the programmes. For 

example, Ropata noted a lack of education for young athletes emerging in rugby league, and 

Manu and Filipo discussed superficial ‘courses’ they were encouraged to do but didn’t take a 

lot from. There are, of course, other methods for supporting young Polynesian men who 

aspire to be professional rugby league players. Much of this support, one would expect, 
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should begin in the whānau unit. However, it should not be assumed that because they are 

Polynesian they have all the whānau support they need; as previously discussed this can be a 

site of tensions as much as it is a site of support for some young athletes.  

Ropata, Manu and Taane asked for more support for young rugby league players. Each 

discussed the necessity of active engagement with the young men involved and providing 

mentors or role models for these young men to learn from. They felt that the responsibility 

to ensure this happened often fell on the shoulders of the older players, and those who are 

aware of the pressures of the situations that these young men are facing.  

“And, I think there’s a responsibility to the old order of Pasifika, you know the more 

mature ones to nurture and mentor the younger ones as well. And, maybe that’s what 

should be encouraged.” (Ropata) 

Manu revealed in his pūrākau that he believed that young players coming into the NRL need 

mentors, and they need support in human form. However, he noted that much of the support 

that does emerge is not culturally framed, is superficial and lacks consistency. For example, 

he spoke of people within the organisations “who say ‘just give us a yell if you need anything’, 

but that’s the end of it”. Manu, Filipo and Ma’a suggested this might be fine for white 

Australian athletes but it did not translate the same way to Polynesian athletes. 

Through relocation there is also a potential for loneliness to impact on young Polynesian men 

in rugby league. Schinke et al. (2011) identify loneliness as prolific among athletes who 

relocate to other countries for sporting careers. Manu, Ropata, Ma’a, Teariki and Filipo all 

spoke of either loneliness or isolation as something that impacted on their transition in 

professional rugby league. For Ropata, having his older brother, partner and his daughter with 

him in England meant that he could overcome loneliness, but also noted that it was an issue 
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for many other players. Manu and Teariki both spoke about crying every night for months, 

while Ma’a revealed that he fell into depression due to missing his family. These findings 

support the work of Schinke et al. (2011), who state that “athletes never really overcome their 

loneliness, but for those who choose to persist in sport away from their home country, post-

relocation loneliness is something that is accepted, or at least tolerated with time” (p. 13). 

The transition phase of athletes into new spaces requires adjustment, however, this 

adaptation period can be further facilitated by mentoring and emotional, genuine support. 

The majority of the participants stated that support was best sought externally, outside of the 

club environment. Most spoke of a natural gravitation toward other Polynesian or Indigenous 

athletes around them. Tavita felt that he was made to feel smaller if he was to ask for anything 

at his club and that it was best to stay silent and ask others at other times. As part of our 

conversation around support he said, “But, with the Australian um, the Australian football 

clubs, you kind of get a sense that you don’t want to ask.” This was an indication that for a 

shy young man from Auckland, he didn’t feel that he had the right to ask questions or to seek 

support when in his own mind, he probably knew that he needed it. This is also a connection 

to shame, or whakamā, in that to ask questions or seek further support could be taken as a 

sign of weakness. 

Filipo noted the difficulty in adapting to his new environment and connected this to a lack of 

support. He was paired with another Polynesian recruit, and they were housed in a home-

stay environment that he says was “just real...white. It was just real white for two island boys 

who’ve just come from Wainui, and I’d come from state home living with my two parents”. 

Unable to find support in his new ‘home’ environment, he relied heavily on the connection 

he had with other Māori and Pasifika players, their families, and the church. Similar to how 
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Ropata had created the sense of whānau around him, Filipo had to seek connection and 

support through others.  

Manu also sought support from his peers, rather than the coaching staff. While he felt unable 

to seek support from the higher levels of the club, he did find sanctuary with other players 

who had made similar transitions. When Manu found himself alone and suffering from 

depression he found it difficult to ask coaches and staff for support, afraid it may show 

weakness. He recalls that he “was going through depression at the time and just going 

through depression mode where I just thought it was just too hard for me bro.”  

Manu spoke about the lack of mentors at his first club during his transition phase. He noted 

that mentors were non-existent outside of the playing group. However, he mentions that this 

was different at his second club. At his first club, Manu recalls seeking support from senior 

Pasifika players, something that Ropata mentioned was a vacuum that Pasifika players 

sometimes filled. Manu reflects that, “They were sort of the older boys… and we’d just have 

little gatherings, or little church, house meetings sort of thing.” This indicates that more senior 

Polynesian players were aware of culturally appropriate support that the white players and 

coaches were not. 

Support as the kiato 

The pūrākau of the participants identify a strong need for improvement in the support 

available to Polynesian athletes in the NRL. Cultural understanding is critical to transition in 

professional rugby league. As highlighted by the participant pūrākau and the literature, socio-

cultural factors such as cultural practices and appropriate support can promote or hinder 

success (Battochio et al., 2013; George & Rodriguez, 2009; Hokowhitu, 2004; Light & Evans, 

2017; Light, Evans & Lavallee, 2019). Battochio et al. (2013) and Schinke et al. (2007, 2011) 
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draw on Fiske’s model for pathways to success but this model is highly dependent on athletes 

being able to seek support and largely self-adapt to their new environments. As people who 

share a common cultural background in communal living and deep connection to family and 

community, the prospect of living alone, and adapting to a new environment without familial 

or cultural support is more complex for Polynesian young men.  

While family provides a lot of potential for support, many relocating athletes do not have the 

benefit of the family available to them. This can be a result of transnational relocation or the 

rigours of daily life as a professional athlete. While participants spoke of nightly phone calls, 

face-time and skype as a means of seeking connection with family, the findings suggest there 

also needs to be a strong support network provided through professional rugby league. As a 

kiato that binds family and rugby league there is a potential to further develop the necessary 

practices that can create stronger, more culturally appropriate support that can be found at 

both ends.  

The participants’ points are valid and could, theoretically, be simple to activate. Effectively, 

support in the form of engagement needs to occur from the earliest point of an athlete’s 

career. This engagement needs to ensure that athletes have culturally appropriate support 

and clear access to it. It is also crucial that Polynesian athletes recognise where they can get 

support, and that the support offered is genuine and culturally appropriate.  

While the ama provides the stability necessary for the waka to float, it is of no benefit if it is 

not connected to the takere by the kiato. Furthermore, the kiato must be both strong and 

flexible in order for the takere and the ama to work in tandem. 
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 Te kiato tuarua: Identity as a bridge to stability 

“I don’t know, I always grew up in a very Māori way… and, now I’m like Māori hard ay. 

I’ll go till the death for my people y’know? That’s just how I roll.” (Teariki) 

“…so we grew up in a house where, a Samoan house, where the two most important 

things were god and going to church, and speaking your language and your culture 

and everything that comes with it as a family” (Iosefa) 

The participants of this research highlight their family, community and sport as critical 

contributors to their identity development. Māori and Pasifika identities can be complex. 

Influenced by family, community, religion and sport, among other things, there is no 

homogenous model for a Polynesian identity. As Hermes (2018) notes, “Histories of 

colonialism and migration have led to a wide variety of cultural identities in the Pacific 

diaspora” (p. 655). While complex and varied, identity among Māori and Pasifika athletes is 

worthy of attention because a positive sense of identity “is critical to success” (Macfarlane et 

al., 2018, p. 13). Matika et al. (2021) highlight that Māori and Pasifika youth embody a sense 

of positivity and “pride in their ethnic identity and culture” (p. 398).  

A strong sense of identity was indicated in the participant pūrākau. However, these identities, 

while similar, were not universal. One area that some participants discussed as influential on 

their identity was religion, or growing up in a religious family setting. “While a person’s 

religion is an individual proclivity, in Pasifika nations it is a fundamental focus for community 

life” (Zakus & Horton, 2009, p. 75). Thus, highlighting the level of influence religion has on 

Pasifika families and communities. This religious influence that begins with the family can 

significantly impact identity development for some players. For example, Filipo and Manu 
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sought religious communities in Australia; for others, it created a sense of dual identity in 

their new rugby league world. 

Dual identity and cross-cultural adaptation can be difficult spaces to navigate. For the 

Polynesian athlete, there is an expectation from the sporting organisation, the club and the 

public to fulfil specific roles. By contrast, there are the expectations of the whānau to uphold 

tradition and culture. For some athletes, this may be a challenging waka upon which to 

balance. Religion has the potential to create barriers for young Polynesian athletes in their 

transition into professional rugby league because of the different perceived lifestyles of 

professional rugby league athletes. This is something that Ropata noticed in young men 

adapting to their new lives in professional rugby league because the world of professional 

rugby league does not always align with their cultural and religious values. 

Matika et al. (2021) note that, “For Māori and Pasifika living in Aotearoa New Zealand, 

language, identity, and wellbeing are inter-linked and multifaceted” (p. 396). Some 

participants spoke of language and culture as integral to their identity development. For 

Iosefa, Manu, Teariki and Filipo, language and culture were a big part of who they were, for 

others such as Taane and Leo it was less influential in their identity growing up however it 

was something that they grew to include in their identity as athletes.  

Identity is a combination of personal and social characteristics that can influence and allow 

for an individual’s distinctiveness because “Indigenous identity development is closely 

connected to moving beyond externally imposed concepts of identity, race and 

representation” (Si’ilata, 2017, p. 99). For Polynesian men, there has been a long-standing 

‘externally imposed’ perception of physicality as paramount to their identity (Borell, 2015). In 

the hyper-masculine world of rugby league, there are elements of physicality that contribute 
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to one’s rugby league identity. As discussed previously, rugby league is seen as a hard sport 

for hard men. However, through the voice of the participants, there appears to be a growing 

challenge to the dominant narratives of size, strength, violence and physicality (Borell, 2015; 

Chen, 2014; Hokowhitu, 2004, 2015; Lakisa, 2014) that surround Polynesian men in rugby 

league. There are many aspects of identity development worthy of further exploration. Rather 

than attempt to provide a homogenous overview of what signifies Polynesian identity, the 

remainder of this chapter will focus on examining Polynesian masculine identity as an integral 

part of family and rugby league identities in providing additional stability for young Polynesian 

athletes aboard their waka. 

