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Private provision of superannuation – Pacific Peoples: 

 

This report is intended to give a contextual perspective on the private provision of 

superannuation as gathered from discussions that the writer of this report had with various 

groups from the Auckland Pacific communities.  The main objective was to collect a range of 

perspectives on the issue of retirement and the plans made for saving towards this. 

 

The writer met and had discussions with two small groups totalling eleven participants.  The 

youngest participant was 23 years of age and the most senior was 75 years old.  The majority 

of participants were Samoan with two Tongans and Cook Islands and one Niuean participant.  

The participants were given broad questions to consider around the issue of retirement and a 

scribe noted the discussion that took place while the writer of this report facilitated the 

meeting. 

 

Pacific peoples have been migrating to New Zealand since the early 1930s and in the mid 

1940s there were less than 2200 Pacific peoples living in New Zealand.1  From this time until 

the 1960s, this population grew relatively slowly.  Migration from the Pacific nation states 

accelerated after this time in response to the increased demand for labour in New Zealand’s 

burgeoning manufacturing industries.2 

 

Pacific population is projected to grow at a faster rate than the rest of the New Zealand 

population.  The factors that account for this includes the young age profile, comparatively 

high levels of fertility, continuing intermarriage and further migration from the Pacific 

islands.  Predictions are that the Pacific population may grow from the present 6.9% of total 

population to 8.3% by 2021 and to 12.1% by 2051.3   

 

The present socio-economic situation for Pacific peoples as measured against indicators such 

as unemployment, occupational and industrial distribution, self-employment, personal and 
                                                           
1 1945 Census of Population and Dwellings 
2 Pacific Progress: 2002, A report on the economic status of Pacific Peoples in New Zealand, Statistics New 
Zealand 
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household incomes, housing tenure and access to household amenities such as 

telecommunications, highlights the disparity between these communities and others in New 

Zealand.  With predictions of a population growth rate faster than any other group, the 

pressure to manage these disparities present a challenge to Pacific communities and to 

government.  Retirement income for Pacific peoples is an important area to consider in the 

light of the population growth trends in the future. 

 

Saving for one’s retirement is a notion that does not sit well with many Pacific peoples, 

particularly those who were born in the Pacific Islands.  As one discussion participant 

explained, “It is like tempting fate, to save for your future life when you believe that God 

controls this”.   She believed that while it is sensible to save for future unforeseen events that 

may occur and put pressure on family finances, the act of putting money aside for one’s own 

future wellbeing seems rather selfish.  During this particular part of the discussion, 

participants acknowledged that it was common practice for extended family groups to 

establish “trusts”.  These “trusts” required each family member to make regular contributions 

to a fund that could be used in situations such as funerals, weddings, haircutting ceremonies 

or other events as agreed to by the extended family.  This helped to take pressure off the 

family when unplanned events occur with little or no warning.  These “trusts” are not 

established as a retirement fund for family members. 

 

The reality for many Pacific peoples is that there is not enough disposable income for them to 

be able to put aside enough money for a time in the future when they will not be earning an 

income from employment.  It would require one to be very disciplined to regularly put aside a 

proportion of earned income that could be used to meet present personal, household and 

family needs. 

 

The oldest participant in the discussion group described her circumstances which this writer 

considers will be familiar to those Pacific migrants who came to New Zealand in the early 

1960s, when employment in secondary industries was easy to find.  She and her husband 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
3 ibid., 
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came to New Zealand from Samoa in the early 1960s, with four young children.  They 

established themselves in their own home 6 months after arriving in New Zealand, using the 

future value of family benefit payments for their three younger children as the deposit.  Both 

parents worked while the eldest of their children, now sixteen years old, was the caregiver for 

the younger siblings, cooked the meals and kept house.   

 

The main objectives for this woman and her family in leaving their beloved homeland was to 

provide better education opportunities for their children as well as to assist other members of 

their extended families to migrate to New Zealand.  This woman’s husband died in his early 

50s, in 1976 with no life assurance policy and without mortgage repayment insurance.  Her 

husband was ineligible for mortgage repayment insurance because he was over the age limit 

when they sold their first home to purchase another home in a new subdivision in South 

Auckland.  Her husband left her with quite a large mortgage and six children (two of which 

had been adopted from other family members living in Samoa) dependent on her for primary, 

secondary and tertiary education.   

 

She remained working in the factory that had employed her when she first arrived in New 

Zealand until the age of 53, in 1981.  She took up a widow’s benefit that she was eligible for 

and had no other income as she had been working to pay her mortgage, other household 

expenses, family and church commitments as well as educational costs for her children.  

