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Executive Summary

Introduction 
• This report describes and discusses the results and findings of a survey and focus group 

discussion of the Tongan Diaspora in Australia undertaken as part of a broader study 
funded by the Australian Research Council: Australian Diasporas and Brain Gain: Current 
and Future Potential Transnational Relationships. The investigation of the Tongan Diaspora 
took place alongside research on the Macedonian, Italian and Vietnamese Diasporas. 
The project was implemented in collaboration with a number of community partners as 
well as between researchers from four Universities including the University of Adelaide, 
the University of Western Australia, La Trobe University and Victoria University as the 
administering University. A key feature of the project is its inter-disciplinary approach that 
brings together researchers with diverse disciplinary backgrounds including anthropology, 
political science, economics and geography. As such, the design of the project methods 
sought to capture multiple dimensions of what diasporas mean in the Australian context 
through the varied perspectives. 

The Approach 
In the context of globalisation, the role of diasporas has been increasingly brought into focus 
as a potentially powerful and important social, economic and cultural phenomenon. What 
diasporas actually mean, however, is contested within the literature and there is varied usage of 
the term depending on the purpose for which it is used. At its simplest, the term refers to the 
scattering of people from their homelands into new communities across the globe (Braziel 2008 
p. 24). In an attempt to deal with the definitional problems arising from the increasingly wide 
and loose use of the term diaspora we draw from Butler (2001) who provides a definition that 
is both useful in making clear distinctions between diasporas and other groups as well as to be 
able to compare one diaspora from another so that the processes that form diasporas can be 
discerned. This definition identifies four key features (Saxenian 2005 p. 192). 

1. Dispersal from an original homeland to a minimum of two or more destinations;

2. The sustained relationship to an actual or imagined homeland;

3. A self-awareness of the group’s identity that binds the dispersed people not only to the 
homeland but to each other as well; and, 

4. The diaspora’s existence over at least two generations. 

A further discussion within the literature is around making distinctions between ‘classical’ 
diasporas most commonly exemplified by the Jewish Diaspora and contemporary diasporas 
(Saxenian 2005; Hugo 2006). For the purposes of this project, Cohen’s typology of diasporas 
provides a useful framework for distinguishing not only between more recent diasporas than 
those that have longer history but also those that have formed as an outcome of varied 
political, economic and social conditions and circumstances (Cohen 1997 p. x). Cohen’s ‘types’ 
includes the five categories of victim, labour, trade, imperial and cultural diasporas. We draw 
on these ‘types’ as a useful characterisation for the diaspora project, where diasporas have 
been selected partly for their differences, and on the assumption that much will be revealed by 
comparing the characteristics of different types. The Tongan Diaspora is broadly understood 
as a ‘labour diaspora’ in that the search for temporary and permanent overseas employment 
opportunities has been a feature of Tongan transnational movement since the 1960’s. The 
Tongan Diaspora can also be termed a ‘cultural’ diaspora, as the character of the diaspora is 
shaped strongly by the development, maintenance and renewal of a distinct cultural identity, 
national and local association, kinship ties, religious practices and economic transactions 
relating to life-stage events. 
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Due to their character as a phenomenon with multiple dimensions, capacities and formations, 
diasporas have been the focus of research and analysis in response to emerging public policy 
imperatives. While there are relationships between each of the dimensions identified below, 
diasporas are not limited to, but are increasingly seen as, an important mechanism for: 

• enhancing international economic development and ‘brain circulation’ within and between 
knowledge economies, as well as being a source of remittances and investment in the 
homeland through tourism (Saxenian 2005);

• a site of political organisation for or against the interests of homeland governments or as 
advocates for the interests of the diaspora in Australia and/or in other receiving countries 
(Sheffer 2003);

• a vehicle for the provision of transnational care and welfare (Konwiser, Kavanagh et al. 
2001; Baldassar, Baldock et al. 2007); and,

• the maintenance of culture, language and religious practices generating both freedoms 
and restraints for its members and host communities (Francis 2009; Lee 2003). 

Each of these policy dimensions are of interest to this study and the methodological approach 
to the research was therefore guided by a desire to capture data on each of these important 
dimesnsions of diaspora populations and the transnational practices they undertake.

The Tongan Diaspora in Australia
The Tongan Diaspora in Australia is a small diaspora comprising approximately 18,000 people 
which commenced in the 1950s and 60s prompted by the desire to seek employment and 
education unavailable in Tonga. Migration burgeoned in the 1970s, 80s, and 90s and there are 
estimates that of all Tongan expatriates, 40 per cent moved to the USA, 40 per cent moved 
to New Zealand, and 20 per cent moved to Australia (Levitt, DeWind et al. 2003). Tongans 
are ‘diasporic’ in the sense of being a dispersed population living in multiple locations that 
maintains transnational ties to the homeland and across the diaspora. Further, while Tongans 
are not in exile as such, there are many social, economic and environmental barriers to 
returning back to Tonga. Few do, and for those who return, the transition is often difficult or 
‘bumpy’ as Liava’a (2003) describes. Despite this, Lee (2003 p. 6) believes that ‘…few Tongan 
migrants ever completely lose their connections - emotional, familial, economic, religious, and 
otherwise…they remain between two shores.’ 

Method
• A survey of the Tongan Diaspora was designed as one of four surveys for each of the 

diasporas included in the larger study. As much as possible, each of the surveys contain 
common questions in order that the results for each diaspora could be compared. Each 
was customised, however, in order to ensure relevance to the specific community. 

Created in an online format, the survey contains a mix of 55 open and closed questions, 
organised into five sections: respondent background; household information; citizenship and 
identity; family and kinship connections to Tonga; and, business and professional links. Using 
a snowball method (Bickman and Rog 2008), the survey was distributed in July 2010 through 
university, community and government networks. On completion, the survey received 254 
responses with 142 completing all questions. 

One of the major limitations of the survey and of diaspora research generally, is that it is not 
possible to generate a representative sample. In this light, the findings of the survey are treated 
as indicators of trends and clues about the character of the Tongan diaspora in Australia, to be 
interpreted alongside the relevant literature. 

A focus group discussion was also held with a group of twelve people who identified as being 
from a Tongan background. The focus group discussion was guided by a series of open-ended 
questions that were shaped by the core themes of the research, and were intended to both 
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explain and verify the survey results. Core questions focused on: identity and what it means to 
be Tongan in Australia; the importance of connections to Tonga; communications with Tonga; 
and changes in the diaspora over generations. 

Citizenship, Identity and Language
The research explored the extent to which ‘being Tongan’ shapes the identity of the diaspora. 
On this dimension, the findings were very clear that Tongan identity is extremely strong judging 
by a number of indicators. A large majority of participants (80.1 per cent) identified themselves 
as Tongan, Tongan-Australian or Australian-Tongan and only 8.5 per cent called themselves 
‘Australian’. Furthermore, a large majority of participants (72.6 per cent) identified as feeling 
‘very close’ or ‘close’ to Tonga. At the same time, a large majority of participants in the study 
are Australian citizens demonstrating that although this is a settled community, affiliation with 
the homeland remains very strong indeed. This finding includes second generation Tongans, 
some of whom have yet to travel to the homeland themselves. Perhaps the greatest indicator 
of the maintenance of a Tongan identity was the extent to which Tongan language is spoken 
within families, and there was a strong indication that parents are making an effort to ensure 
that children born in Australia learn to speak Tongan as a means to maintain ties with Tonga 
and between generations. The motivation to leave Tonga is not to abandon Tonga or for 
second generation Tongans, abandon Tongan identity. Rather, Australia offers the space to be 
Tongan in another place. 

Personal Ties with the Homeland: Visits, Communications and Media 
Use
• The research also explored how ties are maintained through visiting Tonga, 

communications and media use. Again, the findings show that strong ties are maintained 
through regular and long visits. Almost half said that they visit either ‘several times a year’ 
(5.5 per cent), ‘every year’ (14 per cent) or ‘approximately every 2-3 years’ (26.2 per cent). 
Participants also intend to spend considerable time in Tonga in the future with almost one 
quarter (23.5 per cent) saying that they intend to spend more than three months in Tonga. 
Participants visit Tonga for multiple reasons - to relax, visit family, attend important life 
stage events (weddings, funerals, birthdays) and enjoy the lifestyle. One of the themes in 
relation to visiting Tonga was about the need to return to reconnect with culture and their 
own identity, ‘…like a child goes back to his Mother…a call’ For younger people born in Australia, 
it was also important to visit in order to explore their own sense of ‘being Tongan’. 

•  Reasons for visiting Tonga are also enmeshed with meeting social and family obligations 
and there are high expectations that the diaspora be a source of gifts and financial 
support which is a source of tension, particularly for younger Tongans born in Australia. 
Further, there were only a small number that expressed a desire to return to live in Tonga, 
although there were a few who were considering retiring to Tonga and others who 
thought it would be good to go and stay for an extended period of time to ‘give it a go’. 
Overall, however, there is little indication of return migration despite the strength of the 
connections. 

• Participants also receive visitors, mostly family members, from Tonga who stay for up to 
three months. Survey participants also stay in touch through phone, email and Facebook. 
Inexpensive and timeless communications technologies appear to be strengthening 
communications with considerable potential for growth as the Tongan infrastructure for 
online communications improves. Not only is it increasing communications between Tonga 
and Australia but across the diaspora in America, New Zealand and other Pacific island 
countries. Consumption of Tongan media did not appear to be great with the exception 
of listening to Tongan music, radio and following Tongan websites. This is perhaps 
unsurprising given that there is little Tongan media available to follow outside of Tonga, 
and a few publications in New Zealand. 
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Political and Communal Involvement
Overall, engagement in political or communal activities is very low. The majority of participants 
(68.1 per cent) say that they are ‘not involved in any activities’ that are related to the political 
or economic affairs of Tonga. A small minority, however, are involved in welfare campaigns or 
charities (18 per cent), and there are also people who send money to a welfare organisations 
(19.4 per cent). A smaller group (13.8 per cent) said they had been a member of an 
organisation that is active in Tongan affairs. Only very small numbers of respondents said 
they had undertaken the direct action options listed such as ‘participated in a public rally or 
cause’. Despite these findings, the majority of participants care about Australian government 
policy in relation to Tonga and the majority (55.9 per cent) see this as either ‘very important’ or 
‘important’. 

The main form of organisational involvement for participants is being involved in Tongan 
organisations in Australia. The majority (54 per cent) are involved with a religious organisation 
and there are indications of involvement in community (40.4 per cent), cultural (23.6 per cent) 
and social (18 per cent) organisations. Beyond these organisational types, involvement in 
Tongan organisations is low and almost one-third (30.1%) said that they are not involved in 
Tongan organisations at all. Despite this relatively low involvement in formal activities, there 
is deep appreciation for the welfare of Tonga and this interest is expressed primarily through 
church organisations rather than through political avenues. 

Care Giving, Remittances and Philanthropy
• Findings in relation to care-giving and philanthropy were similarly clear with the main 

form of giving to Tonga being remittances to family members. The main recipients of 
remittances are also extended family members and to a lesser extent, siblings and 
community members. Roughly half (48 per cent) of all survey respondents say that they 
send money regularly throughout the year in amounts of less than $1,000. The main 
reason for doing so is to provide support to family and to fulfill kinship obligation in the 
observation of life stage events and other special occasions. As an integral component 
of the Tongan kinship system, it is anticipated that these forms of obligation will continue 
into the future, something confirmed through the research, with almost half (48.7 per cent) 
saying that they anticipate that they will have obligations to care for family members into 
the future. 

• This was the source of considerable tension for the diaspora. While there is a strong 
sense of obligation and duty in the sending of money, it was in this arena that the diaspora 
populations feel misunderstood and under pressure to provide financial support that they 
can often ill-afford. At the same time, the obligation per se is not questioned and the 
custom of looking after family is one that is accepted. There is also great appreciation 
that Tonga is a poor country and that relatives have difficulty in supporting themselves. 
It was also the area where generational issues appear to come into play with younger 
Australian-born Tongans feeling resentful and questioning why such practices should 
continue. These tensions are complex but appear not to threaten to the maintenance of 
connections between the diaspora and the homeland. 