Identity framed in a Polynesian masculinity 

“A man for me doesn’t mean you carry a rugby ball and run through six guys, you know, 

running through a brick wall; it’s about manning up in life.” – Iosefa 

For many participants their identity as a man and as an athlete had been formed through the 

families and communities that raised and nurtured them. There is a collective sense among 

the participants that their identity as men or their masculinities were more reflective of their 

familial and social environments than of a preconceived notion of what Polynesian men 

should be. 

Polynesian masculine identities are constantly evolving. However, certain historical narratives 

have prioritised particular views of what Polynesian masculinities might be. There are many 

enduring stereotypes of the Polynesian male; from the naked warrior that embodies the 

noble savage trope, the infamous Jake ‘the Muss’ Heke character from Alan Duffs ‘Once Were 

Warriors’ book (and film) series, and the supremely charismatic athletes whose ‘natural’ flair 

and talent supersede any form of hard work, or agency. A common thread among these 
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accepted Polynesian masculine archetypes is physicality. Polynesian masculine identity has 

long been accepted as one of physiological differences: strength, speed and size (Borell, 2015; 

Chen, 2014; Hawkes, 2018; Jolly, 2008; Tengan, 2008). The participants’ pūrākau in this 

research suggest a need to re-evaluate long-standing perceptions of Polynesian masculinity, 

particularly among rugby league players.  

 “Although much has been written about men in Oceania, there has been far less theoretical 

interrogation of diverse and changing masculinities” (Jolly, 2008, p. 3). The following sections 

challenge lingering colonial views of Polynesian masculinity through the pūrākau and 

experiences of Polynesian rugby league players. 

Hegemonic and colonial masculinity in Polynesia  

Polynesian masculinities have always been dynamic. However, as a result of the colonising 

process throughout Polynesia, society has come to know Polynesian masculinity as 

determined by colonial discipline. That is, contemporary perspectives of Polynesian 

masculinities are heavily influenced and effectively reimagined by colonial norms. According 

to Morgensen (2015) “Colonial masculinities arose to violently control and replace distinctive 

gender systems among Indigenous peoples” (p. 38). There is a cumulative body of literature 

that discusses the influence of colonial masculinities over Indigenous populations. Literature 

is increasingly inclusive of insider perspectives of Indigenous masculinity and provides 

challenges to long-held colonial narratives of the other (Borell, 2015, 2016; Hawkes, 2018, 

2019; Hokowhitu, 2004, 2009, 2012, 2015; Innes & Anderson, 2015). In addition to this wave 

of literary analysis, there is an increasing interest in the formation and understanding of a 

Polynesian masculinity (Besnier, 2015; Chen, 2014; Hawkes, 2018, 2019; Lakisa, 2019, 2020; 
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Tengan, 2008) and, to a lesser extent, Māori masculinity (Borell, 2015, 2016; Hokowhitu, 

2004, 2009, 2012, 2015).  

Forerunners in the field such as Professor Brendan Hokowhitu have provided insight into 

Māori and Polynesian masculinities. In his investigation of more formalised Indigenous 

masculinities, Hokowhitu (2015) contends that “The construction of masculinities through the 

discursive terrain of colonial masculinity produces very real men, who inhabit history, who 

embody and thus make real the discursive field, who bring to life the world of forms so to 

speak” (p. 81). 

Of importance to shifting perceptions of contemporary Polynesian masculinity is a recognition 

of how masculine identities are constructed. Polynesian, and in particular Māori, masculine 

identities have been determined by Europeans from as early as 1642 through the accounts of 

explorers such as Abel Tasman and James Cook. “The writings of these explorers, among 

others that followed, would shape the Western world’s perceptions of Māori for many years 

to come” (Borell, 2015, p. 167). These accounts of Māori and other Pacific peoples provided 

the necessary space to deconstruct and reconstruct Polynesian masculine identity and 

became a prelude to further methods of explaining who, and how, Polynesian men were, and 

are. According to Jolly (2008), “These colonial disciplines include[d] imperial knowledge from 

the epochs of exploration to white settlement and colonial practices of disciplining male 

bodies through the institutions of education, sport, and the military” (p. 6). 

Participant pūrākau reveal insights into masculinity that revert away from the embedded 

colonial masculinity narrative. Filipo spoke of seeing his father as a hard, strong man, initially 

feeling that was who he needed to replicate only to realise “but did I really want to be like 

him? I didn’t.” Manu had grown up seeing his father beat his mother and knew that the cycle 
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of violence was not something he wished to repeat. While the sport is physically hard, and 

the men who play also have to be physically and mentally strong, their predisposition to 

violent stereotypes or roles is not ingrained in them due to culture or identity narratives. 

Did I want to be my own person? Yeah. But how do I find that balance with all those 

things; culture, identity, being a good partner, how do I meet that criteria without 

putting too much pressure on myself (Filipo).  

The reconstruction of Polynesian masculinity has had a detrimental impact on the ability of 

Polynesian men to be self-determining in their masculinity. Bourdieu (2001) notes that “The 

work of symbolic construction is far more than a strictly performative operation of naming 

which orients and structures representations” (p. 23). By having one’s masculine identity 

determined by an external body, the Polynesian male faces challenges in asserting their own 

masculine identity, especially if it is contradictory to the long-standing colonial narrative. This 

‘symbolic construction’ lends to the importance of providing a space for the Polynesian male 

voice to be heard above the noise of external determining. 

Polynesian masculine identity and rugby league 

Rugby league is a physical, combative sport. Rugby league can also be formative in 

constructing identities through the narratives of masculinity maintained in the sport 

(Spracklen, 2007). Spracklen (2007) highlights the influence of rugby league on ethnic 

masculine identities in the UK, demonstrating how influential narratives of masculinity within 

the game can be on the identities of those who play. He notes that while athletes can develop 

their own identities they “are still constrained by class, gender and ‘race’ in that construction” 

(Spracklen, 2007, p. 223). This is likely also true of early Polynesian athletes in the NRL. 

Adaptation would have potentially required some acceptance of the identity roles of 
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masculine rugby league stereotypes. However, in the 15 years since the publication of 

Spracklen’s (2007) examination of rugby league playing ethnic minorities in London, the 

agency of the athlete to determine their identities may have shifted. The participants in this 

research reveal masculine identities influenced by rugby league but rooted firmly in their 

cultural and social values. 

Polynesian men are highly overrepresented in professional rugby league and other rugby 

codes. Recent statistics place athletes with Polynesian heritage in the NRL at close to 40% 

(McDonald et al., 2019) although this is likely trending towards 50% as current NRL statistics 

show that this number has risen to 45% (NRL.com). McDonald et al. (2019) describe the 

perpetuation of Polynesian stereotypes to account for the growing overrepresentation of 

Polynesian men in the rugby codes: 

Explanations of why there are so many Pasifika in professional rugby have generally 

relied on one or a combination of the following explanations, namely: genetic and 

biological determinism (the natural); cultural and historical significance of rugby to the 

Pacific Islands (Warrior identity); and the creation of development and labour market 

pathways. (p. 1926) 

They highlight these three markers: the natural, warrior identity, and opportunity as being 

generally influential in drawing Polynesian men to the rugby codes. These three markers fit 

with the continuation of outdated understandings of Polynesian masculine identities as 

described by previous scholarship on Polynesian masculinity (Borell, 2015; Chen, 2014; 

Hokowhitu, 2012).  
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Participant pūrākau offer an insight into the balance between being the man athletes want to 

be and the Adonis-like physical beings they portray on the field and on television. All physical 

contact sports within which men engage will carry some form of generalised masculine traits: 

aggression, competitiveness, confrontation, among other things. For the participants, the 

masculine image depicted on-field did not match that of their lives off-field. Taane 

summarised this binary well: “For every Polynesian man I know, family is number one. We’ve 

just been given the physical dimensions to play contact sports.” 

Interestingly, the theme of masculinity in the transcripts came through less overtly than the 

other previously discussed themes. This doesn’t necessarily diminish the importance of the 

conversations around masculinity. It is possible that there are a number of factors at play 

here.  

Firstly, it is possible that masculinity is so deeply entrenched in the psyche of the participating 

players that it may not be consciously considered. The majority of the participants discussed 

the difficulty in discussing what it means to them to be a man, or what a masculine identity 

may even be. Some participants had borne witness to the negative stereotypes of Polynesian 

men through their fathers. While recognising that this wasn’t a role they wished to fill, there 

were still trepidations about challenging their fathers’ ways of being men. Manu saw a lot of 

violence growing up and knew he didn’t wish to replicate that. Filipo found that his 

disapproval of his father’s masculinity meant “I really didn’t have a sense of direction or [of] 

what I wanted to be as a man.” His confusion of what a man looked like firmed as he got older 

and footy became less of the priority he had once thought it should be: 

If I saw a guy driving around in a nice car with 100 plus NRL games, bulky, good looking, 

I was like, that’s the man. I want to be that guy. But I’ve arrived at a place where my 



200 
 

definition of a man is someone that is firm in themselves, and is a good overall man to 

their partner and if they have children to their children. 

According to Hawkes (2018), “Pasifika men are often depicted as ‘natural’ rugby players. In 

popular sporting discourse, Pasifika men are represented as fast, agile, big and childlike – 

naturally gifted, but undisciplined and risky – part of…the ‘cult of Pacific primitivism’” (p. 21). 

Hokowhitu (2004, 2009, 2015) has also discussed at length the influence of colonialism on 

Māori men and masculinity and how Māori men were designed for labour as opposed to 

academic pursuits. This also connects to Taanes statement above about having the physical 

dimensions for contact sport; however, the attachment of family as the priority extends the 

scope of Polynesian masculinity beyond the common ‘natural athlete’ narrative. The 

naturalisation of this view toward Polynesian masculinity can be seen to support Bourdieu’s 

(2001) interpretation that the dominant discourse “legitimates a relationship of domination 

by embedding it in a biological nature that is itself a naturalized social construction” (p. 21). 

