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practice
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Tu Mau holds space for Pacific social workers 
to speak truth to power. Pacific social 
workers—social workers who trace their 
ancestral roots to moana-nui-a-kiwa—often 
find themselves in spaces of resistance, 
reclaiming and reframing for themselves, 
their families, and the Pacific communities 
they work with. This long-awaited Tu 
Mau issue gives necessary space and 
encouragement for Pacific social workers 
to speak into social work scholarship. To 
foreground the contributions in this Tu 
Mau issue, this editorial discusses two 
cross-cutting contemporary social work 
themes evident in the contributions: the 
Covid-19 pandemic’s impacts on social 
work; and relationality and social work. 
The contributions to this Tu Mau issue are 
then introduced, highlighting how they 
enrich and strengthen the inclusion of Pacific 
perspectives in social work. 

Pa ndemic-related impacts on social 
work 

A c ritical part of our social work role is 
an ability to engage people and structures 
to address life cha llenges and enhance 
wellbeing (International Federation of 
Social Workers [IFSW], 2014). However, the 
unprecedented arrival and on going impact 
of the Covid-19 pandemic has significantly 
altered global and local society, and 
sub sequently social work practice. The first 
case of Covid-19 in Aotearoa New Zealand 
was rep orted on 28 February 2020 and within 
a month the New Zealand government, like 
many ot her countries, introduced a series 
of measures to respond to the pandemic. 
The initial Cov id response framework 
was based on a four-tier alert level system 
(level 1 to level 4) aimed at  eliminating 

Covid-19. At alert level 4, New Zealanders 
were advised to stay at home and mai ntain 
physical distancing, travel was restricted 
(where people could only leave home for 
work or  obtain necessities), public and 
education facilities were closed, and people 
were encouraged to wor k from home where 
possible (Baker et al., 2020). For more than 
90 days, Ao tearoa NZ had experienced no 
instances of community-based transmission, 
however, this cha nged with the Delta 
outbreak in August 2020. 

The pandemic made equity issues more visible. 
The initial Covid-19 Delta outbreak affected a 
higher proportion of Pacific communities, later 
spreading to Māori and other communities 
(Smith & Adams, 2021). At a time where 
there were relatively few deaths, the passing 
of four Pacific and Māori individuals in 
this initial cluster outbreak highlighted the 
disproportionate impact on Pacific and Māori 
communities and subsequently, interventions 
for Pacific and Māori needed to be prioritised 
and adequately tailored (Cheung et al., 2021; 
Fa’alili-Fidow, 2020). 

Impacts on Pacifi c population 

While there are many inherent strengths 
within Pacific families and communities, 
the Covid-19 pandemic further exacerbated 
social, educational, environmental and 
economic challenges (Ioane et al., 2021). A 
larger proportion of Pacific communities are 
in the lowest socio-economic bracket—11.6% 
of Pacific are classified as poor compared to 
5.9% of New Zealand Europeans (Plum et 
al., 2019) and experience poorer physical and 
health conditions (Cheung et al., 2021). This 
phenomenon, whereby Pacific populations 
had increased rates of Covid-19 infections 
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compared with other population groups, 
was also reported in the United States 
(Moore et al., 2020). While most Pacific 
communities were generally supportive of 
the lockdown restrictions (Long et al. , 2022), 
with some highlighting the positive benefits 
(Su’a-Tavila et al., 2020), such benefits were 
largely overshadowed by the negative social, 
emotional and financial impacts experienced. 
A study examining the impact of Covid-19 
on the lives of 500 Pacific South Aucklanders 
in 2020 revealed that over a third of Pacific 
households have been financially impacted 
by Covid-19. Nearly one in five (18%) Pacific 
households lost half or more of their income, 
and almost 3 in 10 (28%) Pacific people who 
tried to get mental health support during alert 
levels 4, 3 and 2 felt they could not get this 
support (Colmar Brunton & Tupu Toa, 2021). 

A further study exploring the experiences 
of Pacific women in Auckland during the 
Covid-19 pandemic involving 22 women 
in three focus group talanoa (Su’a-Tavila 
et al., 2020) highlighted the multifaceted 
challenges, including:

• uncertainty due to family future and 
financial support; 

• stress—in case their family member/s 
caught the disease unconsciously;

• lack of resources to study at home and 
challenges of having children at home 
with fewer resources for schoolwork;

• basic information was not readily 
available, such as on health, food and 
finances;

• family violence increased within the 
community space;

• family members with long-term health 
conditions were at risk—very stressful 
and overwhelming as clinics gave wrong 
information in relation to attending 
clinics;

• challenges of accessing support services, 
especially when there was no access to 
mobile phones and internet connection;

• high demand for food parcels and 
frustrations due to long queues at 
foodbanks;

• frustration and fear of long queues at 
supermarkets; and

• mental health issues on the rise 
(Su’a-Tavila et al., 2020, p. 7).