Business and Professional Ties
The findings were very clear in showing that business and professional connections to Tonga 
are almost non-existent, and that there are considerable barriers to the development of such 
links. Primarily, Tongan communal cultural values mean that entrepreneurial activity or business 
development is difficult given the expectation to share whatever one has with the extended 
family and community. This is married with a ‘tall poppy syndrome’ (as expressed by one 
participant) that means that individual financial achievement is discouraged within the culture.

Despite this finding, there was a group who indicated some interest in developing links for 
reasons such as it was either ‘very important’ or ‘important’ to ‘help the country economically’ 
(48.4 per cent), to ‘help Tonga’s social development’ (51.6 per cent) and that ‘it is important 
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to my family and their opportunities and/or wellbeing’ (52.4 per cent). Furthermore, interest 
was expressed in the focus group about establishing businesses in Tonga, both for their own 
satisfaction as well as to support Tonga’s development. Given this absence of business and 
professional exchange, as well as the interest of the diaspora, consideration could be given as 
to how to tap this interest. 

Conclusions 
• The findings raise a number of questions, particularly in relation to the role of the 

diaspora in supporting the social and economic development goals of Tonga. The role 
of remittances is one that is debated within the relevant literature, and how diaspora 
remittances can be harnessed for longer term development objectives is one that could 
be considered. As it is, as this research shows, the exchange of money happens directly 
between family members and to a lesser extent, the church. Whether or not this has a 
beneficial impact is the source of the debate and whether other vehicles for remittances 
could be realistically devised. There is also the clear question about the development of 
trade and economic relationships between Tonga and Australia. It appears that there is 
willingness and potential for the diaspora to be more actively involved in development, yet 
there are considerable obstacles to this. 

• Overall, the research showed that the Tonga diaspora remains deeply Tongan in terms 
of identity, family connections, religious practices and community involvement. The 
connections are strong and the Tongan diaspora population in Australia ‘carry Tonga 
with them’, despite having left the homeland where they are unlikely to return to live, 
or for many second generation Tongans, never having visited Tonga. Tongan traditions 
and customs are maintained in Australia to the extent that some participants now 
believe that there are many in the diaspora that are ‘more Tongan than they are’. There 
is a strong desire to maintain these connections which enable and support movement 
between Tonga and Australia through strong and reciprocal bonds between family and 
community members that provide a strong sense of security. Beyond engagement in 
religious organisations, however, there is little that is formal or public in the ways in which 
these connections are maintained. Connections are strongly maintained through kinship 
networks and manifested in the private realm.
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Section	  1:	  Background,	  Approach	  and	  Overview	  

1.1 Introduction 

This report describes and discusses the results and findings of a survey and focus group discussion of the 
Tongan diaspora in Australia.  These were undertaken as part of a broader study funded by the Australian 
Research Council:  Australian Diasporas and Brain Gain: Current and Future Potential Transnational 
Relationships.  The investigation of the Tongan Diaspora took place alongside research on the Macedonian, 
Italian and Vietnamese Diasporas.  Each diaspora was selected due to interest generated by particular 
communities.  Further, each is distinctive according to Cohen’s (1997) typology that classifies diasporas as 
‘victim’, ‘labour’, ‘trade’, ‘imperial’ and ‘cultural’ diasporas.  One intention of the project was to generate 
potentially fruitful insights through comparisons between the four very different diasporas.  The Tongan Diaspora 
is broadly understood as a ‘labour diaspora’ in that the search for temporary and permanent overseas 
employment opportunities has been a feature of Tongan transnational movement since the 1960s.  The Tongan 
Diaspora can also be termed a ‘cultural’ diaspora, as the character of the diaspora is shaped strongly by the 
development, maintenance and renewal of a distinct cultural identity, national and local association, kinship ties, 
religious practices and economic transactions relating to life-stage events.  It is also an important example of a 
Pacific island diaspora providing a useful comparison with diasporas from other world regions.  
 
The project was implemented in collaboration with a number of community partners, as well as between 
researchers from four Universities including the University of Adelaide, the University of Western Australia, La 
Trobe University and Victoria University as the administering University.   Details of both the community partners 
and the collaborating researchers are listed in Appendix 1 however, a key feature of the project is it’s inter-
disciplinary approach bringing together researchers from diverse disciplinary backgrounds including 
anthropology, political science, economics and geography.  As such, the design of the project methods sought to 
capture multiple dimensions in relation to the ‘meaning’ of diasporas in the Australian context, through the varied 
perspectives.  
  
This report provides an overview of current thinking in the literature on the meaning of the term diaspora, 
describing the methods adopted in the study and presenting the results in relation to what it reveals about the 
extent to which the Tongan diaspora identifies and connects with the homeland today, how this is manifest and 
why. Further, the report also explores the potential for promoting transnational connections in relation to policy 
priorities of both the Australian and Tongan government. The following section starts with a discussion of the 
Tongan diaspora in Australia, its characteristics and how the diaspora in Australia has been formed.  

1.2 Approach and the Literature  

In the context of globalization, the role of diasporas has been increasingly brought into focus as a potentially 
powerful and important social, economic and cultural phenomenon. What diasporas actually mean, however, is 
contested within the literature and there is varied usage of the term depending on the purpose for which it is 
used.  At its simplest, the term refers to the scattering of people from their homelands into new communities 
across the globe (Braziel 2008 p. 24).  Traditionally, diaspora was used specifically to describe the exile of the 
Jews from their Holy Land and their dispersal throughout the world.  Over recent decades, however, the term has 
been applied more widely and generally refers to, ‘…connection between groups across different nation states 
whose commonality derives from an original but maybe removed homeland’ (Anthias 1998 p. 560).  This 
connection may be restricted to those who have been forced from a homeland, in line with the term’s earlier 
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meaning.  More broadly, diaspora refers to a social condition, a form of consciousness or, as Waters describes, 
an embodiment of transnationalism (Waters 1995).   
 
Almost by definition, the term is an obscure concept.  Diasporas are informal in character and the effects of 
diasporas are intangible.  They are also dynamic and changing and as Braziel (2008: 158) describes, they are 
‘…fractured sites of belonging, participation, disenfranchisement, identification or disidentifications’.   Neither is 
the relationship between diasporas and globalisation necessarily clear in that they are not simply the product of 
globalisation processes, but have productive powers in themselves. Given the fluidity of the term, it is often used 
interchangeably with other terms such as ‘transnationalism’ or ‘global capitalism’ (Braziel 2008).  It is also 
deployed within a political context and as put forward by Lee (2006), the concept is ‘flexible’ in that it is 
commonly constructed strategically depending the interests of a given diaspora.  For example, in a major report 
comparing diaspora strategies internationally to inform Irish diaspora policy development, Aikins, Sands et al. 
(2009 p. 6) define the Irish diaspora as, ‘…a global tribe united by history, culture and shared experiences and 
networked through technology’.   Besides the use of the term ‘tribe’, this report also refers to the ‘Global Irish’ 
and the ‘Irish diaspora’ interchangeably building a narrative that conveys a strong sense of connection between 
the diaspora and the homeland as part of a policy objective to harness the attention, money and knowledge 
towards Ireland.   
 
Combined, these factors mean that the term diaspora is one that is often used loosely within the literature and is 
applied not only to those that maintain connections with a national homeland, but to a range of collectivities and 
phenomenon that have formed through global and transnational movement including such groupings as student 
(Asmar 2005), intellectual (Teferra 2005; Welch 2008) and management diasporas (Tung 2008; Kitching, 
Smallbone et al. 2009).   Despite these vagaries and problems, there have been progressive attempts to usefully 
define the term for the purpose of analysis. 
 
In an attempt to deal with the definitional problems arising from the increasingly wide and loose use of the term 
diaspora, Butler (2001) brings together key areas of agreement amongst diaspora scholars to propose a 
definition that is both useful in making clear distinctions between diasporas and other groups as well as to be 
able to compare one diaspora from another so that the processes that form diasporas can be discerned.  This 
definition identifies four key features (Saxenian 2005 p. 192): 
 

• Dispersal from an original homeland to a minimum of two or more destinations; 

• The sustained relationship to an actual or imagined homeland; 
• A self-awareness of the group’s identity that binds the dispersed people not only to the homeland but to 

each other as well; and  
• The diaspora’s existence over at least two generations.   

 
A further discussion within the literature is around making distinctions between ‘classical’ disporas most 
commonly exemplified by the Jewish diaspora and contemporary diasporas (Saxenian 2005; Hugo 2006). For 
the purposes of this project, Cohen’s typology of diasporas provides a useful framework for distinguishing not 
only between more recent diasporas than those that have longer history, but also those that have formed as an 
outcome of varied political, economic and social conditions and circumstances (Cohen 1997 p. x).  Cohen’s 
‘types’ includes the five categories of victim, labour, trade, imperial and cultural diasporas.  While this typology is 
not intended as a rigid or tidy summation of all diasporas, it is a useful characterization for this diaspora project 
which has selected diasporas partly for their differences and on the assumption that much will be revealed by 
comparing the characteristics of different types.   
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According to Cohen’s (1997) typology, victim diasporas are characterised by the catastrophic origins of dispersal 
from homelands and where people left homelands as refugees.  The Jewish, Sudanese and Vietnamese 
diasporas exemplify this type.  Labour diasporas refer to those that left homelands due to a lack of economic 
opportunities and in search of work and Indian and Pacific diasporas are current representations of this type.  
Within this category, Cohen (1997 p. xii) also refers to powerful nation states that establish overseas as part of 
an imperial quest.  The British are identified as being particularly characteristic of establishing overseas 
settlements.  Trade diasporas describe ‘...networks of proactive merchants who transport, buy and sell their good 
over long distances...' (Cohen 1997 p. xii).  Examples include Chinese, Lebanese and Indian diasporas whose 
dispersal is largely an outcome of selling goods overseas. In addition, there is a category of 'cultural diasporas' 
which is identified as important due the fragmented and postcolonial nature of diasporas that are tied more by 
life-style, literature, political ideas and music than by permanent migration.  Carribean diasporas is the example 
used by Cohen (1997) but in the Australian context, Pacific island diasporas might also be typified by culture as 
much as being a labour diaspora. Overall, the intent of the typology is to provide taxonomy for theorising the 
nature, influence and impacts of diasporas within a given context.   The following section discusses how 
diasporas are discussed within diverse bodies of literature and why they have come into focus across a number 
of public policy realms.   

1.3 Diasporas and Public Policy   

Due to their character as a phenomenon with multiple dimensions, capacities and formations, diasporas have 
been explored through diverse bodies of literature in response to emerging public policy imperatives.  While 
there are relationships between each of the dimensions identified below, diasporas are not limited to, but are 
increasingly seen as, an important mechanism for:   
 
• enhancing international economic development and ‘brain circulation’ within and between knowledge 

economies, as well as being a source of remittances and investment in the homeland through tourism 
(Saxenian 2005); 

• a site of political organisation for or against the interests of homeland governments or as advocates for the 
interests of the diaspora in Australia and/or in other receiving countries (Sheffer 2003); 

• a vehicle for the provision of transnational care and welfare (Konwiser, Kavanagh et al. 2001; Baldassar, 
Baldock et al. 2007); and 

• the maintenance of culture, language and religious practices generating both freedoms and restraints for its 
members and host communities (Lee 2003).  

 
Each of these policy dimensions are of interest to this study and the methodological approach to the research 
was therefore guided by a desire to capture data on each of these important dimensions of diaspora populations 
and the transnational practices they undertake. 