With these resonating influences of colonialism shaping how our men relate with their 

masculinities, it is possible that these popular discourses may remain unchallenged within the 

psyche of the Polynesian rugby league player. Thus, these societal assumptions can be 

internalised by the athletes themselves as Filipo, Tavita, Taane, Lagi and Teariki all challenged 

the assumed or prescribed stereotypes of Polynesian men. 

Secondly, Pasifika men have a common tendency to maintain humility and keep humble about 

their own successes and prowess. Strong pan-Pacific worldview elements promote humility 

among the collective, communal responsibility, and reciprocity (Ihara & Ofahengaue Vakalahi, 

2011). To this end, I suspect the participants may have kept their views of their masculinity 

close. I found this interesting but not unexpected. While this meant that personal accounts of 
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masculinity were scarce, there was much rich conversation around masculinity, manhood, 

and the roles of other men that provided insight into the developing narrative around 

Polynesian masculinity.  

The participants that directly discussed their views of masculinity described a connection to 

nurturing, hard work and being, as articulated by Tavita: “able to stand up for what’s right. 

Stand up and speak up, whether it be to make a statement to someone or to do it for others.” 

In her article discussing Indigenous masculinities in rugby league, with a direct focus on the 

Pacific diaspora in Australia, Hawkes (2018) discusses the perceptions of sport as a means to 

‘give back’ and serve family and community. She also mentions rugby league as a site of 

camaraderie and teamwork, which connects well with the statements of the players and their 

views of masculinity.  

In the hyper-masculine world of rugby league, the idea that players may see the leading traits 

of masculinity as that of nurturer, carer and provider are potentially surprising to Western 

models of thought though not removed from contemporary perspectives of Polynesian 

masculinity. As I have discussed in previous work (Borell, 2015), Māori men and their 

‘masculinity’ have historically been defined by external knowledge systems. The result of such 

discourses was that Māori were to become known as a race of warriors, savages, and 

heathens (Borell, 2015). The continued persistence of such narratives is problematic and 

symbolic of the coloniality of Polynesian masculinity. 

Remnants of New Zealand’s and Australia’s colonial past are maintained through patterns of 

repeated hegemonic values in sport participation, fandom, and conversations about sport 

(Borell, 2016, p. 167). Such recurring patterns of colonialism are described by Nelson 

Maldanado-Torres (2007) as coloniality which is a model of power shaped around the ideas 
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of superiority and inferiority between coloniser and colonised. Coloniality is different from 

colonialism. Colonialism denotes a political and economic relation in which the sovereignty 

of a nation or a people rests on the power of another nation. That is, one nation imposes 

power over another group, subjugating them to political control, among other things. 

Coloniality, instead, refers to long-standing patterns of power differentiating between 

coloniser and colonised. These patterns have emerged as a result of colonialism and define 

and police culture, labour, intersubjective relations and knowledge production well beyond 

the strict limits of colonial administrations (Borell, 2016). 

Participant pūrākau suggest that while individual perceptions of masculinity are rooted in 

family and a duty of care, the recurring perceptions of Polynesian masculinity remain 

entrenched in physicality. Filipo reflected on the physical masculinity modelled by his father:  

I thought oh that’s good I want to be intimidating like the old man put fear in other 

people. That’s respect. But, now, it’s more, that’s a barrier. He’s never really moved 

anywhere forward from that young 20-year-old that came over here from the islands 

all those years ago. 

The findings suggest a shift in how Polynesian men perceive themselves today. The coloniality 

of sport in Oceania has previously informed perceptions of Polynesian masculinity as 

inherently warrior-like and firmly rooted in physicality. Chen (2014) argues that “The 

emphasis on Polynesian physical strength and hyper-masculinity reinforces the dichotomy 

between the physical and the intellectual” (p. 75). The physical being inferior to the 

intellectual. Chen contests the view that a Polynesian masculinity is determined solely 

through physical prowess and the glorification of physicality through sport, stating that 

hegemonic masculinity exists and is detrimental to a true understanding of Polynesian 
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masculinity. In acknowledging that “Confrontations between colonialism and post-

colonialism present colonised groups with a number of thorny questions about such issues as 

subjectivity, identity, tradition, authenticity, collaboration, adaptation, resistance, and 

survival” (Chen, 2014, p. 86). Chen provides the opening for discussion to be had with the 

players themselves and a site for increased development of ideas around what may constitute 

Polynesian masculinity.  

Participant pūrākau frame Polynesian masculinity as something centred on care. Many 

participants noted having children as significant to their views of masculinity and manhood. 

Taane spoke of his daughters: “I feel blessed to have three daughters and, my job as a man is 

to protect and to support. I mean, I would do anything you know, I would do anything to look 

after them”, and Lagi talked about his family and children as being the reason he felt 

comfortable walking away from professional rugby league: “in the background of my mind 

was the importance of my family”. Others had a firm masculine identity in being a good 

person, such as Teariki who shared that: “I want to be the best rugby league player but I also 

want to be a great person and help people out.” The findings suggest an awareness of 

masculine identity among the participants as something that goes beyond the physicality of 

rugby league; something that is also central to their cultural values. 

As discussed above there has been a shift toward a counter-history that challenges the 

assumed savagery of Māori and Polynesian men. The works of Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

scholars (Borell, 2015; Hawkes, 2018, 2019; Hokowhitu, 2004, 2009, 2015;Lakisa, 2015, 2020; 

Salmond, 2016; Walker, 2004) have begun a shift in perception around the previously popular 

discourse of Polynesian men as the hyper-masculine athlete, warrior or domestic abuser. 

Conversations with the research participants show that these stereotypes of Polynesian men 
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should be challenged. In his chapter titled ‘Can men worship? An Existential Portrait in Black 

and White’, Lewis Gordon (2013), discusses contemporary understandings of masculinity as 

founded upon a bad faith reduction of gender identity. Under this ‘bad faith’ premise, 

masculinity is solely a male domain, with femininity being the space of women. He notes that 

“the masculine-feminine dynamic lives on the level of the symbolic” (p. 125). The symbolism 

Gordon (2013) refers to can be assumed to be gender identification based on physiological 

differences. This view of the masculine-feminine dichotomy does not allow for the blurring of 

lines between the two. It also does not lend itself to any desire to redefine what masculinity 

may or may not be for the contemporary Polynesian man.  

In current social climates, understanding masculinity and femininity as distinctly male and 

female can be problematic. While masculinity, as discussed previously in this chapter and 

throughout this thesis, has been attributed to men, and defined by strength, physicality and 

machismo. 

His discussion of masculinity refers to a focus on the penis as often being representative of 

manliness. However, he notes that with regard to views of masculinity, the penis is not always 

‘hard’. This understanding of hardness is often directly connected to manliness, or 

masculinity. Being hard is to be strong; to be solid in one’s manliness. The athletes spoken to 

in this research have given their perspectives of what it means to be a man. And, for the most 

part, have spoken of being hard, or staunch, as a trait that they view is fleeting in their 

perceptions of contemporary masculinity. Reinforcing that “It is odd, as well, that masculinity 

has been so focussed on the penis when just below it hang testicles – organs of unparalleled 

vulnerability” (Gordon, 2000, p. 125).  
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It could, then, be argued that masculinity should be grounded in vulnerability. For, without 

the vulnerability of testicles there cannot be any hardness of the penis. Effectively, 

masculinity cannot be hard, without simultaneously being vulnerable.  

This concept of the vulnerability of masculinity can also be connected to the Māori 

whakataukī (proverb): ‘Mā te raho, ka tū ai te uri’. Literally translated this means without 

testicles a penis cannot stand. This whakataukī is often used when discussing leadership as a 

collective trait, not just that of leaders but of those who support them. That is, a leader cannot 

stand without the support of their people. This whakataukī can be beneficial in our 

understanding of Polynesian masculinity in that it literally speaks to the most masculine 

aspects of manhood, reflecting the sentiments of Gordon’s work while also highlighting that 

masculinity can be interpreted as a collective trait. Polynesian masculinity, therefore is built 

upon the models given by those around us. 

The idea that masculinity can be shaped by vulnerability resonates with the pūrākau of the 

participants in this research. They have spoken about the need for Polynesian men to find 

strength in their vulnerability through opening up to others or seeking support. It is equally 

apparent that this is not always an easy thing to do in the space of professional rugby league. 

What this does indicate, however, is that there is a shift occurring in the hyper-masculine 

space of the NRL which is influencing how Polynesian rugby league players engage with their 

own masculine identities.  

Through the pūrākau of the participants, it can be seen that the long-accepted colonial models 

of Polynesian masculinity are being challenged. The once common stereotype of the ‘hard’ or 

staunch Polynesian male is problematic and the nuances of Polynesian masculinity are 

emerging to challenge dated tropes (Borell, 2015; Hokowhitu, 2015; Walker, 2004). As 
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discussed, these stereotypes have emerged, or to use the words of Hokowhitu (2015) ‘were 

invented’, by others and applied to the Polynesian male. Through the participants’ voices, it 

is apparent that even in a profession dominated by physicality, there is space to be vulnerable, 

nurturing and to reassess ones role as a man.  

The Western view of Polynesian masculinities is changing. For many years, decades, and 

centuries, the presentation of Polynesian masculinity has been defined by dominant ideas 

introduced by the West. These symbolic constructions of what a man should, or shouldn’t be, 

are outdated and give no agency to the fluidity of Polynesian society. While the pūrākau of 

the participants challenge existing stereotypes of Polynesian masculinity, particularly those 

stemming from colonial legacies that influenced and restructured our perceptions of 

manhood,  the findings do not further pigeon-hole what a Polynesian masculinity may, or may 

not be. 

Identity as kiato 

The identities that Polynesian men form can influence who they become and how they 

experience life as a professional rugby league player. In developing a strong identity in their 

personal and professional lives, these men are more likely to live better lives regardless of the 

fickle world of professional rugby league. As the understanding of Polynesian masculinity 

shifts, this contemporary view of Polynesian masculinity will likely enable the athlete to 

navigate their waka more effectively in uncertain waters. A recognition of vulnerability and a 

move away from the staunch, hard stereotypes of Polynesian men provides a strong 

connection between the ama and the takere.  