For Pacific and other collectivist 
communities, the restrictions in social 
gatherings which included the outright 
banning, and then limiting the numbers 
of people attending significant milestones, 
such as funerals added to the emotional 
distress experienced (Long et al., 2022). 
This is particularly relevant as, in many 
Pacific communities, family and relational 
connections are particularly important, 
especially as family forms the foundation 
for one’s health and wellbeing as depicted 
in the Pulotu-Endemann’s Fonofale models 
of health (Cheung et al., 2021; Endemann, 
2009). 

Impact on social work practice—
Pasifi ka social workers

Dalhousie’s “The Fono’s ‘Alert Level 4’ 
Story” discusses how their multidisciplinary 
team at the Fono, including Pacific social 
workers, responded to the Covid pandemic. 
The increasing complexity of needs 
highlighted by Dalhousie are noted in other 
studies with Pacific front-line and essential 
workers (Fa’alili-Fidow, 2020; Independent 
Pacific Researchers, 2021; Smith & Adams, 
2021; Su’a-Tavila et al., 2020). Supporting 
Pacific communities during the Covid 
outbreak, particularly during the 2021 
Auckland August lockdown, took an 
emotional, physical, spiritual, and social 
toll on many workers. Pacific social workers 
experienced an increase in their workload, 
were asked to support new Covid response 
initiatives whilst simultaneously facing 
increased responsibilities on the home 
front with caregiving responsibilities. 
Many accepted this call from an innate 
desire to serve (tautua) and protect their 
community, a trait underpinned by Pacific 
cultural values of caring and love (alofa) 
(Independent Pacific Researchers, 2021; 
Ioane et al., 2021).
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In light of social distancing requirements, 
social workers, like many health and social 
service professionals, had to quickly pivot 
and create and maintain relationships using 
online mediums. The increased effort to 
maintain connection and relationships, an 
essential part of social work, has taken a 
personal toll with many Pacific workers 
not recognising until too late that they were 
burnt out (Independent Pacific Researchers, 
2021; Smith & Adams, 2021). As noted by 
Smith and Adams (2021) in their reflections 
on the experience of Pacific nurses in the 
Covid pandemic:

It sits in our heart and our passion for our 
communities to heed the call and keep 
going. We may not see this as burnout, 
we just carry on because we know it is 
what we need to do for our families and 
communities. (p. 98) 

With the shift to online interactions, 
maintaining vā/ethical practice with 
clients has been at the forefront for many 
Pacific clinicians. In a recent paper, a group 
of Pacific theorists (Fa‘avae et al., 2022) 
provide a conceptualisation of e–talanoa—an 
extension of talanoa research engagement 
and practice through digital tools and 
platforms. Whilst this paper focuses on 
research processes, these principles are 
applicable to social work practice and a 
number are presented here: 

• As a method, e–talanoa is strengthened 
when participants are familiar with, 
and can confidently use, information 
technology and digital tools. 

• The quality of e-talanoa negotiation 
between researchers and participants 
depends on their willingness to tauhi vā 
and teu le va. 

• The values of respect, reciprocity, 
humility, love, care, and generosity were 
identified as important elements within 
e-talanoa (Anae, 2016; Ka‘ili, 2017). As 
Halapua (2003) points out, tauhi vā 
enables respectful communication during 
in-person talanoa.

• Pacific researchers require a sound 
understanding of ethical and socio-
cultural principles to navigate meaningful 
online vā relations through vā māfana 
and a good grasp of the communication 
services and online forums they and their 
participants can access together.

Studies undertaken with social workers 
across the globe reveal additional issues 
experienced by social workers (Ashcroft et 
al., 2021; Banks et al., 2020). An international 
study of the ethical challenges faced by 
social workers from 54 countries during the 
Covid-19 pandemic in 2020 revealed six key 
themes relating to social workers’ ethical 
challenges: 

1. Creating and maintaining trusting, honest 
and empathic relationships via phone 
or internet with due regard for privacy 
and confidentiality, or in person with 
protective equipment.

2. Prioritising service user needs and 
demands, which are greater and different 
due to the pandemic, when resources 
are stretched or unavailable and full 
assessments often impossible.

3. Balancing service user rights, needs 
and risks against personal risk to social 
workers and others in order to provide 
services as well as possible.

4. Deciding whether to follow national 
and organisational policies, procedures 
or guidance (existing or new) or to use 
professional discretion in circumstances 
where the policies seem inappropriate, 
confused or lacking.

5. Acknowledging and handling emotions, 
fatigue and the need for self-care, 
when working in unsafe and stressful 
circumstances.