Economic  

The importance of understanding diasporas in terms of their economic impact through remittances, trade, 
investment, employment and entrepreneurship is the clearest reason for investigating diasporas from the point of 
view of government and industry.  As Braziel (2008 p. 37) points out, ‘The Global Commission on International 
Migration reports that economic migrants add $240 billion annually to the economies of their home countries, 
while spending more than $2 trillion in their host nations.’ This interest is intensified by the emergence of the 
‘knowledge economy’ and the importance of human capital in the development of any one nation.  As Brown and 
Lauder (2006 p. 50) describe,  
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The dominant view today is that we have entered a global knowledge economy, driven by the application of 
new technologies and collapsing barriers to international trade and investment, accelerating the evolutionary 
path from a low to a high skills economy. Becker (2002) has depicted an ‘age of human capital’, where the 
prosperity of individuals and nations rests on the skills, knowledge and enterprise of all rather than the elite 
few that drove industrial capitalism in the twentieth century. 

 
In line with this economic transition, ‘brain drain’ has been a long held preoccupation and perceived threat by 
many governments (Beine, Docquier et al. 2001; Schiff 2005; Hugo 2006).  The threat, and one which remains a 
major issue particularly in poorer countries, is the net loss of the most skilled ‘brains’ necessary for the 
functioning and development of services and industry.  This loss is also a major loss of investment in education.  
‘Brain gain’ describes the benefits that accrue to receiving countries that are able to encourage and attract skilled 
migrants in ways that can match labour market demands and support economic growth.  Brown and Lauder 
(2006) refer to ‘magnet economies’  such the USA, Canada, Australia, the UK, France, Germany and New 
Zealand that are able to offer better conditions and opportunities for work and study. 
   
The idea of ‘brain circulation’ has emerged in critique of ‘brain drain/gain’ and the central assumption that 
emigration is necessarily one way and permanent, or a net gain or loss to any one nation (Saxenian, 2002, 
2005).   ‘Brain circulation’ encompasses the ways in which there are potential ‘win/win’ outcomes of emigration 
through remittances, and knowledge transfer in terms of enhanced skills, personal connections and ideas for 
innovation and trade associated with return migration (Vinokur 2006).  Further, it brings into focus new and 
increasingly common forms of migration that are often temporary, pendular or circulatory in movement.  These 
movements can be an outcome of employment of multinational contracting arrangements, international student 
migration or a host of other forms of mobility that are increasingly common in a globalised economy.  
 
The ‘diaspora effect’ is seen as one example of how brain circulation can have a positive effect through further 
enhancing the transfer of knowledge.  Dispersed nationals abroad can act as a conduit for flows of knowledge 
and information back to the home country, and social and other links increase the probability that knowledge will 
continue to flow back even after individuals move back or move away.  In studies of the ‘highly skilled’, the effect 
is that diaspora networks can play a critical role in developing science, technology and innovation in the sending 
countries (Jackling and Keneley 2009).  
 
Rauch (2003) notes that diasporas promote trade, investment and knowledge transfer by two mechanisms: 
firstly, diasporas create trusting trading partners which is particularly important in weak international legal 
environment and secondly, diasporas possess valuable market information in both home and host countries. 
This builds on Cohen’s (1969) idea who argues that diasporas build trust by establishing ‘moral communities’ 
with commercial bonds similar to those bonds that exist within extended families.  Thus, diaspora networks can 
promote trade and knowledge exchange because economic agents are familiar with the market needs in their 
host and origin countries. They can provide important information to foreign investors, which may otherwise be 
difficult or costly to obtain. In addition, they reduce communication barriers. Migrants know the language, culture, 
laws and the business practices of their home country. In sum, diaspora networks reduce transaction costs of 
international economic activities. 
 
Governments worldwide have implemented diverse strategies in order to harness the potential for knowledge 
transfer, trade opportunities and international collaboration of expatriates overseas with varying degrees of 
success.  Such strategies have varied according to context, and for poorer countries, the dominant approach has 
been to develop incentives and inducements for skilled emigrants to return home. As Larner (2007) documents, 
such strategies have not met with great success and the approach generally has shifted to trying to stay 
connected with the diaspora through physical and technologically enhanced networks and incentives to return for 
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short periods.  Nonetheless, Johnson and Sedaca, (2004) provide a useful compendium of diaspora-
development linkages and associated programmatic activities, challenges and possible policy implications.  
Overall, the diaspora emanating from any one nation or homeland is seen as a rich site of human capital 
essential for the economic development within the knowledge economy.   

Political 

A key related theme, both of the broader project and within the literature, surrounds the political dimensions of 
diasporas and the potential influence that diasporas can wield both in the country of settlement but also on 
homeland governments (Sheffer 2003).  Accordingly, one theme in the literature is concerned with the election of 
homeland governments and the influence of the diasporic vote on who is elected to power (Cutler 2001).  A 
notable recent example was the deciding influence of the diaspora vote on the 2008 Italian elections (Griffin 
2006). The literature also explores how diasporas seek to bring about favorable policies for their homelands in 
the receiving countries (The Economist 2003). This is explored as both an opportunity, through building positive 
international relations through diaspora networks, or a threat to national integration (Xiang and Shen 2009).   The 
extent of influence of the diaspora is of particular and growing importance given the potential of communication 
technologies to strengthen diasporas, whereas previously their influence declined in correlation with distance 
from the homeland and the degree of global dispersion of its members (The Economist 2003). At a broader 
political economic level, the literature is concerned with the movements of diasporas, its influence on broader 
homeland political conflict and power relations, as well of those of receiving countries (Cutler 2001).   At a 
political science level, the politics of diaspora represent a challenge to theories of political organisation and 
development.  As Sandler (2003) notes, the Jewish diaspora exemplifies the difficulties in defining the scope and 
influence of the Jewish diaspora.  Since 1948 one could speak of a Jewish state, a Jewish nation, a Jewish 
diaspora, a Jewish people, Jewish communities, and both Jewish national and international or transnational 
organizations, all existing concurrently. Sandler (2003) conceptualises the Jewish Diaspora as encompassing 
unique interests and power, a distinct structure of interdependence, and a normative value system.  While the 
political and economic literature explores the significance and meanings of diasporas in its tangible, measureable 
and public impacts, there is a growing body of literature that approaches the topic as a private phenomenon 
emanating through cultural and kinship structures and relationships. 

Kinship 

The theme of kinship is explored through the fields of anthropology, history and political science that identifies 
family, blood line, religious or ethnic connections as the central driver of diaspora formation, processes and 
maintenance.  This is an emerging field of research that critiques the preoccupation with the ‘macro’ and 
utilitarian dimensions of diasporas that are concerned primarily with the ‘rational choice’ elements of diasporas 
and their motivations for connection with a diaspora and homeland. Such a preoccupation disguises the very 
powerful non-economic factors that are highly influential in decision making about transnational movement and 
migration.  Baldassar (2008) for example, focuses on the migrancy of ageing and examines the competing 
attachments that people have to diverse people and places within families.  Through this lens,  
 

‘…it becomes clear that many non-economic factors are highly influential in decisions to migrate…it can 
be hard to disentangle political, socio-cultural and economic reasons to move, and that migrants are 
involved in a wide range of ‘transnational’ activities as migratory movements are not discrete, unilateral 
or linear.’  (Baldassar 2007 p. 280)  
 

Shain (2007) similarly highlights how both subjective and objective factors shape transnational identity and the 
communal politics of the Jewish diaspora and works from the idea that ‘…kinship affinities and loyalties remain 
the hallmark of organized politics and conflict’ (2007 p. 2).  Shain (2007) argues that kinship elements have been 



15 
 

largely neglected in traditional international relations scholarship, which bases its understanding of state behavior 
on limited assumptions about a state's identity and interests.  In a similar vein, Lee (2003) explores the tensions 
and strength of the formation of a Tongan identity in Australia and the maintenance of diasporic links with a 
broader Tongan and Polynesian diaspora that is tenuously connected to the actual homeland.  Such tensions are 
reproduced through strong kinship, communal, religious and political affiliations that are enmeshed with 
economic imperatives.   
 
In fact, the role of kinship networks in transnationalism has long been a theme in the Tongan literature with many 
references to networks of Tongan families or connected kin. For example, making observations at the family level 
within the Tongan village, Evans refers to the ‘dispersed household’ (Evans 1996 p. 119). In his analysis of elite 
level international movement, Marcus (1993) examines ‘transnational corporations of kin’, ‘dispersed family 
networks’ (Marcus 1981) and family estates (Marcus 1975). In their studies of Tongans living away from Tonga, 
Small writes about ‘transnational families’ (Small 1997) while Lee refers to ‘diasporic families’ (Morton 1998). 
Finally, in her examination of Tongans both in Tonga and Australia, Cowling discusses ‘family networks’ in which 
key f�mili members facilitate movement of kin and remittance as  ‘custodians’ and ‘brokers’ (Cowling 1990; 
Cowling 1990).  
 
Overall, the theme of this literature is to emphasise the various layers of transnational movement that is only 
partially driven by ‘rational economic decision-making’.  The intention is to build a holistic and often ‘bottom up’ 
perspective of the character of diasporas and the mechanisms that drive their formation.   

Inter-Disciplinary Perspective 

The approach to this study has been informed broadly by each of these disciplinary insights. Diasporas are 
understood as people who are dispersed across the globe yet are linked by a connection to a common homeland 
which may or may not continue to exist.  These links are generated through entangled combinations of common 
histories, kinship ties and obligations, political interests, economic imperatives, cultural and ethnic identity and 
language.  In both a global and local context, diasporas play a role in shaping the political, economic and social 
landscape and have powers that are both intangible and often benign, yet often significant and pervasive in their 
impact on Australia’s connections with other world regions, flows of global finance, domestic and international 
politics and the cultural character of local and regional communities.    In a period of unprecedented mobility, 
diasporas play an important role in shaping identity, economic transactions, international relations and 
transnational care networks.  A key objective of this project is to explore the nature and extent of transnational 
ties of four selected diasporas in Australia.  This report is specifically focused on the Tongan diaspora and the 
findings of a survey of this group.  Before discussing the actual survey, the following section gives some 
background about Tonga and the Tongan diaspora in Australia.  

1.4 Tonga and the Tongan Diaspora in Australia  

The Kingdom of Tonga is a constitutional monarchy and is unique in that it was the only small Pacific country that 
was not colonized by European nations and maintained independence. Part of the Polynesian triangle that 
includes Hawaii, Samoa, New Zealand and Easter island among others, Tonga consists of 172 islands located 
southeast of Fiji, south of Samoa and north of New Zealand.  Only 36 of the islands are inhabited and the total 
land area is 699 square kilometers. Nuku’alofa, the capital in Tongatapu, is the hub of government and non-
government services and infrastructure.  Tonga has a population of around 103,000 with almost three-quarters 
(70.5 per cent) living in Tongatapu with the remainder of the population spread across Vava’u (15 per cent), 
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Ha’apai (7.5 per cent), ‘Eua (5.1 per cent) and the remotest islands, Niua (1.6 per cent).1  The map below shows 
Tonga’s location within the Pacific Ocean and its location relative to Australia and New Zealand.   

 
 
One of the defining characteristics of the Tongan economy is its dependence on migration, remittances, foreign 
aid, and government bureaucracy (MIRAB) as its major sources of revenue.  Tonga has a limited agricultural 
exporting industry as well as a small tourism industry although some estimates suggest that half of all tourism 
arrivals are from the diaspora who come to Tonga are for the purpose of visiting friends and relatives. Overall, 
however, since the 1960s, imports have exceeded exports with the outcome of a consistent pattern of negative 
trade balances (Levitt, DeWind et al. 2003).  