It is important for these men to find strength on the field while embracing a sense of softness 

in their lives off the field. In finding a balance between the hyper-masculine world of rugby 
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league and the more nuanced roles of family, a strong sense of their own masculine identity 

can bridge these two domains while also allowing them to act independently, yet flexibly, of 

one another. 

Chapter Summary 

Returning to the metaphor that frames this chapter, Te Waka Kōtihi, the athlete should 

ultimately have the ability to determine their own journey in rugby league.  However, the 

ability to lean into the ama for stability provides a much stronger waka when navigating 

turbulent seas. 

Rugby league, family, support and identity are each pillars of the experiences of Polynesian 

athletes. While each can act independently of the others, the potential for a successful voyage 

is considerably enhanced through the binding of each pillar to work cohesively together. 

Rugby league provides a vehicle for the voyage. However, it is unstable. Rugby league as a 

sport is increasingly becoming a desirable professional pathway for young Polynesian men 

and this is reflected in the high levels of athletes of Polynesian descent in the professional 

game. Many young Polynesian men have ambitions of careers in the NRL but are unaware of 

the fickle nature and instability of the sport. 

By providing stability through family, club and organisational support and a sense of identity, 

there is a higher likelihood of achievement for Polynesian men in rugby league. By attaching 

the ama to the takere in a way that is strong in its bond but flexible in its application there is 

potential to significantly improve the stability of the waka ama. 
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Family can provide the necessary support but it can also be complex. This requires providing 

the ability for the athlete to lean into and away from the ama when necessary. There is also 

a need for the ama to be dynamic. That is, the level of impact the ama can have on the waka 

ama should be able to adjust as necessary. Some waka ama may only have a small ama; others 

may need a larger one. 

For the ama to provide the necessary stability, it requires strong kiato. Support mechanisms 

and identity can help to bind family and rugby league and ultimately provide the strength in 

the connection between the two. As kiato, their function is to provide a strong yet flexible 

connection allowing the takere and ama to work both flexibly and in concert.  

Through the experiences and stories of the participants it becomes apparent that while the 

route to travel (potential mobility of professional rugby league) has been available for some 

time, the vehicle necessary for a successful voyage remains a work in progress. Te Waka Kōtihi 

provides an aspirational model for unifying some of the various aspects of Polynesian rugby 

league experiences in order to provide smoother sailing over turbulent waters. 
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6. He tōnga whakaaro i Te Moana-nui-a-Kiwa | Drawing knowledge 

from the voices of the Pacific. Discussion (part two) 

Introduction 

In her work titled “On Tricky Ground: Researching the Native in the age of uncertainty”, Linda 

Smith (2005) contends that “The history of research from many Indigenous perspectives is so 

deeply embedded in colonisation that it has been regarded as a tool only of colonisation and 

not as a potential tool for self-determination and development” (p. 116).  

Her critique of research and the connection between research and dominant power identifies 

a disconnection between Indigenous, marginalised and oppressed peoples and the ability to 

engage in research outside of certain prescribed parameters. These boundaries can lead to 

the continuation of a prescribed role for the marginalised in academic research either as the 

subject of research or as a researcher whose work is restricted to the interests of established 

institutions. For a long time, marginalised communities on the fringes of mainstream 

(Western/Anglo/Colonial) society have been the subjects of, or perhaps subjected to, 

research. These communities have given their voices to research only to have their stories re-

interpreted by overt and covert ideological frameworks (Vaioleti, 2006) that can reframe their 

stories to suit the intended audience; this audience, more often than not, does not include or 

benefit these communities themselves.  

A shift is occurring in the weight given to marginalised voices within some areas of the 

academy. However, there is still a hangover of colonial power dynamics in how research is, or 

can be, conducted by Indigenous and marginalised groups. Established research methods take 

precedence over emerging or, perhaps more accurately, re-emerging Indigenous models of 

research practice. While Indigenous research methods, models and frameworks have 
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emerged to invigorate global scholarship there has been a reluctance to accept Indigenous 

knowledge as valid (Lee, 2009; Pio et al., 2014; Smith, 1999; Suaalii-Sauni & Fulu‐Aiolupotea, 

2014; Vaioleti, 2013). A recognised connection to the traditions of Western scholars is often 

required to validate Indigenous scholarship. However: 

For Indigenous peoples, research has a significance that is embedded in our history as 

natives under the gaze of Western science and colonialism. It is framed by Indigenous 

attempts to escape the penetration and surveillance of that gaze while simultaneously 

reordering, reconstituting, and redefining ourselves as peoples and communities in a 

state of ongoing crisis. (Smith, 2005, p. 116) 

The aim of this chapter is to reflect on the research conducted in this thesis and how it 

employed particular research methods and approaches that give appropriate value to the 

stories of the research participants. Thus, valuing their contributions without compromising 

their pūrākau.  

By utilising the voices of the Polynesian men in this thesis, there is potential to increase the 

value of Polynesian narratives in knowledge making while heeding Smiths call to reorder, 

reconstitute and redefine ourselves within the academy. These three concepts will frame this 

chapter. 

Personal reflections 

I entered into this research project eager to create a body of work that would showcase the 

experiences of Polynesian rugby league players. Fuelled by the hope of providing a vehicle for 

improved futures for our young athletes emerging in the professional rugby league world.  
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Having previously completed a Master’s thesis that focussed on Māori contributions to rugby 

league I had ambitions of expanding my understanding of the game and those who play it to 

include a wider ‘Polynesian’ playing group. Kaupapa Māori Research approaches provided a 

base starting point to further exploration. As a Māori researcher and someone who has taught 

Māori and Indigenous Studies for over a decade it felt natural to approach this thesis from 

that position. However, as I engaged more with various methodologies I recognised that a 

more specific approach would be required to tell the stories of those whose experiences go 

largely untold. This presented challenges in my approach to the research methodologies. 

After engaging with Narrative Inquiry, I became familiar with Pūrākau and Talanoa. While 

Narrative Inquiry, like Pūrākau and Talanoa, is centred on stories (narratives) and reflections 

of experiences, I felt drawn to go beyond the conventions of this methodological approach 

with regard to respecting culture and relationships.  

For me, the distinct Polynesian aspects of Pūrākau and Talanoa opened up a pathway to 

engaging with the topic, participants and data I hadn’t envisaged at the beginning of the 

journey. From a kaupapa Māori perspective, it felt a more natural fit for me and what I hoped 

to achieve. There is an intent in both Pūrākau and Talanoa that creates space for the voices 

of the communities that this research should benefit.  

When using Māori and Pasifika approaches to research, the relationships between researcher 

and participant are as important as the conversations between them. My identity as a Māori 

male and my involvement in te ao Māori has embedded an innate understanding of the 

importance of relationships in Māori society and the Pacific. Understanding the necessity of 

relationships to the richness of kōrero and talanoa is what creates the distinction between 

Kaupapa Māori methodologies, Pasifika methodologies and other more established 
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qualitative methodologies. These relationships, I believe, are the most significant advantage 

that both Pūrākau and Talanoa have as research methods. As Patterson (2012) notes, 

“Connections made for research purposes traditionally suggest a short term engagement with 

communities, however, in a Pasifika context a more long term engagement is most often 

necessary” (p. 22). This is also true of Māori communities. Māori research relies on 

relationships that maintain the mana of the participants (Erueti, 2015). I would add that the 

nurturing of these relationships also adds to and maintains the mana of the researcher. 

In writing this thesis I have questioned for whom am I writing? Rugby league players? The 

many Polynesian communities? The NRL? The academy? Or, myself? What I wish for at this 

point of the journey is that this research should become something that will be accessible to 

many and will serve different purposes for different audiences.  

I have felt tensions between Polynesian epistemologies and the academy. I have been 

conscious of the participants’ voices and stories and the mana that each holds. I have been 

compelled to tell these as fully and accurately as possible in the context of the academic rigour 

that comes with a project such as this. I have also been intentional in my attempt to further 

validate storytelling as valuable in knowledge production; legitimising our voices and 

demonstrating the potentiality within Polynesian epistemological development. This chapter 

seeks to contribute to unravelling this potential. 

In a way I see this journey as my own personal voyage upon Te Waka Kōtihi. For me, the 

methods of knowledge production passed down by our tūpuna (ancestors) are tried and true 

and inherently connected to us as researchers. Within our own Polynesian world views and 

navigations of Te Moana-Nui-a-Kiwa these modes of transmitting knowledge have served us 

for thousands of years. From vast oceanic migrations through to permanent settlement 
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among the many islands of Polynesia, our own systems of knowledge and knowledge 

production have adapted and remained fluid in our pursuit of excellence. However, from the 

perspective of the academy these methods appear to remain on the periphery of acceptance 

at best.  

I liken the use of Pūrākau and Talanoa, among other Indigenous research methods and 

methodologies, to the takere of the waka. In a sea of institutional convention and tradition, 

it is possible to claim that these research methods are stable but may face difficulties in 

turbulent (institutional) seas. To this end, utilizing methods such as Narrative Inquiry can 

serve as an ama that can offer stability within the vast ocean of the academy. The kiato that 

bind the takere and the ama, in this instance, are the commonalities in research traditions of 

both Polynesia and the academy as well as the support of mentors and peers in both personal 

and institutional settings.  

Through the support of my supervision team and colleagues at UC I have felt comfortable in 

drawing knowledge from the voices of the Pacific, while also knowing I am emboldened 

through this support to challenge more established methods of knowledge production. As the 

whakataukī (Māori proverb) states: Ehara taku toa i te toa takitahi, ēngari taku toa he toa 

takatini (My success is not that of mine alone, it is the success of many). To this point I 

acknowledge the trailblazers in Māori, Pasifika and Indigenous Studies who have been brave 

enough to destabilise convention through challenging who, why and how we engage with 

new knowledge. It is my hope that through this work that builds upon the mahi (work) done 

by others before me will also help to leverage others in the future to continue to challenge 

institutional norms. 
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Reorder: Counter hegemonic research in a time of contested power  

There are levels of complexity in being an Indigenous scholar within a non-Indigenous system. 