6. Using the lessons learned from working 
during the pandemic to rethink social 
work in the future (Banks et al., 2020). 

Impact on social work education

The advantages and challenges of 
maintaining client-social worker connections 
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via electronic platforms were also present 
in social work education (Bay et al., 2021). 
Like our international counterparts, the 
lockdown measures required Aotearoa 
NZ social work educators to quickly shift 
teaching and assessment to online conference 
platforms, such as Zoom. Traditional face-to-
face lectures were replaced with those either 
audio-visually recorded, and/or streamed 
live. Conference platforms, such as Zoom, 
also enabled educators and students to 
connect in online tutorials and small groups. 
The ability to teach and assess core social 
work skills such as active listening, rapport-
building and empathic communication 
through online platforms requires unique 
skills as outlined by Bay et al. (2021) who 
provide a useful account of overcoming 
common online teaching practice issues.

Where to next?

Covid continues to influence the lives of 
our clients and communities, and it is clear 
that the tail of recovery for our Pacific 
communities will be long (Ioane et al., 2021; 
Smith & Adams, 2021). The pandemic has 
revealed the inequities in Aotearoa NZ 
society and has provided an opportunity for 
workers and organisations to reflect on ways 
of effectively responding, including the need 
to invest in the Pacific workforce (Ratuva 
et al., 2021). As social workers, we are in a 
strong position to contribute to these efforts, 
particularly with our knowledge and skills of 
community development. This is vital, given 
that addressing the social determinants 
of poor health with thoughtful, targeted 
strategies will help ensure that the long-term 
effects are mitigated.

 Relationality and social work

Relationships are central to social work. 
Amidst the pivots necessitated by 
Covid—working from home and online 
engagement—social workers continue to 
demonstrate agility in their relationship-
based practice. Relational and culturally 
responsive social work approaches are 

also themes which the contributions to this 
Tu Mau issue elaborate on. Pacific social 
work embeds culturally resonant relational 
approaches, drawing deeply from Oceania 
cultural values, knowledge and ways. 

Relationality is addressed in broader 
international scholarship and in 
Moana-Pacific scholarship (Fa’avae et 
al., 2022; Koya, 2017; Mafile’o, 2019). 
Relational epistemology, as discussed 
in the international literature, highlights 
connectivity and knowing done in 
connection with others (Huffman, 2018); it 
is an epistemology which is wholistic and 
more than logical (Lim, 2015). Relationality 
as an approach means the scope of what 
is considered relevant and legitimate 
knowledge is extended—not narrowed. 
Whilst none would dispute that the social 
work relationship is foundational in social 
work, cultural interpretations of relationship 
vary.

In practice, relationality means social 
workers’ decision-making, for example, 
it considers a wide range of knowledge 
sources. Knowledge sources such as voices 
of extended family members or community 
members beyond the individual recorded 
as a ‘client’. An implication for practice is 
that confidentiality concerns are weighed up 
against the benefits of a holistic, collective 
and relational approach. Another implication 
of relational epistemology in Indigenous 
social work is that sources of knowledge are 
inclusive of spiritual insight and intuition 
or signs in the natural environment and is 
related to human action.

Relationality between people and the 
environment is central to Indigenous ways 
of knowing, being and doing (Hart, 2010). 
This relationality is evident in social work 
programmes and interventions which centre 
this connectivity between land and people. 
Examples are land-based interventions 
with Indigenous Hawai’i families (Morelli 
& Mataira, 2010). Such approaches are 
holistic, and the processes and outcomes are 
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congruent with relationality as a principle. 
Climate change is emerging as a pressing 
social work concern and there are calls for 
sustainability to become more central in 
social work (Ellis et al., 2018). In this sense, 
relationality includes consideration of the 
human–environment relationship. In all its 
many facets, relationality will continue to 
be central to social work, and Pacific social 
work in particular, as richly illustrated in the 
contributions to this Tu Mau issue.

Overview o f contributions to this Tu 
Mau issue

Tu Mau opens with an article by Delena 
West, “Pasifika families aren’t accessing 
specialist services as much because those 
services require a really one-eyed view of 
the child”. West explores how social workers 
engage Pasifika children with disability, 
and their families. Acknowledging that, for 
Pasifika families, accessing disability services 
in Aotearoa New Zealand is a complex 
undertaking, West utilises an anti-oppressive 
analysis to explore how non-Pasifika social 
workers engage and maintain relationships 
with Pasifika families and if there are 
approaches that might be advantageous 
to this work. The findings highlight the 
structural, cultural and personal oppressions 
experienced that need to be addressed in 
order for social workers to successfully 
practise with Pacific families.