 
As Lee and Francis (2010) discuss, research relating to Tonga has largely been divided into two areas – 
migration and remittances. The impact of remittances on Tonga’s social and economic development is a major 
preoccupation given that it is remittances that essentially keep the economy afloat. In common with a number of 
other Pacific island countries, remittances are the major source of foreign exchange and accounted for about 50 
per cent of GDP in 2002.  There has been a significant decline in remittances in recent years, however, due to 
the global financial crisis and natural disasters and in 2009/10, remittances fell to the equivalent of only 22 per 
cent of GDP (World Bank 2011). Again, however, it is commonly noted that the remittances are largely an 
informal exchange and official estimates are limited by unreported data (Skeldon 2011).  Individuals and families 
are the main recipients of remittances but they are also a major source of funding for communal events, projects 
and services.  Furthermore, the broader literature on transnationalism talks about ‘social remittances’, or the 
ideas, values, practices and even identities that move between diaspora and homeland (Hugo 2006; 
Suksomboon 2008).   

 

                                                             
1 Source of demographic information: New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 
http://www.mfat.govt.nz/Countries/Pacific/Tonga.php 
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One theme in the discussion on remittances has been on the issue of ‘dependency’ and its impact on the Tongan 
social and economic relations.  A key argument is that remittances are used for consumption acting as a 
disincentive to investment and local production, creating a dependent relationship between those at home and 
the migrants.   Others highlight, however, that such a perspective disguises the extent to which remittances act 
as an informal social protection system and that while remittances are related to rising inequalities, they are also 
an important and informal system of social protection (Skeldon 2011).  While this remains a debate within the 
literature, the critical economic importance of the Tongans overseas means that the diaspora, largely based in 
the USA, Australia and New Zealand, is of critical importance to Tongan social and economic policy 
development.   

Migration 

Since the 1950s, Tongans have been moving between Tonga and the Pacific Rim countries (Australia, New 
Zealand, United States) in search of employment and educational opportunities unavailable in Tonga as well as 
missionary work and other religious activities in the Pacific and overseas. Starting slowly, migration burgeoned in 
the 1970s, 80s and 90s, and there are estimates that of all Tongan expatriates, 40 per cent moved to the USA, 
40 per cent moved to New Zealand, and 20 per cent have moved to Australia (Levitt, DeWind et al. 2003).  While 
it is difficult to estimate the total population of Tongan expatriates and of Tongan background in Australia, as one 
indication the 2006 Census identified a total of 18,420 people living in Australia who were either born in Tonga or 
who identified as being of Tongan ancestry (ABS 2006).  This figure, however, is widely understood as an 
underestimation of the size of the community due a number of factors (Lee 2003).   
 
Tongans are ‘diasporic’ in the sense of being a dispersed population living in multiple locations that maintain 
transnational ties to the homeland and across the diaspora.  Further, while Tongans are not in exile as such, as 
is the case for ‘classic’ diasporas that have emerged due to forced exile from a homeland, but there are many 
social, economic and environmental barriers to returning back to Tonga.  Few do, and for those who return, the 
transition is often difficult or ‘bumpy’ as Liava’a (2003) describes. Despite this, Lee (2003 p. 6) believes that 
‘…few Tongan migrants ever completely lose their connections - emotional, familial, economic, religious, and 
otherwise…they remain between two shores.’  Lee further identifies that there are many who retain multiple ties 
with Tonga and maintain a sense of Tonga as ‘home’ while establishing new homes elsewhere.  It is this 
understanding of Tongans as an important Australian diaspora that guides the implementation of the research.  
With this as background, the following section gives an overview of the approach to the project and the literature 
relevant to understanding diasporas in the Australian context.  

1.5 Method and Results 

Both a survey and a focus group were conducted as methods to gather data that could inform responses to the 
core research questions about the extent and character of diaspora ties to the homeland.  This section describes 
the methodological design, implementation and limitations.  

The Survey 

The survey of the Tongan Diaspora was designed by the research team as one of four surveys for each of the 
diasporas included in the study.  As much as possible, each of the surveys included common questions in order 
that the results for each diaspora could be compared, although each was customized in order to ensure 
relevance to the specific community.   
 
Created in an online format using Survey Monkey, the questionnaire incorporates a mix of 55 open and closed 
questions. The questionnaire was organised into six sections:  
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• Background information about the respondent such as age, gender, income, education and migration 
history;  

• Household information such as household size, migration characteristics, reasons for migration and 
languages spoken;  

• Citizenship and relationships with Tonga including questions relating to identity, citizenship status and 
frequency and motivation for visits to Tonga; 

• Links with Tonga including questions about family connections in Tonga, methods of staying in touch 
with Tonga, visitors from Tonga, ways of staying in touch with Tongan politics, media and culture and 
involvement with Tongan organizations and political engagement with Tonga; 

• Family and financial support including questions on care responsibilities for people in Tonga and 
remittances to and from Tonga; and 

• Business and professional links with Tonga and questions about professional or trade relationships with 
Tonga.   
 

Using a snowball method (Bickman and Rog 2008), the survey was distributed in July 2010 as widely as possible 
through partner organizations email listings, electronic newsletters and through personal networks with the 
request to complete the survey as well as to forward it on to broader networks and family members.  Email 
distribution was posted through University ‘globals’ to students and staff, through the newsletter of the Victorian 
Multicultural Commission (VMC), through church networks, youth services networks and other personal contacts 
of the research team.  The survey was promoted through local newspapers, through Migrant Resource Centers 
and through SBS radio.  Furthermore, the distribution of the survey was guided by the research team member, 
Dr Steve Francis, who is of Tongan background, has published widely in relation to the Tongan Diaspora in 
Australia, and has strong family and community networks within the Tongan community in Melbourne, across 
Australia and in Tonga.  In addition, a research assistant of Tongan background was employed to encourage the 
completion of the survey by members of the Tongan community through her own family and community 
networks.  On completion, the survey received 254 responses with 142 completing all questions.  
 
As with all research, there are limitations in the implementation of the survey. First, being an online survey was a 
deterrent to sections of the community with lesser access to, and literacy in the use of the internet.  This is 
particularly the case for older sections of the community. As indicated by some of the survey responses, it was 
also quite long (taking approximately 20 minutes to complete) and there was a high rate of non-completions.   A 
further problem with the snowballing technique was that its reach was limited to particular networks.  For 
example, and as discussed later, there appears to be a gap in responses by those who arrived in Australia in the 
last decade.  Due to these limitations, and the lack of a representative sample, there is no claim that the survey 
findings can be generalised across all people of Tongan background living in Australia or Melbourne.  At the 
same time, the results do contain findings from 254 people who identify at least partly as being Tongan or of 
Tongan background.  At minimum, these views capture a range of experiences, characteristics and opinions, as 
well as assist in shaping questions for further exploration.  It is also questionable that, given the very intangible 
nature of ‘diaspora’ in itself, that a representative sample is actually possible. As such, and in line with critical 
realist methodology (Porpora 2001), the findings of the survey are treated not so much as ‘facts’ but, alongside 
the relevant literature and qualitative methods, as indications of trends and clues about the character of the 
Tongan diaspora in Australia.  It is in this light that the results of the survey are discussed within this report.   

The Focus Group 

A focus group discussion was held with a group of twelve people who were of Tongan background.  The group 
included a mix of men and women, people born in Australia and Tonga, and of a range of ages from 18 years to 
over 50 years old.  Participants were invited through church and family networks known to the researchers.  The 
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focus group was held in the evening at the City campus of Victoria University over one and half hours.  The 
group was led by Dr Steve Francis who speaks Tongan and being of Tongan background himself, was known to 
some of the participants.   
 
The focus group discussion was guided by a series of broad and open-ended questions that were guided by the 
core themes of the research and were intended to generate discussion that would assist in both explaining and 
verifying the survey results.  These questions are included as Attachment 3, but in summary core questions 
included:  
 

• What does it mean to be Tongan and live in Australia?  

• How important is it to you to maintain your connection to Tonga and why? 

• Do you keep up contact with Tonga and how do you do this?  
• What sort of news do you try and keep up with from Tonga through your Tongan connections? What 

sort of news do your Tongan connections want to know about you?  

• How are these connections changing over generations?  
• How do changes in the homeland affect the way that you stay connected with Tonga?  

 
The focus group discussion was recorded, transcribed and analysed according to the themes guiding this study.  
Throughout this report, the focus group discussion is drawn upon to generate a deeper understanding of the 
survey results.   

1.6 Survey Respondent Characteristics 

The purpose of this section is to describe the key characteristics of the survey respondents in summary form 
before drawing on the results in detail in the following sections.  In light of the relatively low number of responses, 
of particular concern is the extent to which the characteristics of respondents reflected the characteristics of the 
Australian population that are either Tongan-born or of Tongan ancestry.  The following section reports on the 
major demographic characteristics of the respondents and where possible, compares this with ABS data from the 
2006 Census.  Before discussing these characteristics, the following table shows ABS details in summary form.  

Table 1.1 ABS 2006 Profile of Tongans in Australia by Birthplace 

Profile of Tongans in Australia by Birthplace ABS, 2006 Census 
Total population 7,581 
Gender Male: 3797 (50.08%) 

Female: 3785 (49.92%) 
Occupation Managers 4.2%: Professionals (11.2%); Technicians and Trade 

Workers (8.8%); Community and Personal Service Workers (15.3%); 
Clerical and Administration Workers (8.1%); Sales Workers (2.7%); 
Machinery Operators and Drivers (22.2%); Labourers (27.6%). 

Education Postgraduate Degree (5%); Graduate Diploma and Certificate Level 
(1.1%); Bachelor Degree Level (21.6%); Advanced Diploma and 
Diploma Level (24.8%); Certificate Level (47.6%)  

Weekly household income  % 
Less than $250 6.6 
$250 - $499 7.3 
$500 - $999 23.4 
$1000 - $1999 45.0 
$2000 - $3000 12.5 



20 
 

$3000 and more 5.2 
 

Citizenship Australian Citizenship 53.3% 
Ancestry (top 3 answers) Tongan (81.2%), English (6.5%), Oceania (3.6%) 
Arrival in Australia Last 5 years (9.4), More than 5 years (90.6) 
Ability to speak English Very Well/Well (86.1) Not Well/Not At All (13.9) 
Language spoken at home Tongan (81.7), English (16.6), Samoan (0.4) 
Religion Christianity (97.3), No religion (1.9), Other religions (0.5) 
Employment status Unemployed (8.9), Participation Rate (64.7) 

Key Respondent Characteristics 

The survey asked for respondents to identify key characteristics including age, gender, education, occupation 
and income.  The average age of respondents was 34.5 years old with the largest group of respondents (33.3 
per cent) being born between 1980 and 1989.  This is a relative young profile compared to ABS data which 
shows that that largest group of the Tongan-born Australian population is between 35-44 years of age (ABS 
2006).  The survey respondents also included an over-representation of women, with almost 70 per cent of 
respondents being female.  Again, this doesn’t align with ABS data which shows an almost equal number of men 
and women amongst the Tongan-born Australian population.   
 
Compared to the ABS birthplace data of Tongan-born Australians, the highest level of education of the 
respondents is relatively similar.  Fifty-two per cent of the Tongan-born population in Australia has a post 
secondary qualification which is very similar to survey respondents where 53 per cent have a post secondary 
school qualification.  The employment participation of survey respondents was also very similar (65.5% 
survey/64.7 per cent Census) although 10.4 per cent of survey respondents were unemployed compared to the 
Census rate of 8.9 per cent.  There is a difference, however, in the types of occupations that the survey group is 
engaged in however with a greater representation of managers (8.5 per cent survey/4.2 per cent Census), 
professionals (25.1 per cent survey/ 11.2 per cent Census) and clerical and administrative workers (13.6 per cent 
survey/8.1 per cent Census).  Correspondingly, there survey included a lower representation of machinery 
operators and drivers (5.5 per cent survey/22.2 per cent Census), laborers (7.5 per cent survey/27.6 per cent 
Census).  Survey respondents also have a higher household income than the general population with 8.3 per 
cent of survey respondents having an income of $200,000 a year compared to the general Tongan population 
with 2.2 per cent.  Likewise fewer survey respondents had income of less than $30,000 compared to the general 
population (10.4 per cent survey/14.4 per cent general population). 
 