On one hand, there is a desire to honour one’s whakapapa and culture through adhering to 

cultural practices, understanding and nuance. On the other hand, maintaining particular 

standards and ways of doing things is necessary as determined by the system within which 

we occupy space. These are not always mutually exclusive, however they can create tensions 

between two worlds (McAllister et al., 2022; Overton, 2021). Some of these tensions will be 

explored in this chapter. 

The intent of this thesis is to provide a platform to celebrate and illuminate the experiences 

of Māori and Pasifika rugby league players while providing insight into a world often unseen 

by ‘mainstream’ society. Another objective of this work was to conduct research in a way that 

validates the lived experience of the research participants through the medium of storytelling 

and conversation. This celebration of Polynesian experience was undertaken via the methods 

of Pūrākau and Talanoa, described previously as oral tradition and storytelling, and 

conversation respectively. Both Pūrākau and Talanoa could be considered by Western 

institutions as emerging research methods and both are intrinsically Polynesian in their 

origins and their application.  

The decision to employ a distinctly Polynesian approach to this research was consciously 

made to whakamana (enhance/empower), further validate, or legitimise, Polynesian ways of 

engaging with research within the academy. At the same time, this was a deliberate decision 

to promote the power of voice arising from both Māori and Pasifika peoples. 
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While the academy has provided a platform for Polynesian research to exist, I contend that it 

also has the power to restrict the ways in which it can be undertaken. This research does not 

seek to speak on behalf of all Māori and Pasifika people; it simply intends to promote, or 

reorder, the value of, experience when shared. However, more conventional approaches to 

scholarship would not be conducive for these experiences to be shared in the ways that they 

have been throughout this thesis.  

Ruwhiu, Staniland and Love (2021) argue that “Indigenous people continue to fight for the 

legitimation of traditional knowledge’s and a better understanding of the complexities and 

intricacies of Indigenous cultures” (p. 6). The legitimation of the transfer of Polynesian 

knowledge through Pūrākau and Talanoa is a vital part of growing the understanding of such 

complexities and intricacies. Emphasising the importance of traditional Polynesian research 

practices can disrupt broad assumptions of what research ‘should’ look like.  

Ruwhiu et al. (2021) articulate this space as being founded upon “pre-existing knowledge and 

social orders, which do not represent Indigenous frames of knowledge” (p. 7). By this, they 

are emphasising that academic institutions are often sites of mono-cultural narratives and 

can misrepresent Indigenous frames of knowledge. Pio, Tipuna, Rasheed and Parker (2014) 

add that “In contemporary settings, uni-versities can no longer be sites for a particular world 

view; rather they need to serve as conduits for diverse conversations and facilitators for 

dialogue” (p. 677). These calls for diversity and representation within the academy identify 

the continued need to embrace new to Western institutions, although centuries old, ways of 

engaging with research.  

The approach taken in this thesis intentionally focuses on the voice of the participants by 

highlighting their pūrākau as the central focal point of the research. Through these pūrākau, 
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the reader can gain an understanding of the lived experience of these men. While these men 

and their pūrākau cannot be seen as universal of the Polynesian experience, the shared 

commonalities in their stories indicate a level of collective knowledge in their lives in 

professional rugby league.  

Lee (2009) notes that Pūrākau as a research method, “contains philosophical thought, 

epistemological constructs, cultural codes, and worldviews that are fundamental to our 

identity as Māori” (p. 1). Thus, Pūrākau (as a research method) provides the diverse 

conversation and dialogue that contemporary academic institutions should be pursuing. The 

same can be said for Talanoa. Vaioleti (2006) highlights that Talanoa allows for more pure, 

real and authentic “information to be available for Pacific research than data derived from 

other research methods” (p. 21). Utilising Pūrākau alongside Talanoa (already recognised as 

a pan-Polynesian methodology (Naepi, 2015)) allows for further exploration of pan-

Polynesian representations in knowledge making within the academy.  

Citing Koukkanen (2000), Lee (2009) notes that “Contemporary Indigenous people’s 

‟narrative knowledge has to be part of the decolonisation process which is taking place within 

all Indigenous peoples” societies” (p. 2). I would suggest that the combination of Pūrākau and 

Talanoa provide renewed support for Polynesian narrative knowledge development not just 

within Indigenous peoples’ societies but also within the academic institutions that determine 

what knowledge is, or can be. While it can be argued that decolonisation may have once been 

the goal of Indigenous research, by successfully implementing and further promoting 

Polynesian narrative knowledge making, I propose that this research contributes to the 

increased indigenising of the academy. Or, perhaps a better term (linking back to the title of 

this thesis) would be ‘Poly-saturating’ the academy.  
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This thesis has sought to showcase the lived experiences of the participants’ involvement in 

professional rugby league while also providing a space to consider how to further equip young 

men in pursuit of living the footballer’s dream. It is intended that this work will also 

demonstrate, through the participants’ stories, that there is life beyond the football field. By 

centring this work on the participants’ stories it has revealed shared experiences, but more 

importantly highlights the diversity and complexity of Polynesian people. Each story is a lived 

experience but not symbolic of all experience. While Pūrākau and Talanoa allow for the voices 

of the participants to create the foundation for new knowledge to emerge they are less 

established research methods than other more widely recognised and accepted approaches, 

methods, and methodologies. The departure from the established practices allows for the 

power of these findings to emerge through distinctly Polynesian storying and re-storying.  

Reconstitute: Poly-saturating research, a challenge to conformity 

“However painful it may be for me to accept this conclusion, I am obliged to state it: For the 

black man there is only one destiny. And it is white.” (Fanon, 2008, p. 4).  

First published in French in 1952, Frantz Fanons’ canonical work ‘Peau Noire, Masques Blanc’, 

or Black Skin White Masks, has become a key contribution to black and Indigenous post-

modern colonial philosophy and thought. It was the first book to “investigate the psychology 

of colonialism” (Sardar, 2008, p. X). The quote above refers to the necessity to conform in 

order to survive. That is, for the black man to exist in the future, he will not only need to be 

more like the white man, but he will also need to become the white man.  

For Māori and Pasifika scholars there has been a pressure to conform to the limits and 

parameters of a Western system. It was not Polynesian hands or minds that created this 
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system; it is not our knowledge nor our methods of extracting knowledge that was prized 

among the academy. In relation to Fanons writing, the Polynesian has had to become the 

academy, rather than the reverse.  

As society continues to diversify, so too should the sites of knowledge production. Lewis 

Gordon (2014) finds the limitation of academic disciplines, particularly within the ‘human 

sciences’, as problematic with regard to engagement with people and argues that this 

problem “becomes particularly acute in the study of problem people” (p. 87). Problem people 

refers to those who reside outside of the Western models or those who may be referred to 

as the ‘Other’.  

It is a relatively recent phenomenon that Indigenous, including Māori and Pasifika, knowledge 

has been recognised as knowledge. Smith’s (1999) Decolonising Methodologies appears as a 

forerunner of the era of an Indigenous resurgence in research. In recent years more 

Indigenous and Polynesian scholars have shifted their attention to highlighting knowledge as 

told by and for Indigenous and Polynesian people (Cooper, 2012; Gordon, 2014; Hokowhitu, 

2004, 2009, 2012, 2015; Lee, 2009; Maldonado-Torres, 2007; Mignolo, 2010; Mika, 2015, 

2017; Stewart-Withers, et al., 2017; Vaioleti, 2006). The development of knowledge for 

Indigenous people can take various forms that may at first appear foreign to the standards 

and structures of many branches of the academy. Mika (2015) asserts that “the Indigenous 

approach to philosophy does not lie in assessing the truth of a proposition through logic, but 

in how the self is located in the world” (p. 1137). This ability to reflect and recall ones location 

is in itself knowledge production.  

Throughout the Pacific, the oral traditions that shape our understanding of the world have 

given generations of descendants the ability to engage with the world from a viewpoint 
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rooted in specific knowledge passed down through whakapapa. The ability to tell these 

‘stories’ and pass knowledge from generation to generation has compelled a resurgence in 

oral tradition, storytelling and conversation as a vehicle through which new knowledge can 

be transmitted not only inter-generationally within our cultures but between all groups of 

people from all walks of life.  

Lowie (1917) considered that oral traditions could offer no significant knowledge or historical 

accuracy. He stated that “Indian tradition is historically worthless, because the occurrences, 

possibly real, which it retains, are of no historical significance” (Lowie, 1917, p. 165). While 

his insight is directed toward historical significance, it implies that the native cannot match 

the white man’s record of written history through oral recollection. His sentiment is also 

indicative of a view that history cannot be history unless it is drawn from a dominant, white 

understanding of the world. Lowie (1917) also contends that those who give “value to 

[Indigenous] oral traditions are in the position of the circle-squarers and inventors of 

perpetual-motion machines, who are still found besieging the portals of learned institutions” 

(p. 161). This dated perspective condemns Indigenous knowledge to the margins of any 

perceived knowledge hierarchy within the wider academic world. 

The offerings of ‘learned’ individuals such as Lowie provide insight into the whakapapa of 

hegemonic preference in knowledge production that has prevailed within many corners of 

the academy. Such positions advocate for the relegation of Indigenous knowledge as little 

more than myth and legend. As Cooper (2012) notes, the dominant view is that “subjects or 

producers of generalisable knowledge are those who are from the global North, are white, 

speak English, French, German, Spanish or some other European language, and share similar 

scientific knowledge traditions” (p. 65). Whereas those from the global South, the ‘Others’, 
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cannot produce knowledge unless supported by scientific (read White) approaches, methods 

and methodologies.  