There was no extra money to put into a reserve for her retirement.  Besides, she could qualify 

for superannuation which was more than ample to provide for her needs with the support of 

her children who were now working and able to contribute to the household income to cover 

all expenses.  Her investment in the education of her children was all she could afford.  While 

her husband had been alive, they had planned that once the children were independent, i.e. 

working and able to contribute to the family household income, they would retire back in 

Samoa, in her husband’s village on the piece of land they had worked and planted as a young 

couple.  This dream could no longer be fulfilled but she was comfortable as she had a 

mortgage free home, and government superannuation as well as board payments from 
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children still living at home to meet the household costs and make contributions to family and 

church commitments.   

 

This woman has since sold her home, sharing the proceeds with her five children (so that they 

wouldn’t fight over it when she died) so that they could afford to make a deposit on their own 

homes and she now lives with her eldest child.  She pays a small amount for board to her 

daughter for living costs, but mostly she uses her superannuation payments to make 

contributions to family events and church commitments as well as occasional social outings to 

housie or the casino!   

 

During the time when she was earning a wage, there was never any thought that she should 

deliberately put aside a portion of this for her retirement.  She did not want to be a burden on 

her children in her later years but at the time she was working, she barely had enough to make 

ends meet, let alone save for her own future needs.  Another reason why she sold her home 

was that she found it difficult to meet household expenses such as house and water rates, 

home and content insurance, home repairs and maintenance and monthly payments for 

electricity and telephone with her superannuation benefit once her children had moved out.  In 

hindsight, she sees the sense of saving to supplement the superannuation proceeds but this 

was impossible for her at the time.  Her priorities were to provide an education for her 

children and invest in their future. 

 

A Samoan saying states, “E leai ni faletupe a Samoa, o tupe a Samoa, e teu i ona aiga” – 

“Samoa does not need banks. Samoa invests its resources in its families.”  The notion of 

family referred to in this saying is the extended family.  The “aiga potopoto” or extended 

family can be relied on to help finance events such as funerals, weddings, birthdays or other 

traditional ceremonies.  These events are important family occasions, where the name and 

reputation of the whole family is at stake.  It is therefore in the interest of the whole family 

that it goes well and monetary contributions towards such events is just one way of supporting 

this. 
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Pacific-born people generally do not prioritise saving for retirement as it is not a practice that 

they have observed or experienced with their parents.  The fact that government 

superannuation is available upon achieving the age of 65 years old is seen as a bonus 

compared to what they would have received had they remained in their country of birth.  In 

their experiences, the elderly were cared for by their children or other members of the family 

and so it was never a consideration that one would need to set aside money to ensure that 

comforts of life are maintained after one retires. 

 

The notions of one being independent and self-sufficient are foreign to the belief systems and 

values commonly held by Pacific cultures.  People who try to advocate for these values, are 

usually referred to in a derogatory manner as being “fiapalagi” or “wanting to be a palagi or 

pakeha”.  Independence from parents is not really achieved until they have died.  It is on this 

understanding that parents who hold such values, rely on their children to support them when 

they are unable to do so themselves.  Generally, New Zealand born children and some born in 

the Pacific who have adopted more Palagi values, struggle with this responsibility, usually 

resulting in conflict with parents and other members of the family. Limited opportunities to 

participate in different traditional situations and increased time away from the Pacific 

homeland are factors which will restrict the influence of Pacific values and traditions.  

Attitudes to saving for retirement by Pacific peoples will vary according to their 

circumstances such as the level of disposal income available after all essential expenses are 

met and their and values and beliefs.  It is difficult to generalise that the likelihood of saving 

for retirement for New Zealand-born Pacific peoples will be different to those who were born 

in the Pacific islands and later migrated to New Zealand as other factors also influence how 

decisions of this nature are made. 

 

Values and adherence to traditional norms may change as Pacific peoples conform to the 

more commonly held values of New Zealand.  They cannot help but be influenced by norms 

of the society in which they live, school, work and socialise.  Therefore, as Pacific peoples 

begin to move up the socio-economic ladder and have more disposal income available, they 

are more likely to consider saving for retirement, or investing in assets that can generate 
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income in the future.  Sixty one percent of Pacific peoples aged 15 years and over had an 

annual income of $20,000 or less in the year to 31 March 2001.  In comparison, just over half 

of the national population (53 percent) fell into this income band.  Meanwhile, seven percent 

of Pacific peoples received an annual income of over $40,000 per annum during this time 

period compared with 18 percent of people in the national population. Within the Pacific 

ethnic group, 22 percent of those born in New Zealand had incomes greater than $30,000 

compared with 16 percent of those born overseas.4 The values and beliefs held by Pacific 

peoples in this income bracket will vary depending on their upbringing, experiences, place of 

birth, involvement in different community activities and so on.   