The majority of respondents live in a nuclear family (42.1 per cent) or in an extended family household (30.6 per 
cent).  The remaining 28 per cent live in a shared household of independent adults (10.4 per cent), as a couple 
with no children (7.1 per cent) or in a single person household (6 per cent). The majority also said that within the 
household, there was at least one member who had migrated from Tonga (62.8 per cent).  The survey also 
included almost equal numbers of those who had migrated (43.1 per cent) and those who were born in Australia 
(43.5 per cent ). A further 11.1 per cent said they had migrated from New Zealand and 2.3 per cent replied that 
they had migrated from elsewhere. One-third (33.3 per cent) said they had arrived in the 1980s, 27 per cent had 
arrived in the 1990s and 18.9 per cent had arrived since 2000.  Twenty per cent had arrived before 1980 with 
most of this group (18 per cent) arriving in the 1970s. Of those respondents who are migrants, almost all (99.3 
per cent) said that they were not the first in their family to have migrated.  Across all respondents, they identified 
their first family member as arriving primarily in the 1970s (42.2 per cent), the 1980s (23.9 per cent) and in the 
1960s (14.8 per cent).   The large majority (80 per cent) also said that their family background was from the 
largest island Tongatapu (80 per cent), followed by almost equal numbers from Ha’apai (22.9 per cent) and 
Vava’u (21.9 per cent ).  A smaller group came from Eua (7.6 per cent), the Niuas (2.4 per cent) and four people 
indicated they stem from an ‘other’ island.   
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Overall, the survey respondents were broadly representative of the Australian/Tongan population in relation to 
education, rates of employment and household type.  There was an over-representation of women in the survey 
as well as younger people, higher levels of household income and an over-representation of professionals and 
managers.  These differences are likely to reflect the use of an online survey method which would lead to a bias 
towards those with internet access and who are comfortable with the use of online mediums of communication.  
The respondents are, however, all connected to Tonga and their migration history resembles the broader pattern 
of Tongan migration to Australia.  Similarly, their representation from across the island groups is similarly 
matched with Tongan the distribution of the Tongan homeland population.  A further strength of the survey is that 
almost 80 per cent (79 per cent) of respondents speak Tongan at home.  Overall, the following interpretation and 
discussion of the survey data is undertaken bearing the limitations in mind.   
 
The following section draws on the survey and focus group data to respond to the initial purpose of the survey.  
That is, to identify the extent of diaspora connections with the homeland and how these are maintained. This is 
discussed with reference to key variables identified as important in shaping difference in relation to the sense of 
connection with Tonga as the homeland.  In particular, we focus on the differences between Tongans who were 
born in Tonga or overseas and those who were born in Australia.  We are also interested in the differences 
between generations and compare responses between those who are younger and older than 40 years old.  
While these are central, we also consider the influence of gender, the role of having family and/or property in 
Tonga as well as other demographics including education, employment and citizenship. The next section starts 
by looking at responses to questions about identity and language use.   
 

 	  



22 
 

Section	  2:	  Citizenship,	  Identity	  and	  Language	  
 
Drawing from relevant survey questions and the focus group discussion, this section of the report explores how 
the identity of the Tongan diaspora is manifest in terms of citizenship, identity and language use.  

2.1 Migration and Citizenship  

One of the questions asked within the survey was about the respondent’s or respondent’s family’s main reasons 
for initial migration to Australia (see Q. 2.15).  A range of options were provided and, as discussed earlier, in 
keeping with the history of Tongan migration, the main reasons for initially coming to Australia were first 
‘adventure’ (29.5 per cent) followed by ‘life opportunities’ (25.6 per cent) and ‘career advancement’ (18.8 per 
cent).  Only four per cent identified ‘escape’ as the reason for leaving Tonga, suggesting that most respondents 
were not forced to leave Tonga as such.  Rather, it was the possibility of improved quality of life that was the 
driver for migration to Australia.  It should be noted also that in the Tongan context, responses such as 
‘adventure’ actually denote a mixture of intentions and activities that include: visiting family and friends (often the 
primary reason for the travel), employment, holiday, scouting for residence opportunities, and life stage events 
such as weddings, funerals and birthdays, The Tongan phrase most commonly used in the context of questions 
about migration is ‘‘alu ‘eva’ which literally translates as ‘going for a wander or visit’.    
 
It is also useful to note that reasons for migration were very similar for those who were born in Tonga or overseas 
and those born in Australia. With the exception that Australian born respondents were twice as likely (22.5 per 
cent Aus born/11.7 per cent Tongan-born) to identify ‘career advancement’ as the primary reason for leaving 
Tonga.  Tongan-born respondents, in contrast, more commonly identified ‘adventure’ as the main reason as 
Chart 2.1 below shows.  

Chart 2.1 Main Reasons for Initially Leaving Tonga By Country Of Birth (Frequencies) 
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The survey also asked respondents to identify their citizenship status (Q 2.5) as an indicator of the degree of 
settlement in Australia.  The large majority of respondents indicated that they were an Australian citizen (75.9 per 
cent), were a permanent resident (13.8 per cent) or held dual citizenship (4 per cent).  The remaining 11 
respondents were citizens of another country, temporary residents or a visitor.  This profile shows the extent to 
which Tongans are a relatively mature diaspora that is comfortably settled, but maintain a Tongan identity as 
Australian citizens.   

2.2 Identity and Feelings Towards Tonga 

One of the most direct questions in relation to identity was about how respondents describe themselves in terms 
of nationality (Q 2.5). A clear finding is that respondents describe themselves very much as being Tongan.  Only 
15 respondents (8.5 per cent) describe themselves as ‘Australian’ compared to 21.6 per cent who describe 
themselves as ‘Tongan’.  The majority (58.5 per cent), however, describe themselves as being either 
‘Australian/Tongan’ or ‘Tongan/Australian’ with a small group (8.6 per cent) describing themselves as ‘other’.  
Age, gender or whether or not respondents were born in Australia appeared to have little bearing on whether or 
not respondents identify, at least in part, with being Tongan.  For example, as Table 2.1 shows, almost equal 
numbers of people who said they are ‘Tongan’ were born in Australia and in Tonga.  Similarly, there was little 
difference between older and younger respondents (less than or more than 40 years), although there was a 
greater proportion of older respondents (33.3 per cent compared to 17.1 per cent of younger respondents) who 
identified simply as being ‘Tongan’.   

Table 2.1 Birthplace of respondents       

Identity No response Born in Australia Born in Tonga or 
overseas 

Total 

Other (please specify) 14.8% 11.3% 5.1% 9.1% 
Australian 11.1% 8.5% 7.7% 8.5% 
Tongan 22.2% 21.1% 21.8% 21.6% 
New Zealander 3.7% 1.4% 2.6% 2.3% 
Australian/Tongan 25.9% 32.4% 37.2% 33.5% 
Tongan/Australian 22.2% 25.4% 25.6% 25.0% 
 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

  
The focus group discussion also explored ideas about national identity and perceptions of the relationship 
between participants and Tonga.  A major theme of the discussion was about the strength of their identity as 
Tongan, which for some within the group was strong and clear cut.   
 

‘I just consider myself as a Tongan, full Tongan, but I’m living in a different country and this is my 
country at the moment but I’m full Tongan, because I was born in Tonga, and I’m still Tongan.’   

 
For others, identity was less well defined and their self reference and identification with Tonga was shaped by a 
number of circumstances including context, their capacity to speak Tongan and by physical appearance.  Place 
was a important consideration in relation to how they identified themselves.  For example,  
 

‘...I go to University...the first class...I was thinking to myself, ‘Should I say that I’m a Tongan-born in 
Australia, or should I say I’m a Tongan, or should I say I’m an Aussie?’...but I said, ‘I’m going to be a 
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Tongan. I’m not going to be an Aussie because that’s a nationality by birth, but the real one that I stand 
by, and I look like, is a Tongan.’ And that’s who I identify myself is as a Tongan.’  

 
The quote above is illustrative of not only the role of context in identity but also in relation to physical 
appearance.  ‘Looking Tongan’ clearly shaped the way in which focus group participants perceive themselves – 
a factor that is reinforced when visiting Tonga.   
 

‘...so when I went (to Tonga)...I went with the mentality of an Australian...but the Tongan people 
said...you’re Tongan, your skin is Tongan, your hair is Tongan, your voice is Tongan. Everything 
Tongan.  You may be born overseas but you’re Tongan...Coming back from that experience, it makes 
me a better person, and be proud.’ 

 
The question on identity within the focus group was one that prompted considerable discussion and revealed the 
complexity of identity in relation to Tonga as the homeland.  Despite the complexity, however, both the survey 
findings and the focus group discussion showed that identification as ‘Tongan’ is a very strong influence on 
people’s values, lives and connections with other Tongans.     
 
Supporting this observation are the findings of a survey question (Q2.6) about the extent to which respondents 
feel ‘close’ to Tonga.  The majority of respondents (72.6 per cent) say that they feel ‘very close’ or ‘close’ to 
Tonga. The remainder felt ‘not close or distant’ (17.7 per cent) with a small proportion (9.7 per cent) who feel 
‘distant’ or ‘very distant’.  Only one ‘other’ comment was made which referred to the sense of an ancestral 
connection to Tonga which was important but not so strong as to define identity.   

2.3 Language Skills and Use 

Another important indicator of identity was the extent to which Tongan is spoken by the respondents.  Three 
questions were asked about Tongan language and literacy and there were very few respondents who said that 
they do not speak Tongan at all.  As the chart below shows, the majority of respondents speak, read and write 
Tongan either ‘Very Well’ or ‘Well’.  In contrast, very few respondents said that they had no Tongan language or 
literacy.   

Chart 2.2 Capacity  to Speak, Read and Write in Tongan (per cent) 
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Adding to these findings is that more than one third of respondents (37.1 per cent) identify Tongan as their first 
language.  As detailed in Attachment 1, there is also very little difference between those born in Australia (37.1 
per cent) or those born overseas (41.9 per cent) in relation to the extent to which Tongan is identified as the main 
language.   
 
The findings also suggest that Tongan language is spoken within families, and as might be anticipated, the main 
language spoken is Tongan, or a mixture of Tongan and English is identified by the majority of respondents as 
how they speak to parents, siblings and grandparents. Importantly, however, more than one third of respondents 
(40.5 per cent) also say that they speak to their children in either Tongan or a mixture of Tongan and English. As 
the Chart below, Tongan is widely spoken within families and across generations.  

Chart 2.3 Languages Spoken Within the Family (frequency)   
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about the extent to which respondents ‘carry Tonga with them’ as central to their lives and identity as Australian 
citizens.  
 
The following section explores the findings to identify the extent to which ties are maintained with the homeland.  
This is discussed primarily through looking at patterns of visitation to Tonga, property ownership in Tonga, 
modes and frequency of communication with Tonga and engagement with Tongan media.   
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Section	  3:	  Personal	  Ties	  With	  The	  Homeland:	  Visits,	  Communications	  
and	  Media	  Use	  
 
This section explores the survey findings in relation to personal ties with Tonga as indicated by questions relating 
to: 

• Visits to Tonga – both actual and intended; 
• Desires to live in Tonga; 

• The motivations for visiting Tonga; 

• Communication with Tongan connections – frequency and mode;  
• Visitors received from Tonga;  

• Where people stay when visiting Tonga; and 

• Property ownership in Tonga. 
 

3.1 Visits to Tonga: Frequency and Intentions  

As the chart below shows, visitation rates are high, with almost half saying that they visit either ‘several times a 
year’ (5.5 per cent), ‘every year’ (14 per cent) or ‘approximately every 2-3 years’ (26.2 per cent). The largest 
group (36.6 per cent) said they visit when ‘there is a need or occasion’.  Only 18 respondents (10.5 per cent) said 
that they had never visited Tonga.   