Within Aotearoa and throughout the Pacific, there is a continuation of dated hegemonic 

beliefs that aid in the subversion of Māori and Polynesian epistemological production. The 

current hegemonic barriers reflect: 

…an idea that Māori oral traditions should not, and cannot, be used to theorise and 

produce knowledge about modern-day education (perhaps modern-day anything for 

that matter!)—because education today is, and should be, the domain of ‘scientific’ 

methods and knowledge production practices. (Cooper, 2012, p. 65) 

Maldonado-Torres (2007) discusses similar phenomena when he writes about the coloniality 

of knowledge. Coloniality can be recognised in the patterns and influence of colonisation that 

continue beyond colonialism (Mignolo, 2010; Maldonado-Torres, 2007). Coloniality, 

according to Maldonado-Torres (2007), “refers to long-standing patterns of power that 

emerged as a result of colonialism, but that define culture, labour, intersubjective relations, 

and knowledge production well beyond the strict limits of colonial administrations” (p. 243). 

He also notes that science and language are in a way intertwined in that “languages are not 

just ‘cultural’ phenomena in which people find their ‘identity’; they are also the location 

where knowledge is inscribed” (p. 242). Thus, knowledge is intrinsic within language and, 

therefore, can be produced through the use of storytelling and conversation. Storytelling, oral 

tradition and conversation have been fundamental in knowledge making throughout the 

Pacific. It is from these stories that our ancestors gained knowledge of their world. However, 

this knowledge has faced subversion by Western institutions of knowledge and their 

methodologies. 
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“Research methodologies are often associated with specific disciplines of knowledge and are 

viewed by those disciplines as the primary, often singular, way in which knowledge is 

generated” (Smith et al., 2016, p. 132). The extremes of this can be referred to as “disciplinary 

decadence” (Gordon, 2014). Effectively disciplinary decadence is the inability for disciplines 

to see beyond themselves, or beyond their own established methodologies. As a result 

disciplines become self-consuming which limits any ability to grow beyond what already 

exists. There is a conservatism in rigour. 

In his critique of science as knowledge, Gordon (2014) refers to academic, or scientific, 

disciplines as modes for the continuation of colonisation. That is, in order to appease the 

academy one must use methods of research that have been accepted and recognised within 

particular disciplines. Gordon (2014) argues that there has been a form of colonisation at the 

methodological level. He states that “any presumed method, especially from a subject living 

within a colonised framework, could generate continued colonisation” (p. 85). To this end, 

Gordon suggests that there is a fear in opening space to new ways of thinking or 

understanding. Until recently, there has been a fear of allowing ‘new’ methods of producing 

knowledge to enter into the academy. This is a part of the coloniality of knowledge.   

To restrict the transfer of Polynesian knowledge to established Western methodological 

practice is detrimental to Polynesian knowledge production. Thus, this thesis has sought to 

challenge disciplinary decadence by drawing from research methods at the periphery of 

conventional research practice. By utilising distinctly Polynesian methods of research, the 

knowledge generated can be used alongside more commonly accepted research methods, 

such as narrative inquiry, to empower Polynesian research and knowledge production.  
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There has been a push to challenge the ‘primary’ methods from which knowledge can be 

produced (see Cooper, 2012; Gordon, 2014; Lee, 2009; Mika, 2017; Smith, 1999). Cooper 

(2012) concludes that “Kaupapa Māori research can be located within this wider tradition of 

work that is a response and challenge to the dominance of scientific methodologies and 

practices, and the Euro-reason that supports these” (p. 66). It is important to also 

acknowledge here that Narrative Inquiry “remains contested in many ways” (Byrne, 2017, p. 

36). Traditional forms of research produce an appearance of objectivity, whereas Narrative 

approaches are critiqued for their inherent subjectivity (Lather, 1991). By using Pūrākau and 

Talanoa alongside Narrative research under the umbrella of Kaupapa Māori Research, this 

work has created new knowledge by drawing from the experiences of those who represent 

the demographic that this research seeks to benefit. This thesis is a part of the continuing 

counter-hegemonic narrative that provides pathways for evolving Polynesian research 

challenging a long policed space that is “historically antagonistic towards Māori knowledge 

production practices” (Cooper, 2012, p. 66). 

To reconstitute or rebuild Māori and Pasifika methodologies and the value that they 

contribute, it becomes important that we remain firmly in the camp of the ‘circle-squarers’ 

and continue to besiege ‘the portals of learned institutions’. It is necessary to continue to 

challenge established and accepted ways of doing and advocate for the return and 

reconstitution of knowledge production that has served the Pacific for centuries. 

Redefine: The decolonial turn and utilising the everyday in Polynesian research 

discourse  

The Decolonial Turn is about making visible the invisible and about analysing the 

mechanisms that produce such invisibility or distorted visibility in light of a large stock 
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of ideas that must necessarily include the critical reflections of the ‘invisible’ people 

themselves. Indeed, one must recognize their intellectual production as thinking – not 

only as culture or ideology. (Maldonado-Torres, 2007, p.262) 

The decolonial turn invites previously marginalised communities into “the realm of thought 

at before unknown institutional levels” (Maldonado-Torres, 2007, p. 262). The decolonial turn 

is the shift in knowledge production and the growth of knowledge from the periphery of 

previously accepted knowledge norms. This begins with narrating what was once silenced 

(Mignolo, 2010). By drawing knowledge from the stories and conversations of the 

contemporary Pacific, a form of knowledge making that was once submerged, or invisible, 

becomes visible. This is not to say that these forms of knowledge transfer were silent among 

Polynesian society or communities, more so that the voices could not be heard in the rarefied 

air of academia. 

The use of oral tradition through Polynesia has guided knowledge development from 

generation to generation. In what may be termed a post-colonial Pacific, oral traditions have 

become symbols of identity through the evolution of story retelling. The power of oral 

tradition has faced many threats ranging from extinction to the reduction of centuries-old 

knowledge to children’s myth and legend. What were once shared frameworks for 

understanding the world, and our place in it, became subject to the gaze of Western 

understanding; relegated to the fringes of accepted epistemologies. Oral tradition in the form 

of pūrākau and conversation as talanoa have remained integral to Polynesian knowledge 

production. They are both sites of expression, telling and retelling our everyday. These modes 

of everyday knowledge production are re-emerging within our communities and are, 

alongside other paradigms, increasingly challenging conventional academic models. It is 
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crucial that more value is given to inherently Polynesian methods of conducting research and 

producing knowledge and “it is inconceivable that our vibrant epistemic legacies, which 

served our ancestors so well, could so abruptly be rendered of no value” (Cooper, 2012, p. 

71). 

One objective of this thesis in its design and execution has been to re-evaluate the value of 

Polynesian research methods, not in comparing them to other ways of drawing knowledge, 

but in utilising the everyday. That is, through storytelling and conversation, Pūrākau and 

Talanoa, this thesis has provided rich and meaningful insight into a world previously silenced 

by dignifying voices of our people in a way that is both relative and relevant to their lived 

experience.  

Chapter Summary 

To reorder, reconstitute and redefine Polynesian knowledge production it is important to 

challenge the status quo. This chapter provides insight into the tensions between Indigenous 

researcher and academic institution as well as offering direction to prioritise Māori, Pasifika, 

or Indigenous research methods.  

There is a need to illuminate Polynesian voices and experience as contributors to knowledge 

production. Through our own experiences we can offer insight into contemporary 

phenomena that are important to Polynesian communities. This begins with challenging 

hegemonic research practices and convention. By contesting these spaces there is an 

opportunity to create the necessary space to promote Māori, Pasifika and Indigenous 

thought, knowledge and research.  
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It then becomes important to saturate the academy with intrinsically Māori, Pasifika and 

Indigenous ways of researching and writing our own stories. That is, there needs to be a 

continued push-back against disciplinary decadence through the promotion and 

normalisation of Indigenous research practice. 

Finally, to assist the normalising of Indigenous thought and thinking as valuable to 

contemporary research the decolonial turn must be deployed to make visible the invisible. 

Again, this is a call to disrupt the common narratives that continue to marginalise Indigenous 

knowledge production in the mainstream.  

By valuing the many modes of Indigenous knowledge production it is possible to reorder, 

reconstitute and redefine how Polynesian knowledge will be made visible within institutions 

that have deemed them invisible for so long.  
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7. Whakairinga kōrero | The 5th tackle play 
 

Rugby league as a profession has become a diverse and dynamic space and this dynamism is 

enhanced by the emergence of increased Polynesian representation (Panapa & Phillips, 

2014). There are disproportionate numbers of rugby league players of Polynesian heritage in 

professional rugby league, and the number of Polynesian players in the NRL continues to 

increase (Hawkes, 2018, 2019; Lakisa, 2018, 2020). Contemporary migrations of Māori and 

Pasifika peoples are reflected in the demographic makeup of both New Zealand and Australia, 

which furthers the influence of our people into the contemporary professional rugby league 

landscape. This increasingly visible presence in elite rugby league brings with it an opportunity 

to amplify the voice and experience of those Polynesians who contribute to the further 

development of the game. The voices of a marginalised community have a “non-deficit” based 

platform to show its values and speak to the world. 

While rugby league began as a working-class Anglo sport in the North of England, the 

development of the code in the Southern Hemisphere was influenced by Māori athletes from 

as early as 1907. With Māori rugby league tours providing financial viability to emerging 

Australian rugby leagues in 1908 and 1909, Māori made a significant contribution to rugby 

league in Australasia and Oceania (Borell, 2012).  

Māori in the early 20th Century can be seen as the first wave of professional Polynesian rugby 

league players. Athletes such as Albert Opai Asher (1908) and George Nepia (1935) are still 

regarded as pioneers in the professional rugby league code. In the 1990s a second wave of 

Polynesian rugby league players emerged out of the changing diasporic movements of 

Polynesian people (Hawkes, 2018; Lakisa, 2020). This second wave of athletes would be 

largely comprised of Māori migrating from New Zealand and second, or third, generation 
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Pasifika living in both Australia and New Zealand. Māori and Pasifika athletes would become 

significant contributors to Australian and English rugby league competitions as opportunities 

grew with the rising globalisation of the sport.  