 

Another participant (female, early 40s) from the discussion group described how her 

immediate family pooled their financial resources to put a deposit on their family home about 

ten years ago.  As the eldest child, she took on the responsibility for the mortgage and her 

parents live with her and her teenage son at their family home.  When she and her sister 

decided to purchase this home, they were thinking of their parents’ inability to service a 

mortgage and also that she was the only person with a regular income that met the bank’s 

requirements.  Her parents work casually in the voluntary social services area and contribute 

when they can to household costs.  This woman, despite the fact that she is a professional 

earning a salary of just over $60,000, does not have the disposable income to make 

contributions to a private superannuation scheme or invest in other major assets, as she is the 

main income provider for her family.  She feels blessed that she has the opportunity to support 

her parents at this time and hopes that these values are instilled in her son.  The purchase of 

the family home and her commitment to pay for this is a reflection of her values and beliefs 

that one should look after one’s parents.  She has never questioned the need for her to do this, 

or felt that she was put under any pressure by her parents to act in this way.  It just seemed the 

natural thing to do. 

 

Yet another discussion participant, a Tongan woman, mid 30s described how she and her 

siblings were encouraged by their parents to take on the values of mainstream New Zealand.  

                                                           
4 ibid., 



 7

They were taught to become financially independent at an early age, by earning pocket-

money which they could use to buy personal “extras”.  Contributing to extended family 

occasions was not highlighted by her parents as a requirement for their children as they grew 

older.  As a consequence she and her husband are very independent of the extended family 

and do not feel obliged to make any contributions to the living expenses for her widowed 

mother or for any family events.  She knows that her mother will ask if she needs any 

financial assistance.  Her mother lives in her own home with another daughter and son-in-law.  

This participant and her husband have established a retirement fund through a private scheme 

and encourage their child to be financially independent.  They do not have any expectations 

that their child will support them in their old age.  This woman works as a clerk and her 

husband is employed in the professional sector.  It was evident from this woman’s description 

of her personal situation that perspectives on saving for retirement will differ depending on 

each person’s values and beliefs, their financial situation and other factors such as parental 

expectations. In this situation, the mother was quite independent and the fact that she did not 

expect her children to contribute to her living expenses influenced their behaviour in relation 

to their income distribution. 

 

The majority of Pacific peoples in New Zealand do not own their own home and live in rental 

accommodation.  In 2001, 26 percent of Pacific men and women aged 15 years and over 

stated that they owned or partly owned their home.  This proportion was less than half the 

national rate of 55 percent.  In the same year, 59 percent of Pacific peoples were living in 

rental housing compared with 29 percent of total New Zealanders.  The proportion of income 

spent on rent by Pacific peoples in 2001 came to 23 percent, down from 31 percent in 1996. 

Participants in the discussion groups who lived in rental accommodation spoke about the fact 

that they did not have a major asset which they could pass onto their children or use as 

security for when they were at retirement age.  They also spoke about how difficult it was to 

save the required amount for a deposit to purchase their own home, particularly when their 

household income could barely cover essential living expenses and other financial 

commitments.  This did not include saving for retirement though extended family trusts were 

established with contributions from individual families to meet expenses of unplanned 
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occurrences such as deaths, weddings, matai title conferments, travel back to the islands for 

special family occasions or other events. 

 

One participant, a 65 year-old Samoan man, spoke about how he lived with his wife and three 

adult children in their state rental property that they have occupied for the last fifteen years.  

He has been out of work since being made redundant at the age of 48 years old.  At that time 

he still had three children at school and was unable to use his redundancy to finance the 

purchase of a home, because he no longer had a regular income.  His wife worked as a cleaner 

for four hours each day.  He and his wife presently use their combined superannuation benefit 

payments to pay for most of the household costs as two of their adult children are currently 

unemployed.  They have three grandchildren who live in the same household.  He stated that 

it was a real struggle to make ends meet from one week to the next, but they still manage to 

make contributions to their church as well as to family events.  He has a title from his wife’s 

family and so he must respect this honour by making appropriate contributions to her family’s 

fa’alavelave (unforeseen events).  They also regularly remit money back to Samoa for family 

events or village church repairs or fundraising.  His children sometimes make financial 

contributions to these.  He described how he and his wife came to New Zealand so that their 

children would have more opportunities for education and employment.  He was sad that 

some of his children do not have jobs but they gain enough qualifications from school to 

enable them to get employment in an office or in a profession.  Two of his children are 

completing courses in private training establishments.  He hopes that some time soon he will 

be able to rely on his children to maintain their household so that he and his wife can retire to 

Samoa and live in his wife’s village. 