Chart 3.1 Frequency of visits to Tonga  
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Respondents were also asked to explain their patterns of visiting and the following table summarises the 
comments made by 62 respondents.  For those who visit Tonga, the major reason was to visit family.   There 
were 23 responses made to this effect with most identifying family, occasions, visiting property, ‘to relax’, as the 
mix of reasons for visiting. In the Tongan context, visiting family is usually prompted by an important life-stage 
event such as a wedding, funeral or birthday. The opportunity arising often leads to a visit of some months, 
staying with extended family in the village of birth.  There were also a group of five people who identified the 
need to show children and/or learn about the culture themselves.  Others (6 respondents) emphasized church or 
work connections as being the reason for visiting Tonga.  Eighteen respondents gave reasons for not going to 
Tonga with the major reason being that ‘there is no need’ (11 respondents).  Primarily, this was because there is 
no longer family living in Tonga and that they have other priorities.  Four people said that they don’t have the 
time or money to visit.  Other reasons expressed about not going to Tonga included ‘difficulties with getting a 
passport’, ‘pressure from Tongans to give money’ and simply ‘no reason to go’.    
 
The survey also included a question about future intentions to visit Tonga and the findings are shown below in  

Table 3.1 In the next five years, how long do you intend to spend in Tonga in total?  

Answer options Response per cent Response count 
I don't intend to/ its unlikely that I will go to Tonga in the next five years 14.4% 25 
Less than two weeks 10.3% 18 
More than two weeks to less than one month 31.0% 54 
More than one to less than three months 20.7% 36 
More than three to less than six months 13.2% 23 
More than six months 6.3% 11 
I intend to live in both Tonga and Australia 4.0% 7 
Answered question  174 
Skipped question  80 

 
As the table above shows, the majority of respondents intend to spend time in Tonga in the next five years with 
only 14.4 per cent (25) respondents saying that it is unlikely that they will go.  Almost one quarter (23.5 per cent) 
intend to spend more than three months in Tonga.   
 
Fifty-two respondents gave reasons for their intentions.  These reasons were similar to the above, with the 
primary reason (28 respondents) for visiting being to ‘visit family’ combined with a holiday, a church function, an 
anticipated funeral and a few who identified work reasons.  Thirteen people said ‘holidays’ were their main 
intention and a further four talked about the need to show children or learn more about their ancestral ‘home’.  A 
very small number (4) planned to go for work/business/investment purposes saying the intention was either to 
visit property, attend a conference or study.   
 
Experiences of visiting and intentions to visit Tonga were raised throughout the focus group discussion.  The 
visits recounted by focus group participants were important on a number of levels.  One theme was how visiting 
Tonga was important for exploring a sense of identity as Tongan, despite being born and educated in Australia.   
 

‘I’m Tongan when I go back to Tonga – because you draw that sense of belonging to a nation, a Mother.  
It’s like a child goes back to his Mother.  So I think it’s a call…’ 
 

Experiencing a sense of belonging was mentioned by a number of participants, but in a way that was difficult to 
articulate.  The sense was however, that visiting Tonga was healing because participants felt understood or part 
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of common culture that they didn’t experience to the same extent as they did in Australia.  One thread of 
discussion was about the multiple ways in which Tongan behaviors were common to their own.   

 
‘…you just get each other…the jokes are there…the humour…like the shaking of the hand…’  
 

This need to reconnect on a personal level was enmeshed with the need to reconnect with family and 
importantly, essential to maintain family connections and to meet responsibilities.  When family no longer lived in 
Tonga, the need to go no longer existed.  

 Motivations for visits 

The survey also asked about motivations for visiting Tonga (Q5.7).  The results for this question further supports 
the idea that the major reasons for visiting Tonga, in order, is for ‘a holiday’, ‘a special occasion’, ‘to strengthen 
family connections’ or ‘to help family members’. Again, all of these answers are in fact aspects of the same issue 
of visiting, engaging with family, contributing to life stage events, all proper ‘Tongan’ things to do. Again, many of 
these issues are captured in the phrase ‘‘alu ‘eva’ - ‘going for a visit’.  The table below shows that motivations 
other than family or community connections, special occasions or care for family members are very minor in the 
reasons for visiting Tonga.   

Table 3.2 Motivations for visits to Tonga 

What have been the major motivations for your visits to Tonga? Tick all that apply. 
Answer Options Response per cent Response count 
I rarely/do not visit Tonga 20.7% 34 
A special occasion such as a funeral, wedding, anniversary, birthday  or 
baptism 

59.8% 98 

To help family members or friends who are unwell and need care and/or 
assistance 

25.0% 41 

To strengthen family and/or friendship connections with people in Tonga 37.8% 62 
Business or professional reasons 6.7% 11 
To have a holiday 59.1% 97 
To make a personal contribution to a political or community cause, event or 
project 

8.5% 14 

Other (please describe your reason) 5 
Answered question 164 

Skipped question 90 

 

Staying in Tonga 

The strength of family connections as a reason to maintain connections is further supported by a survey question 
about visitation and where people stay (Q5.8).  The large majority (78.2 per cent) of respondents state that they 
stay with family (72 per cent) or friends (6.2 per cent).  Comparatively few (14.3 per cent) stay in a hotel or 
temporary accommodation (14.3 per cent), although more than one third also state that they stay in their 
own/family house or apartment (34.2 per cent).  There was also very little difference between older and younger 
respondents or between those who were born in Tonga or Australia. The following table shows the details of 
these responses.   
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Table 3.3 Where respondents stay when visiting Tonga 

If you visit Tonga, where do you usually stay? Please tick all that apply. 
Answer options Response per cent Response count 
I don't visit Tonga 6.8% 11 
With family 72.0% 116 
With friends 6.2% 10 
In my own/family house or apartment 34.2% 55 
In a hotel or other temporary accommodation 14.3% 23 
Other (please specify) 1.9% 3 

answered question 161 
skipped question 93 

 
The survey also asked respondents to indicate whether they had a desire or intentions to live in Tonga (Q 4.8). 
More than one third of respondents (34.4 per cent) said that they would like to live in Tonga either permanently 
(9%) or temporarily (25.4 per cent).  A further 20.3 per cent said they were unsure leaving a large minority (45.2 
per cent) who said ‘no’ they did not want to live in Tonga.  Seventy respondents explained their answer to this 
question which included the following summary of responses.   
 
Respondents were asked to identify the reasons for their intentions of whether or not they wanted to live in 
Tonga.  Sixty-four responses were analysed according to 'reasons for not going' and 'reasons to go'.  Almost half 
of the responses (38 or 49.3%) were reasons for not going to live in Tonga and gave reasons why they would 
prefer to live in Australia.  While there was considerable overlap across the responses, the main reason for 18 of 
respondents was due to their being settled in Australia, their family, work and/or business was here, or that they 
had few remaining connections in Tonga.  
  
An underlying reason for the reticence among Tongan migrants to return relates to the social system of Tonga 
which places high social demands on extended family members (through concepts such as kavenga ‘obligation’, 
fatongia ‘duty’ and faka’apa’apa ‘respect’). These concepts in effect obligate Tongans to provide extreme levels 
of prestige goods and cash to other family members at times of special events (such as the birthday of a noble, 
Royal celebrations, the annual church conference or life stage events). Opting out through not visiting Tonga is 
one technique used in order to side-step these expensive social obligations.   
 
The second major group of responses (15 respondents) was about the lack of economic opportunities in Tonga.  
Low wages, poor employment prospects, perceived government corruption and a generally low standard of living 
were among the reasons identified.  Two people specifically identified the lack of services, infrastructure and 
facilities as a deterrent to returning to Tonga and another three expressed dislike for the climate (too humid) or 
that the general environment was bad for their health. 
 
A smaller group of respondents (32) expressed a desire to return to Tonga at least temporarily or possibly in 
retirement.   Eleven responses shared the theme that they would go for a holiday, spend some time to learn the 
language or 'give it a go' for a while.  The second set of responses (9) were an expression of desire or longing to 
spend time in a more relaxed environment, that it was home or they felt a need to reconnect with 'what is 
important'.   There were also a group who were considering returning for retirement depending on money and 
other circumstances.  There were also five who said that they were looking for opportunities to return to work, do 
an artistic project, volunteer work or to start a business.  Each of these indicated they would do this if the 
opportunity presented itself.  Two people had never been to Tonga and so said they might consider going later 
on.   
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Visitors From Tonga 

The pattern of travelling between Tonga and Australia to strengthen family connections follows through in the 
results for a question about visitors from Tonga (Q5.9). As the table below shows, the large majority of visitors 
received by respondents are ‘family’ (87.6 per cent) or ‘friends’ (46.4 per cent).  Only 9 respondents said they 
received visits from ‘business or professional’ associates and 10 people said they had visits from government or 
associates from non-government organisations.  Twenty-eight people (34 per cent), however, said they received 
visitors from ‘community’ or ‘people from a home town’.  

Chart 3.2 Types of visitors from Tonga and length of stay (frequency) 

 
 
The length of time that visitors stay depends on the relationship of the visitors to the respondent.  Family 
members remain longer and the largest group of respondents (56 or 43 per cent) said that family visitors stay 
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potential vehicle for brain circulation.  This is particularly the case via ‘retirement tourism’ with the desire to spend 
extended periods of time in Tonga being an important motivation for visits to Tonga.       
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A question was asked about whether or not respondents owned property, such as a house or land in Tonga 
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ownership of land in Tonga as such. Ultimate title belongs to the King, however the land is divided into tofi’a 
‘estates’ controlled by a thirty-six Nobles, as well as allocations to the government. The land encompassed within 
the tofi’a ‘estates’ has been subdivided in order that (in theory) every male Tongan aged sixteen years and over 
can access land in the form of an api uta ‘bush or plantation allotment’ and an api kolo ‘tax or town allotment’ on 
which to build a house (Maude and Sevele 1987:121). Some land is leased is also leased to commercial 
operators and overseas born residents by the government and nobles. Despite this, the survey included a 
question about whether or not the respondent owned property or land in Tonga.  Seventy-nine respondents (44.1 
per cent) indicated that they do.  Unsurprisingly, men were much more likely to be property owners with 62.7 per 
cent of all male respondents owning land or property compared to 36.8 per cent of female respondents.   
 
Most of the responses about land ownership were reflective of property ownership in Tonga with most indicating 
that they have family land, or have inherited land, or that they will inherit land depending on whether or not they 
are the eldest son in the family.   

3.3 Communications with Tonga 

A series of questions were asked within the survey about communications with Tonga.  An objective was to 
identify both motivation for staying in touch as well as the mode and frequency.  This included asking questions 
about communications with family and friends, business and professional contacts and with contacts formed 
through other interests (e.g., recreational, political, charitable).  The survey also included questions about 
keeping up with Tongan media.  Asking about communications and media was also one of the key topics of the 
focus group and the following section discusses these findings.   

Communications with family and friends 

Respondents were first asked how they stay in touch with family and friends as well as how frequently. The 
following table shows the detailed results to this question showing that the majority stay in touch by phone, 
followed by Facebook and email.   
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Chart 3.3 Mode and frequency of staying in touch with family and friends (by frequency) 

 
 
Of particular interest to this study was the extent to which social media is facilitating connections between Tonga 
and the diaspora.  As the chart above shows, phone communication was the major means of staying in touch, 
although Facebook is the most frequent means of daily communication with Tongan connections.  There was 
also little difference between older and younger respondents.  While younger people said that they used 
Facebook as a means for communication, the differences between groups were not great.  For example, 16.7 
per cent of respondents older than 40 said that they used Face book to communicate ‘Daily, Weekly or several 
times a month’ compared to 11.5% of those younger than 40.  It appears that age group does not have a major 
bearing on the mode of communication with Tongan connections. 
   