Professional sport provides an opportunity for social mobility. For many Polynesian rugby 

league players, a career in rugby league has provided a pathway to an affluent lifestyle; a life 

beyond what they may have experienced without the sport. As a result, many of these 

athletes found themselves relocating between geographies and having to adjust to foreign 

cultural norms. The experiences of the athletes who have undertaken these journeys are 

valuable in understanding how rugby league can better position itself as a sport able to host 

increasing numbers of athletes of Polynesian and Indigenous heritage. 

This thesis has rooted itself in the stories and reflections of current and former Polynesian 

professional rugby league players to illuminate their individual experiences as knowledge. 

Through the participants’ stories and the common experiences they shared, this thesis has 

revealed new ways of understanding the Polynesian experience in professional rugby league. 

Through these understandings, this thesis contributes to the growing awareness of the 

complexities of being Polynesian in professional rugby league. 

Oral tradition, storytelling and conversation are inherent among Polynesian cultures (Lee, 

2009; Suaalii-Sauni & Fulu‐Aiolupotea, 2014; Vaioleti, 2006). They are also foundational in 

Polynesian knowledge production. This thesis has utilised Pūrākau and Talanoa as 

methodological practices reflective of the epistemologies of Te Moana Nui a Kiwa (The 

Pacific). By engaging in conversations with Polynesian rugby league players and showcasing 

their stories this thesis offers rich insight into Polynesian athletes’ lived experience to further 
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understand how future athletes may navigate life in professional rugby league and 

importantly, beyond rugby league.  

Contributing to a growing rugby league scholarship 

This thesis further promotes the impact and influence of Polynesian men in the sport by 

sharing their stories and showcasing their experiences. 

Through the pūrākau of the participants, this thesis expands upon current knowledge of 

Polynesian men and rugby league. The experiences of these ten men provide an insight into 

the world of professional rugby league that, while their own, also share many commonalities 

with the experiences of others. Through these pūrākau, this thesis shares first-hand accounts 

as recollected by the athletes themselves. By illuminating the experiences of these men 

through their pūrākau this thesis provides an opportunity to create multiple sites from which 

knowledge can be gained, sustained and protected (Lee, 2009).  

This thesis contributes to the growing rugby league scholarship by promoting the experiences 

of Polynesian rugby league players as knowledge through the use of Indigenous approaches 

to research and challenging practitioners within rugby league (such as clubs, coaches, 

managers etc.) to further examine their practices (Stewart-Withers et al., 2017). It is intended 

that this body of work can be of benefit in both academic and practical spaces. This thesis 

offers rich and deep narratives examining Polynesian men in rugby league, their social 

realities, family dynamics, pressures and masculine identity. This knowledge will also benefit 

those with positions of influence and power within the sport and how rugby league as a larger 

body can better engage with and provide support for the growing pool of Polynesian rugby 

league talent.  
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Drawing knowledge from the voices of the Pacific 

Indigenous research methods are increasingly finding validation within the research academy. 

To this end, one of the aims of this thesis was to further promote and validate the use of 

kaupapa Māori and pan-Pacific research methods as qualitative methods that showcase 

Māori and Pasifika stories and experiences as knowledge.  

This thesis intentionally focuses on the participants’ voices by centring their pūrākau as a focal 

point. By presenting the pūrākau of the participants as stand-alone stories, this work provides 

the necessary space for their experiences to be reproduced as unimpeded by the researcher 

as possible. This thesis also invites the reader further to draw conclusions based upon their 

interpretations of the stories and experiences provided. Such is the beauty of storytelling. 

Stories can be told, interpreted and reinterpreted, continually drawing from the knowledge 

imparted by the storyteller, thus creating cycles of new knowledge and interpretation. It is 

important to me that the participants of this work are recognised not only as elite athletes 

but as producers of knowledge. 

By employing both Pūrākau and Talanoa as research methods this thesis promotes Indigenous 

models of knowledge production as a vehicle for the decolonisation of largely mono-cultural 

institutions. Using distinctively Polynesian qualitative research methods provides a culturally 

sensitive approach to research that allows for the significance of the participants’ stories to 

be showcased in a complimentary balance of culture and scholarship.  Thus, allowing for 

greater visibility and recognition of pan-Polynesian knowledge within the academy in an 

attempt to heed Smith’s (2005) call to reorder, reconstitute and redefine how Polynesian 

knowledge is viewed. 
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A summary of key findings 

Through the pūrākau of ten Polynesian rugby league players, this thesis provides insight into 

their experiences in elite-level professional rugby league. By offering space for these men to 

recall their experiences through storytelling several key themes can be highlighted as 

common among their experience: Family and the complexities that come with it, Pressure 

and the need for support, and identity have each contributed to the lived experience of the 

athletes who participated in this research. 

It was the family unit that each of the participants credited their successes. The participants 

spoke of the family as a site of nurturing, development, safety and grounding. The family is 

the most influential element of the Polynesian rugby league experience. 

While largely positive in their reflections of family, some participants also spoke of the 

challenges that emerge within the family space that may be more specific to Polynesian 

cultures. Expectations of a provision in the form of money or remittances and the societal 

expectations of young Polynesian men to fulfil roles of the adult emerged as difficulties that 

were often detrimental to those seeking to be professional rugby league players.   

The overarching theme here is that family has the potential to provide stability in a young 

Polynesian athlete’s professional career. However, coming from such family-centred cultures, 

how much they, as individuals, lean into the family for stability ultimately lies with the athlete 

themselves.  

The pūrākau shared by the participants also highlighted a need for improvements in the 

support given to young Polynesian athletes. While some athletes had strong support from 

family, many found themselves isolated and without support due to transnational relocation. 
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Pressure, expectation and shame emerged as counter-productive aspects of a life in 

professional rugby league. 

Without adequate support, athletes can find themselves failing to live up to expectations 

which can further compound stresses of pressure and shame. Findings show that valid, 

consistent and culturally appropriate support mechanisms are imperative if the growing 

number of Polynesian rugby league players are to survive the challenges of professional rugby 

league.  

The Te Waka Kōtihi model (see figures 3 and 4) sees support in its various forms as integral to 

a sense of synergy and harmony between the takere and the ama. Appropriate support would 

act in a way that allows for the takere and ama to function flexibly while simultaneously 

remaining connected and working in unison to promote safe and stable voyaging. 

A positive sense of identity is a critical contributor to success (Macfarlane et al., 2018; Matika 

et al., 2021). For many participants, their identity was shaped and nurtured by their families, 

communities and culture. There is no universal understanding of identity offered here. Rather 

than offer a series of homogenous signifiers of Polynesian identity, this thesis focuses on 

Polynesian masculinity as an important aspect of what may be considered Polynesian identity. 

In the hyper-masculine realm of professional rugby league, there is a recurring 

misrepresentation of Polynesian men as embodiments of physicality. While this physicality is 

an essential prerequisite in contact sports, this identity does not define the lives of these 

young men off the ‘footy’ field. 

Through the pūrākau of the participants, it becomes apparent that the dated trope of the 

Polynesian warrior is less representative of Polynesian masculinity. The models of Polynesian 
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masculinity shaped by the participant pūrākau reveal aspects of softness, vulnerability, 

nurturing, care and leadership within their families and communities. 

Like support, identity too can act as a bridge that connects the takere and the ama. A firm 

grounding and understanding of one’s own masculine identity can create further stability on 

the ocean of the rugby league pathway. Recognition of masculine identity as something that 

isn’t limited to the physicality demonstrated on the field can provide a balance between the 

takere and the ama allowing the athlete to flourish throughout their rugby league journey 

and in their wider lives. 

To highlight the commonalities between their pūrākau I developed the metaphor of a waka 

ama (Te Waka Kōtihi) to create a model to apply the knowledge shared by the participants. 

Waka ama are common throughout Polynesia (Whelan, 1996), and this metaphor works to 

unite pan-Polynesian experiences in a model that can be applied practically in real-world 

situations. 

Figure 4: Te Waka Kōtihi 
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Te Waka Kōtihi is a model that embodies a distinctly pan-Polynesian vehicle used for 

navigating turbulent and unknown expanses of water. It signifies the potential to voyage 

across oceans with rugby league as the takere supported by family as the ama and support 

and identity as kiato binding the takere and ama together in a way that is both strong and 

flexible. 

While simple in its design, Te Waka Kōtihi can be modified and moulded to suit various 

situations. Much like the waka ama which can be built and modified to suit different waters 

or paddlers, Te Waka Kōtihi has a flexibility in that it too can adapt with the athletes 

depending on their intended voyage. 

Limitations and reflection 

As I write my final reflections here of the haerenga (journey) that has been this thesis, I find 

myself excited. Excited at the prospect of completing a project that has been a part of my life 

over the last five years. But, perhaps more so, excited at the opportunity, post-thesis, of 

continuing to grow the spaces within which Māori and Pasifika athlete voices can be called 

upon to provide knowledge. When I embarked on this haerenga I had the ambition to provide 

a concise examination of how to better support Māori and Pasifika rugby league players in 

the NRL. However, as I have grown relationships with the men who have contributed to this 

thesis I find that the greatest contribution that I can make is providing a platform for their 

voices to be heard.  

In some sense, I feel that one of the biggest limitations to this work has been approaching it 

from a conventional academic perspective. I am cognisant of the importance and standards 

of the academy that are required of a doctoral thesis. As challenging as they have been, I have 

enjoyed the process immensely. To this end I do not wish to convey in any way that I see no 
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value in the conventions of the academy. It may even be the opposite as I have taken great 

pleasure in melding worlds and blurring lines throughout this thesis. My intention here is to 

note that as research institutions become more accepting of Indigenous, kaupapa Māori and 

pan-Pacific research practices I hope that there will be further scope for Indigenous, Māori 

and Pasifika researchers to remain true to what is at the heart of their projects. At various 

stages throughout the process I have found myself conflicted between what I want to say, 

and what needs to be achieved from an academic position. This is quite possibly attributed to 

the practical work I do in the rugby league community. There is a contrast in what is practical 

in its real world application and what creates strong academic scholarship; and, I have a 

passion for both. This said, I am as excited by the end result of this thesis as I have been by 

the journey itself. I am also enthused by the prospect of building on this work and continuing 

to forge space for Polynesian athlete voices.  