 

In the absence of research, it is the opinion of this writer that other factors also influence 

Pacific peoples’ ability and perspective on saving for retirement: 

• The term retirement generally means that the individual achieves an age whereby he / she 

no longer works hence putting a stop to the regular income from this employment.  It 

assumes that the individual has had regular employment for most of his / her adult life. 

For the majority of Pacific peoples in New Zealand, regular and permanent employment 
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has been difficult to achieve over the last 20 or so years.  As in the situation of the 65 year 

old male participant in the discussion group, many Pacific peoples now in the latter part of 

their adult life, experienced redundancy at a time when their ability to find regular and 

permanent employment was limited due to factors such as decreased supply of low-skilled 

and semi-skilled work. 

• Saving for retirement is seen as something that the individual has to manage.  The 

situation for many Pacific peoples is that income earned by individual family members are 

combined to give a total for the household and used to meet essential living expenses for 

the family, church and family commitments and other costs.  This makes it very difficult 

for an individual to plan and budget for his / her personal future financial requirements. 

The cost of housing, whether it is rental or private purchase of accommodation influences 

living situations for many families as well as how they then organise their economics. 

  

This report has tried to reflect some of the reasons why Pacific peoples in general do not 

prioritise saving for retirement by presenting case studies around the situations as described 

by participants involved in discussions around this issue.  The main themes identified by 

participants were: 

• Disposable income is insufficient for most Pacific peoples to be able to make a regular 

financial commitment to savings for retirement; 

• Saving for retirement is not seen as an essential expense or commitment for Pacific 

peoples; 

• Commitments to church, extended family (both in New Zealand and overseas) and 

community events take precedence over saving for retirement; 

• Responsibility to look after parents in their old age and provide for their living needs 

continues to feature in the values and beliefs of many Pacific peoples; 

• Values and beliefs for both New Zealand born and Pacific born Pacific peoples are 

affected by factors such as the length of time they have lived in New Zealand or the level 

of regular experiences in traditional cultural events.  These factors will influence their 

views on independence, financial commitments to the extended family and saving for 

retirement. 
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• Regular and permanent employment has been difficult to maintain for many Pacific 

peoples since the late 1970s as employment participation statistics show. 

• Many extended family groups establish trust accounts for to assist them to meet 

unforeseen family events that may occur in the future. 

 

The future – saving for retirement by Pacific peoples 
 
Assuming medium levels of fertility, mortality and inter-ethnic mobility, and net international 

migration of around 1000 people per year, the Pacific population may grow from the present 

level of just over 6 percent of the total New Zealand population to 12.1 percent of the 

population by 2051.5  Like the rest of the population, the Pacific ethnic groups will age in the 

future, but they will remain relatively young, with a median age of 29 by the year 2051 

compared with the median age of 45 in the total population.  The proportion of the Pacific 

population in the retirement age group (65 plus) will increase from 3 percent to 11 percent.6   

 

With such projections, it is crucial that consideration of appropriate education and marketing 

strategies be established to encourage Pacific peoples to plan for future retirement income.  

Strategies would need to pay attention to the following: 

• The socio-economic situation of the majority of Pacific peoples at this present time and 

the need to improve this for the future; 

• The importance of contributions to organised occasions for the extended family; 

• The pooling of individual income contributions of family members to meet household 

costs; 

• The practice of establishing informal family trusts to meet costs of unexpected or major 

family occasions; 

• Many Pacific peoples earn an income from working for different employers in low skilled 

casual work, such as cleaning.  

 

                                                           
5 ibid., p. 121 
6 ibid., p. 122 
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An education programme would assist to inform Pacific peoples of the benefits of saving for 

retirement.  The benefits would need to include things that Pacific peoples prioritise as 

important.  The priorities will be different depending on their values and beliefs.  Pacific 

peoples will ignore communication strategies which they see as irrelevant to their situation or 

beyond their means.  While some Pacific peoples may relate to looking forward to having 

additional retirement savings to do things such as take a holiday or participate in hobbies, it is 

not a commonly held view amongst the majority of Pacific peoples at this point in time.  The 

marketing and educational strategies would therefore need to cater for the different age groups 

(generally, the Pacific population is relatively very young) and the different perspectives held 

by Pacific peoples.   