All focus group participants were regular users of Facebook, which they use to hear and send news 
internationally across Tongan networks.  The group talked about how Facebook is increasingly replacing phone 
communication because it is free and doesn’t restrict communication to particular times.  Participants also talked 
about how Facebook allows news to travel fast and across large communities of people internationally.  The 
example that was used was about spreading news about deaths within the Tongan community.  ‘In half an hour, 
the world knows…’ 
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Participants also use email and Skype with the greatest advantage being that these mediums are free.   

Communications With Business And Professional and ‘Other’ Contacts 

The survey also asked about communications with business and professional contacts living in Tonga as well as 
with contacts formed through ‘other interests’.  The results from both of these questions were very low and 
therefore there is very little to usefully comment on in a rigorous way.  Only 25 (9.8 per cent) respondents said 
that they have business or professional contacts and 31 respondents (12.2 per cent) said that they have contacts 
formed through other interests.  As a result, the numbers reporting on use of particular types of communications 
are very low.  For example, as the following chart shows, it seems that email is the most frequent mode of 
communication between respondents and their ‘other’ contacts.  With only 17 respondents saying that they use 
email ‘more than monthly’, it is not a result that says a great deal about communications generally, except that 
respondents have few people that they communicate with in Tonga beyond family and friends. 

Chart 3.4 Frequency and mode of communications with ‘other’ contacts 
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strong following of any forms of Tongan media.   
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Chart 3.5 Media consumption (frequency) 

 

That respondents didn’t closely follow Tongan media extensively is not surprising given that there is only a small 
Tongan population both in Australia and in Tonga, and media production is modest.  Consequently, ‘Listening to 
Tongan music’, ‘Listening to Tongan radio produced in Australia’ and ‘Following Tongan internet sites’ are the 
three categories that respondents most often identified as following on a frequent basis.   

Findings in relation to why people follow Tongan media also show that there is not a strong following and the 
main reason cited for keeping up is for ‘culture and entertainment’ (19.3 per cent), ‘sport’ (16.5 per cent) with only 
7.1 per cent keeping up with Tongan politics through Tongan media.   
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Chart 3.6 Motivations for following Tongan media 

 

Discussion in the focus group reinforced these findings.  While there was some mention of keeping up with 
Tongan media, this wasn’t extensive – in part because there is not a great deal of media to follow.  Mention was 
made of ‘Planet Tonga’ an internet news site, as well as ‘T News’, a New Zealand television program that 
features Tongan affairs and screens on Channel 31, the community television station.  There was also mention 
of the SBS radio program that some of the group listened to. There was no one in the focus group who said that 
they read Tongan newspapers although there was acknowledgement that older Tongans liked to read them.   

3.5 Summary of Visits and Communications With Tonga 

This section has discussed survey findings in relation to personal ties with Tonga through reviewing the findings 
in relation to visits to Tonga, receiving visitors from Tonga, communication with Tongans and intentions about 
visiting or living in Tonga in future.  Again, personal ties are strong and these are due to family and friends who 
live in Tonga.  Only 10 per cent of respondents say that they do not visit Tonga and the majority of respondents 
frequently receive visitors.  There is also strong communication with Tonga primarily through telephone but also 
using email and Facebook.  The uptake of both mediums suggest considerable potential for strengthening 
diaspora ties through the development of social media platforms to facilitate communications.  Across all of these 
findings, it is family that motivates the connections.   Communications with business and professional contacts or 
with ‘other’ contacts is low because few respondents identified having any.  Similarly, keeping up with Tongan 
current affairs is done primarily through Facebook and through informal communications.   
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Section	  4:	  Political	  and	  Communal	  Involvement	  	  
 
The following section draws together survey findings that relate to the general theme of ‘political and communal 
involvement’.  In particular, we draw from findings that stem from questions relating to the respondent’s 
involvement in political or community activities, their interest in political events in Tonga, their contact with people 
through their political or community interests and the importance placed on government policy in relation to 
Tonga.  

4.1 Links to Tonga Through Political or Community Involvement.   

Political Activities 

One of the key questions that was asked in relation to political or community involvement was about activities 
that were aimed at influencing Tongan policy. The majority of respondents (68.1 per cent) say that they are ‘not 
involved in any activities’.  At the same time, 18 per cent said that they participated in a fund raising or 
awareness raising campaign and 19.4 per cent said that they sent money to a charity, welfare or other 
organization that needs help.  A smaller group (13.8 per cent) said they had been a member of an organisation 
that is active in Tongan affairs.  Only very small numbers of respondents said they had undertaken the direct 
action options listed such as ‘participated in a public rally or cause’.   

Chart 4.1 Activities relating to the economic or political affairs of Tonga 

 
Twenty-two people explained their actions.  Some of these comments (7) were unclear or irrelevant to the 
question but the majority of comments (12) were in relation to the desire to contribute to Tonga through 
charitable acts out of a sense of religious or moral obligation.  ‘Tonga is a third world country and they need as 
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much help as they can get’ was a typical comment.  A small group of comments referred to school networks that 
they felt obligated to and one person was specific about the need ‘to help out family’.    
 
Given the relatively small numbers of respondents to this question, it was not particularly useful to interrogate the 
data in any greater depth to identify whether or not there were particular characteristics of respondents who were 
more likely to be involved in activities or not.  Overwhelmingly, few respondents were involved in any political 
actions to promote Tongan causes, and the few who were did this primarily through fund raising, giving money to 
causes or awareness raising activities.  
 
The focus group discussion also gave support for the survey findings with no-one from within the group indicating 
that they were involved in organized activities designed to bring about government policy change or generate 
community activism.  This did not translate into a lack of interest in Tongan government affairs, despite the fact 
that there was a general comment that ‘we don’t really get involved in politics anymore’.  At the same time, a 
thread of the conversation was about how younger people in particular, had lost respect for and patience with 
Tonga’s royal hierarchy and the practices that go with that.   
 
It was on this point that there was a gap between older Tongans, who were born in Tonga, and their Australian 
born children.  As one of the younger members of the group commented, ‘…this is where I clash with my older 
generation…I don’t really understand the serving and so forth of the royal family.  One of my Aunties say, ‘you 
have to go and serve’, and I’m like, ‘No I’m not’.  The problem for young people, as expressed in the group, was 
that growing up in Australia, they had come to respect equality and could not understand that there was a need 
to ‘serve’ a monarchy or royal protocols of respect and deference for royalty.  When asked if any of the group 
were involved in change, the response, particularly from younger group members was to give examples of how 
they were active in challenging conventions through their personal lives and rituals.  However, this form of 
change was in no way a rejection of Tongan customs or connection with community.  Nor was it a challenge to 
the status quo within Tonga. Rather, it was an adaptation to being Tongan in Australia. 

Organisational involvement 

As the chart below shows, the majority of respondents (54 per cent) have involvement with a Tongan 
organization through their religious practices.  This is followed by ‘community’ (40.4 per cent) and then 
approximately one third (31.1 per cent) who say that they are ‘not involved in any Tongan organisation’.  All other 
categories of organisations have less than 18 per cent involvement, with the lowest involvement in ‘military’ (1 
per cent) and political organisations (1.2 per cent).  This result fits with the profile of the community as discussed 
in the introduction of this report, showing the importance of the church for Tongan people.  The lack of 
involvement in ‘political organisations’ is probably a reflection of how there are no organised political parties 
within the Tongan system. Rather, individuals run for ‘people’s representative’ positions in the Parliament. 
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Chart 4.2 Involvement in Tongan organizations in Australia 

 
 

Australian Government Policy in Relation to Tonga 

Despite the low involvement in Tongan political organizations, more than half of all respondents (55.9 per cent) 
say that Australian policy in relation to Tonga is either ‘very important’ (30.7 per cent) or ‘important’ (25.2 per 
cent).  At the same time, almost one third (31.9 per cent) say that policies are ‘neither important or unimportant’ 
and 12.3 per cent say that policies are either ‘unimportant’ or ‘very unimportant’.  

Chart 4.3 The importance of Australian government policy in relation to Tonga 

 
In line with the findings discussed above, respondents also identified few contacts formed through other interests 
(political, charitable, recreational etc.) who live in Tonga with only 20.3 per cent (31 respondents out of 122) 
identifying contacts with common interests in Tonga.   For the small numbers who do have this kind of contact, 
the primary mode of communication is phone or email.   
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Chart 4.4 Frequency and mode of communication with ‘other contacts’ (frequency) 

 
 
It is also at this stage that responses to the questions ‘dropped off’ with only 36 respondents to the question.  
While this may reflect a problem in the survey design, it may also suggest a lack of interest and/or involvement 
with connections other than family in Tonga. This observation is also supported by a later question about the 
major motivations for visiting Tonga.   

Interest in Tongan Politics in the Media  

As discussed in Section 2, one of the survey questions related to reasons for keeping up with Tongan media.  
Only 18 respondents (7.1 per cent) said that they followed Tongan media to keep up with Tongan politics, 
compared to 19.3 per cent for entertainment and 16.5 per cent for sport.   

4.2 Summary of Political and Community Connections with Tonga  

The survey findings relating to the ties between the diaspora and Tonga that stem from political and community 
engagement are seemingly quite weak, at least in a formal and organised sense.  Very few indicated being 
involved in any activities of a political nature, although there is a proportion that is involved in welfare activities or 
awareness raising activities.  These findings continue in relation to being involved in Tongan organisations with 
the main type of organisational involvement being ‘religious’, ‘community’, or ‘cultural’.  Similarly, very few said 
that had Tongan contacts that were formed through political or community interests and there was a very low 
level of interest in keeping up with Tongan media in order to keep up with Tongan politics.  Combined, these 
findings show low involvement in political organisations and any forms of political activism. At the same time, 
however, more than half of respondents said that Australian government policy in relation to Tonga is ‘very 
important’ or ‘important’.  Respondent engagement in religious and community organisations was also very 
strong suggesting that while overtly political actions are not of interest, interest in Tongan welfare and 
development is perhaps expressed through engagement with the church and other welfare activities. Such 
findings suggest there is potential for the further mobilisation of the diaspora in relation to making a contribution 
to the development goals of Tonga.  

 
The following section discusses the third theme of the survey questions which is around care-giving, remittances 
and philanthropy.     
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Section	  5:	  Care	  Giving,	  Remittances	  and	  Philanthropy	  	  
 
This section reports on the questions that related to care, remittances and philanthropy.  In particular, we draw 
from survey questions that relate to transnational care responsibilities, remittances sent to Tonga and the 
motivations for this. We also draw on information gathered about visiting Tonga and the motivations for returning 
to and spending time in Tonga.   

5.1 Caring for Friends, Family and Community Members In Tonga  

Who is cared for? 

 The survey asked respondents to identify whether there is a person or people that they care for in Tonga.  They 
were also asked to indicate the frequency that they do this and what form this care takes.  As the following chart 
shows, the main category of person who receive care is an ‘uncle, aunt or other extended family member’, 
followed by a ‘sibling’. For all categories, the means of care is ‘financial’ with only a few respondents indicating 
that the nature of the care is ‘moral or emotional’.   

Chart 5.1 Who is cared for and how (frequency) 
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Frequency of providing care 

Chart 5.2 shows the frequency of care provided by respondents.  As the chart shows, the majority of care 
provided (and in most cases this would be financial assistance as indicated above), this occurs primarily either 
once a year or every two-three months.  Consistent with the question above, extended family members are the 
primary recipients of the care.   

Chart 5.2 Frequency of care (frequency) 

 
 

Visiting Tonga to Care For Family, Friends or Community Members 

A further survey question that was revealing in terms of respondents care responsibilities was about motivations 
for visiting Tonga.  The following chart illustrates the findings of this question which shows that ‘helping family 
members or friends who are unwell and need care and/or assistance’ were only a very minor motivating factor for 
travel to Tonga.  Clearly, the major motivator is to ‘holiday’ although, as discussed earlier, the meaning of the 
word ‘holiday’ for Tongans, is a term that mixes family social obligations, life stage events and time off from the 
pressures of life in country of migration destination.   