A limitation that I had anticipated was an unwillingness of the participants to openly share 

their experiences. However, through engaging in conversations with each of them prior to the 

point of interview, relationships had been formed and the experiences shared as a result 

surpassed my expectations. 

Recommendations 

While this thesis provides an illumination of Polynesian experiences in professional rugby 

league, there is plenty of scope for further research. As the body of rugby league research 

grows, more aspects of the game emerge as potential sites for future research. As discussed 

in this thesis, the need to examine Polynesian contributions to rugby league is growing, and 

will continue to develop. A recommendation would be that those who are already in this 

space continue to shine a spotlight on the nuances of Polynesian experiences while creating 
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a welcoming space for others, particularly Indigenous and/or marginalised communities, to 

also contribute. 

There is room for explicit analysis of what the clubs, competitions, and power brokers within 

rugby league are doing to support Polynesian athletes. While the findings of this work suggest 

a lack of support in aiding the experiences of athletes it would be interesting to engage with 

those in positions of power in the running of the game to see how they envision support 

mechanisms improving for Polynesian players. As noted in chapter five (Wetewete kōrero | 

Discussion), additional support applications could be simple to activate. These may include 

appointing cultural officers at clubs to assist well-being officers. The role of a cultural officer 

could act similar to the kiato of the waka and provide a strong connection between the club 

and player. They could also act as a link between club and family. There is also potential for 

independent Polynesian voices at the administrative or player representative levels of the 

sport such as on player boards or even governance boards. The findings demonstrate a clear 

need for Polynesian culture and values to be present in order to better support the young 

Polynesian men who occupy so much space in the modern game. 

The use of Indigenous methodologies to draw knowledge from storytelling provides avenues 

for bodies of research rooted in the stories and experiences of athletes. There is an 

opportunity to build on this work, and the work of others in the field, to continue to provide 

a voice for Polynesian athletes in rugby league and in other sports. The power of the athlete 

voice will be integral in ensuring that the NRL, and other sporting bodies that accommodate 

Polynesian athletes, can grow in a culturally responsive manner and may hold themselves 

accountable to those athletes who form a majority of their on-field capital. 
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While I have focussed on Polynesian men in rugby league, I do feel there is a need to provide 

examinations of the experiences of women in rugby league, although it may not be my place 

to do so. The role of women in rugby league is often noted though rarely celebrated. This 

would make an important topic of research with the number of female athletes, volunteers, 

match officials and athlete mothers becoming more visible. 

Lastly, I would like to take an opportunity to advocate for the Te Waka Kōtihi model (or 

something similar) being used for practical application and real world change. I have 

promoted the ideas from this thesis in work I have done with junior representative 

development camps and can see the benefit of a model that is both easy to understand and 

to apply.  

A closing analogy 

By titling this chapter ‘The fifth tackle play’ I have intentionally refrained from calling this 

chapter ‘the conclusion’. While this chapter does conclude this doctoral thesis, I do not 

believe it concludes the work that has begun here. I am proud my work and I have enjoyed 

the rigours and processes of completing a research project of this size. While I am excited to 

share this work in this thesis, I am even more excited at where this work may go through 

further research, more conversations and the continuation of sharing the pūrākau of athletes 

for a long time to come. To close I would like to offer a brief rugby league analogy that 

compares the end of this thesis with the end of an attacking set of play. While I began this 

thesis with my own pūrākau, I feel that this body of work has become an integral part of my 

own story; a part that adds to my personal pūrākau. So, the following passage contributes 

less as a conclusion but as a starting point for what is to come. 
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In rugby league, teams are given up to six tackles in an attacking set. Usually after the fifth 

tackle the ball is shifted to a playmaker who will make a decision on whether the ball is 

distributed through the hands in an attacking play or if the ball is kicked, either for territorial 

gain or as an attacking play. While the attacking set may end after the fifth tackle play, there 

is a lot that is unknown in those decisive seconds at the end of the set. The attacking side may 

earn a repeat set, they may score a try, or they may forfeit the ball. The analogy presented 

here represents the potentiality of what may emerge from this thesis. As the attacking set, 

articulated through the research, fieldwork, chapters and writing of this work, comes to an 

end there is potential to retain the ball, score a try or increase a territorial advantage. To this 

end, I am excited to act as playmaker and hold the ball looking ahead to play what is in front 

of me. 
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Āpitihanga | Appendices 

Appendix A: Information sheet for participants 
 

 

 

 

Aotahi: School of Māori and Indigenous Studies 

Telephone: +64 366 7001 ext 8643 

Email: phillip.borell@canterbury.ac.nz 

01/03/2017 
 

‘PolySaturated: An examination of the experiences of being Polynesian 

in the National Rugby League. 

 

My name is Phillip Borell and I am a Lecturer at the University of Canterbury. I am currently 

doing research to complete my PhD, which examines the stories of Māori and Pasifika athletes in 

elite rugby league, and would like you be a part of it.  

 

The aim of this project is to provide a voice to Māori and Pasifika athletes who have participated 

in, are participating in, or are on track to participate in elite level rugby league. What I seek to do 

through this research is to allow the athletes themselves to tell their stories in their own way. It is 

hoped that through your participation in this research that better support for future generations of 

Polynesian rugby league players will be available. 

 

If you choose to take part in this study, your involvement in this project will be to participate in an 

informal interview based around the aims of this project. The length of the interview will be 30-60 

minutes. These interviews will be recorded. It is important to clarify that you as the participant 

have the right to withdraw from the project at any time, including the withdrawal of any 

information provided.  

 

As a follow-up to this interview you will be asked to read the written transcript of the interview to 

ensure that the information collected is correct and that you are happy for this information to be 

used 
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In the performance of the tasks and application of the procedures there are risks of discussion that 

includes, potentially, sensitive topics. You will be able to end the discussion at any point and may 

choose to mention any topic areas that you may wish to avoid prior to the interview. At any point 

you have the right to withdraw from the conversation or to redirect the topic of conversation.  

 

Participation is voluntary and you have the right to withdraw at any stage without penalty. You 

may ask for your raw data to be returned to you or destroyed at any point. If you withdraw, I will 

remove information relating to you. However, once analysis of raw data starts on 1st May 2017, it 

will become increasingly difficult to remove the influence of your data on the results. 
 

The results of the project may be published, but you may be assured of the complete 

confidentiality of data gathered in this investigation: your identity will not be made public without 

your prior consent. To ensure anonymity and confidentiality, any information collected will only 

be available to the interviewer and their supervisor, or to future researchers agreed to by primary 

researchers and participants. All data collected will be stored on a locked device only accessible to 

the researcher. All collected data will be destroyed, by the researcher, within ten years of PhD 

submission. A thesis is a public document and will be available through the UC Library. 

 

Please indicate to the researcher on the consent form if you would like to receive a copy of the 

summary of results of the project. 
 

The project is being carried out as a requirement for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) by 

Phillip Borell under the supervision of Professor Angus Macfarlane who can be contacted at 

angus.macfarlane@canterbury.ac.nz . He will be pleased to discuss any concerns you may have 

about participation in the project. 

 

This project has been reviewed and approved by the University of Canterbury Human Ethics 

Committee, and participants should address any complaints to The Chair, Human Ethics 

Committee, University of Canterbury, Private Bag 4800, Christchurch (human-

ethics@canterbury.ac.nz). 
 

If you agree to participate in the study, you are asked to complete the consent form and return 

either in person at the time of the interview or by email to phillip.borell@canterbury.ac.nz  

 

Ngā mihi, 

 

Phillip Borell 

Lecturer 

Aotahi: School of Māori and Indigenous Studies 

University of Canterbury 

 

  

mailto:angus.macfarlane@canterbury.ac.nz
mailto:human-ethics@canterbury.ac.nz
mailto:human-ethics@canterbury.ac.nz
mailto:phillip.borell@canterbury.ac.nz
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Appendix B – Consent form for participants 
 

‘PolySaturated: An examination of the experiences of being Polynesian in 

the National Rugby League.’ 

 

Consent Form for participants 

Include a statement regarding each of the following: 

 

□ I have been given a full explanation of this project, have read the information sheet and 

have had the opportunity to ask questions of the researcher. 

□ I understand what is required of me if I agree to take part in the research. 

□ I understand that participation is voluntary and I may withdraw at any time without 
penalty. Withdrawal of participation will also include the withdrawal of any 
information I have provided should this remain practically achievable. 

□ I understand that any information or opinions I provide will be kept confidential to the 
researcher and his research supervision team and that any published or reported results will 
not identify the participants or their team or club. I understand that a thesis is a public 
document and will be available through the UC Library. 

□ I have been made aware that I am able to have a copy of the transcribed interview and make 
any amendments I deem necessary until the 31st of July 2017. 

□ I understand that all data collected for the study will be kept in locked and secure facilities 
and/or in password protected electronic form and will be destroyed after ten years. 

□ I have been informed that data collected for this research may be used again in additional 
research, articles, chapters and reports.   

□ I understand the risks associated with taking part and how they will be managed. 

□ I understand that I can contact the researcher via email at phillip.borell@canterbury.ac.nz 
or by mobile phone on 0212927132 or his supervisor, Angus Macfarlane, at 
angus.macfarlane@canterbury.ac.nz for further information. If I have any complaints, I can 
contact the Chair of the University of Canterbury Human Ethics Committee, Private Bag 
4800, Christchurch (human-ethics@canterbury.ac.nz) 

□ I recognize that the complete thesis will be available online and that I will have access to 
the final version and all its’ findings via the University of Canterbury library website. I 

would like to have this web link sent to me. 

□ I would like a copy of the summary of findings at the completion of the research.   

□ By signing below, I agree to participate in this research project. 

 

 

Name: Signed: Date: 

  
 

mailto:phillip.borell@canterbury.ac.nz
mailto:angus.macfarlane@canterbury.ac.nz
mailto:human-ethics@canterbury.ac.nz
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Email address (for report of findings, if applicable): 

  

 

[Instructions for return the consent form] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