As noted earlier, Dalhousie’s viewpoint on 
“The Fono’s ‘Alert Level 4’ story” explores 
the journey of organisational change that 
The Fono, a Pacific Health provider, engaged 
in in response to the first wave of Covid 
in 2020. As Dalhousie shares, the arrival 
of Covid required many organisations to 
respond in ways that were unprecedented. 
We have heard the words that organisations 
had to be ‘agile’, ‘resilient’ and ‘responsive’ 
to provide much-needed services to 
communities. What we are really talking 
about is the willingness of employees 
to conduct their work differently—and 
oftentimes in new settings—to respond to 

a health issue that was unfamiliar, with no 
certainty of what the coming weeks and 
months would bring. Dalhousie’s viewpoint 
provides an insight into the process of 
organisational transformation, where 
innovation and transformation became 
embedded as part of The Fono’s integrated 
model of care. Central to The Fono’s 
metamorphosis was a strong communication 
strategy that aimed to keep their workforce 
connected with each other while moving 
together towards a common purpose. This 
viewpoint highlights the ability of Pacific 
organisations to be agile change agents 
within Pacific communities. 

In “Understanding I-Kiribati wellbeing 
and its implications in health and social 
services”, Louisa Cleverley considers how 
understandings of wellbeing can inform 
the delivery of culturally appropriate social 
services. Cleverley’s research findings 
are the result of interviews with I-Kiribati 
professionals working in health and 
social service organisations in a particular 
geographical area within Aotearoa New 
Zealand. Cleverley identifies four key 
findings from her research: I-Kiribati 
perspectives of wellbeing; family and 
home as central to I-Kiribati wellbeing; 
the importance of the preservation and 
maintenance of cultural practices; and the 
centrality of community connection in 
wellbeing. In relation to the maintenance 
of cultural practices, Cleverley notes 
that, while there are smaller numbers of 
I-Kiribati in Aotearoa New Zealand than 
in other Pacific nations, there has been 
an increase in migration propelled by the 
impacts of climate change for the island 
nation. Cleverley gives attention to how 
wellbeing for I-Kiribati must consider the 
importance of maintaining cultural heritage 
and practices in the event of displacement 
from island homelands. The literature agrees 
that climate change is an urgent issue for 
Pacific nations, where the cascading effects 
of increased global temperatures have 
impacted small island nations, contributing 
to displacement (Veitayaki et al., 2021) The 
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article explores the impacts of these findings 
on social service provision, concluding that 
approaches to I-Kiribati practice should be 
grounded in Pacific Indigenous knowledge 
and experience. 

In a reflective piece, “Fieldwork placement 
reflection from a regional Pacific university 
during Covid 19”, Soro Ramacake examines 
the challenges and lessons learnt from 
coordinating student placements and 
supporting student learning across a vast 
geographical area (the Pacific) in a global 
pandemic environment. Ramacake found 
that the challenges of operating a fieldwork 
placement system in a pandemic context 
were mediated by having strong networks 
in place; engaging in a culturally responsive 
way with fieldwork providers and students; 
creating assessments that were culturally 
sensitive; and by employing a patient, 
flexible and understanding approach with 
students. The learning shared by Ramacake 
can inform work in Pacific social work 
education as a matter of course, but also in 
disaster or crisis conditions. 

Up next, Waqa et al. share the reflections 
of students, graduates and junior staff 
from the University of the South Pacific 
(USP) on “Culturally relevant social work 
in Oceania”. The university provides 
education to students across 12 countries in 
the Oceania region. Importantly, this article 
acknowledges the increased voice given 
to Indigenous social work knowledge and 
theory and considers the implications for 
how social work is taught in the Oceania 
region. The findings acknowledge that 
social work education has an over reliance 
on Western knowledge and practice 
frameworks. The authors argue for the 
ongoing development of Pacific specific 
social work education that maintains Pacific 
cultural identity; includes Pacific Indigenous 
knowledge; uses Pacific languages; 
addresses issues relevant to Pacific nations 
and communities; and uses assessment 
practices that are culturally inclusive and 
responsive. Deciding the approach for social 

work education in Oceania should be, the 
article suggests, determined by Pacific social 
workers, educators and social sector leaders.

In this Tu Mau publication, we also present 
two book reviews. Aulola Lino has reviewed 
Pacific Social Work: Navigating Practice, Policy 
and Research, edited by Jioji Ravulo, Tracie 
Mafile’o and Donald Bruce Yeates. Our 
second book review, Disrupting Whiteness in 
Social Work, is provided by David McNab.

We wish to congratulate all of our authors, 
reviewers and contributors to Tu Mau 
and thank you for your persistence and 
commitment.

Yvonne Crichton-Hill

 Tracie Mafile’o, Guest editor 

 Analosa Veukiso-Ulugia, Guest editor 
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