0	   10	   20	   30	   40	   50	   60	   70	   80	  

Mother	  

Father	  

Grandfather	  

Grandmother	  

Aunt,	  Uncle,	  cousin	  or	  other	  extended	  family	  

Sibling	  

Your	  child/children	  

Community	  member	  

Friend	  

Not	  applicable	   Daily	   Weekly	   2-‐3	  `mes	  a	  month	  

Monthly	   Every	  2-‐3	  months	   Once	  a	  year	   Less	  than	  every	  year	  



43 
 

Chart 5.3 Motivations for visiting Tonga  
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The survey also asked whether respondents anticipated that they will have obligations to care for anyone living in 
Tonga.  One hundred and fifty respondents answered this question and almost half of all respondents (48.7 per 
cent) say that they anticipate having obligations to provide care to family members or friends in future.  Fifty-four 
people made comments to explain their answer to this question.  While there were few comments that directly 
answered the question, the responses could be grouped into some key categories.  The major response given by 
28 respondents was reference to the sense of obligation (kavenga) and duty (fatongia) that comes with being 
Tongan.  ‘It is my obligation’; ‘If I am able I want to help my family member because I care for them.  I have been 
brought up to love and care for my extended family’, ‘Because of custom, they are family…’  were typical 
responses to this question.  
  
The second major group of responses was in reference to the financial nature of these obligations.  Comments 
like, ‘They aren’t financially stable...’, ‘Because my family living in Tonga can’t afford most of it…’ were typical of 
nine comments made.  Another group of six referred to their specific family members that they will need to 
support such as ‘my brother and his family’, or ‘I have my Mum to take care of as my Dad has passed away’.  
Another six people were unsure of what the future would bring, but anticipated that it was possible that they 
would be required to care for family.  Two comments were also made about the need to support family members 
who were living in or maintaining family property.   

5.2 Philanthropy and Remittances 

Another important objective of the survey and the focus group was to identify the extent to which money is sent 
to the homeland and for what purposes.  The survey included a number of questions relating to this objective.  
The first of these was about the frequency of sending gifts, money or goods to Tonga, and the following chart 
shows that the majority of respondents send goods, money and gifts to Tonga.  Roughly half of all respondents 
(48 per cent) identify sending ‘money’ on a regular basis throughout the year.   
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Chart 5.4 Frequency of sending gifts, money or goods (frequency) 

 
The next chart shows that the major reason for sending money is ‘to support family members’ with 75 per cent of 
respondents saying that this is the reason.  The only other reasons for sending money, gifts or goods are ‘to 
mark an occasion’ or, for a very few, ‘to support a community cause or project’.   

Chart 5.5 Reasons for sending money, gifts or goods to Tonga (frequency)  
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for children or clothes that they were passing on from other family members.  The next major category was food 
with 26 respondents saying that they sent food items such as canned goods, chocolate or food that was not 
available in Tonga.  Eleven people said that they send cash and seven people said that they send electrical 
goods or equipment such as fishing gear.  A further six said they send airline tickets.     
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Receiving care from Tongan connections 

As the chart below shows, respondents receive much less than they send, as might be expected given the 
difference in wealth between the two countries.  A small proportion of respondents said that they receive gifts 
and goods for special occasions or ‘infrequently’.  

Chart 5.6 Frequency of receiving gifts, money or goods from Tonga (frequency) 

 
Forty respondents described these gifts with was primarily food such as yam or taro, traditional forms of Tongan 
wealth (koloa) such as tapa cloth, woven mats and handicrafts (eg. Kava bowl, bags), or clothing such as 
sarongs or jewellery.   
 
The survey also included a question about the amounts of money sent to Tonga and the following chart shows 
that, in keeping with the responses to 5.2 and 5.4, money is sent to extended family relatives of amounts 
primarily less than $1,000.   

Chart 5.7 Remittances sent to Tonga (frequency) 
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Chart 5.8 Means of sending remittances to Tonga (frequency)  

 
These findings show that the primary reason for sending remittances to Tonga is to support family members and, 
for a large minority of respondents, money and gifts are sent regularly throughout the year in relatively small 
amounts of less than $1,000 at a time.  Survey respondents also gave little indication of sending money for any 
other reasons than to support friends and relatives.   
 
Sending money and gifts to support relatives in Tonga was also an important thread of discussion within the 
focus group in ways that supported the survey findings.  The participants clearly felt obliged to care for family and 
communities in Tonga and expressed this care through sending money and visiting taking clothes, food and 
other gifts with them.  This was an obligation that was accepted as part of being Tongan and part of a family and 
broader community.  However, it was not an obligation that was without tension and several participants talked 
about their frustration with unrealistic expectations and demands from Tongan relatives to provide money and 
other goods.   
 
For some in the group, their frustration came from what they believed was a lack of understanding by Tongan 
relatives about how difficult it was in Australia to make ends meet, despite the relatively high salaries earned 
compared to those that are possible in Tonga.  ‘…they tend to just pick up the phone, ring family to send 
money…and you feel…they don’t pay for a mortgage – they hold that land - but we do here.’ This is in keeping 
with the Tongan land tenure system of hereditary land tenure which only requires a very small and affordable 
annual land tax.  This frustration was also fuelled by a perception that Tongan based relatives were overly reliant 
on remittances and that they lack enterprise and a work ethic – ‘I wanted to go back there, and I beg them, 
‘Please get up. Work.’ This was seen as an injustice as participants felt misunderstood by Tongan relatives about 
how hard they work to earn a wage and support their immediate family in Australia.  They also felt misunderstood 
about the cost of living in Australia and the expenses they face.  
 
Within the focus group, there appeared to be a different response by those who were born in Tonga and those 
who were not.  One interesting comparison within the group was made between two sisters – one who had been 
born in Tonga and one who was born in Melbourne.  While the Tongan-born sister was often called upon by 
Tongan relatives to provide money and goods , the Australian born sister was much less receptive to the idea 
that this was an obligation that she needed to fulfill and consequently was not asked to give.  Part of the 
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resistance came from the perception that, despite earnings and high unemployment, they were well provided for 
through relatives living in America and elsewhere who continually sent valuable consumer goods to Tonga.    
 
‘And that’s when you start thinking, hey, they’ve got better than we have, and we’ve been supplying them with all 
these things.’  This perception was also coupled with the observation that the Australian based Tongans were 
more conscientious about maintaining Tongan culture and traditions than those living in Tonga.  ‘I don’t know 
about you…but when I was going back to Tonga, I was more Tongan than they were.’  
 
There was also a difference in attitude between older and younger members of the focus group.  For some of the 
younger people, the demands made by relatives in Tonga seemed exploitative and unreasonable.  ‘My Dad 
supports the sister and the brother, and I can’t stand it.  They call, and they’re not asking for like $50. They’re 
asking for Dad’s whole weeks pay, and that drives me insane, so I avoid it.  I usually go stay at (a relative’s) 
house.  In addition, there was criticism from the group about what the money sent was spent on.  ‘And they’re 
giving to the church...what for? When they need to eat themselves.’ 
 
Despite these tensions, equally, there was also sympathy and understanding from the group about how difficult it 
is to earn an income in Tonga.  ‘But we don’t understand as well is what income they’re bringing in.  Like...being 
a teacher (you earn) less than $100 and its all gone.’  Similarly, the group was appreciative of the efforts that 
were made by Tongan relatives to give what they could to them as visitors and for their own community.   
 

‘That’s like when I was in Tonga ... they killed this bull for a special day, they were opening the church, 
and you should have seen how – I wanted to cry when every family came to my uncle’s house where 
they’d done this, and came with a little piece of plastic bags to cut them some meat...it made me 
appreciate life because in Tonga you don’t get a lot of stuff.  

 
The continued need to give to relatives in Tonga was seen as necessary to maintain relationships and family 
connections, both for those in Tonga as well as those in Australia for everyone’s longer term security.  ...because 
one day we might need them...that’s the door open for all of us...’ 
 
Despite the tensions revealed through the focus group discussion, the need to maintain connections, and to send 
money, was not in question.  Rather, the relationship with relatives in Tonga was a central dimension of their 
lives that needed to be managed and negotiated.   

5.3 Summary of findings in relation to care, remittances and philanthropy  

The discussion above presents the main findings in relation to how ties to Tonga are shaped by obligations for 
care and how this expressed through sending money.  Around half of the respondents have care obligations in 
Tonga – primarily to extended family members.  The main way that this obligation is served is through sending 
money to Tonga in regular, relatively small amounts of less than $1,000.  This was almost the only reason that 
money was sent and no respondents sent money for political or business reasons. Sending goods – primarily 
clothing, is also a common practice. Similarly, roughly half of the respondents anticipate having care 
responsibilities in future.   The need to meet these care responsibilities was one that was strongly felt out of a 
sense of obligation and custom.  This obligation was not without tension and a theme within the responses was a 
sense of resentment of the need to provide financial assistance to family members in Tonga.   
 
Overall, supporting family in Tonga is an important reason for staying connected to Tonga.  While these practices 
are sometimes the source of conflict, this is done out of a sense of obligation and duty but also out deep love and 
regard for family members and networks.  The fact that the main motivation for visiting Tonga is to ‘holiday’, 
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suggests that the reasons for staying connected run deeper than simply carrying out social obligations or that it is 
a ‘one-way’ relationship of the diaspora caring for and giving to Tongan-based relatives and friends.  Rather 
there is a reciprocal relationship that means that members of the diaspora choose to return to the homeland to 
strengthen and maintain family ties.   
 
The following section discusses the findings from the final theme of the survey which is related to business and 
professional connections.  
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Section	  6:	  Business	  and	  professional	  ties	  
 
This section draws on survey findings related to how the diaspora is linked to Tonga through business and 
professional connections.  These questions relate to trade and import and export activities, interest in business 
connections with Tonga and the motivations for being involved in business and professional activities.   
6.1 Business and professional contacts 

Compared to family ties, very few respondents identified business and/or professional contacts that live in Tonga 
with only 15.8 per cent (25 respondents out of 133) identifying business or professional contacts.   In line with 
this, very few indicated having regular contact and the primary mode of communication is phone or email.  
Similarly, very few respondents said that they have any business or professional interaction with Tonga with only 
10 out of 147 respondents indicating ‘yes’ to the question above.   In keeping with this low response, three 
people said they export goods or services to Tonga, two said they import goods or services and seven have 
‘other business/professional’ interactions.   
 
Eight respondents described these interactions which included:  

• Tourism 

• Shipping of arts works to Tonga/Curatorial interactions with Government bodies, schools, 
media, business and the general public 

• I am a court Interpreter/translator 

• Church commitments 
• Money Transfer and online shopping 

• Ringing them for my news and updates on what is going on in Tonga 

• Church activities and radio programs 
 

A further question asked whether or not respondents were involved in trade or services with countries in the 
region.  Only five people indicated that they did so.  Given the low rates of business and professional contact 
indicated above, there was similarly a low level of priority attached to this as shown by the chart below.  For most 
respondents, the response was that the possible motivations for engaging in business or professional contact 
were ‘neither important nor unimportant’.   

Chart 6.1 Motivations for engaging in business or professional contact (frequency) 

 
 

0	   10	   20	   30	   40	   50	   60	   70	  

Purely	  business/professional	  reasons	  

I	  speak	  the	  language	  

I	  have	  networks	  in	  Tonga	  

I	  want	  to	  help	  the	  country	  economically	  

I	  want	  to	  help	  Tonga's	  social	  development	  

It	  gives	  me	  a	  reason	  to	  visit	  more	  ooen	  

It	  is	  important	  to	  my	  family	  and	  their	  opportuni`es	  and/or	  wellbeing	  

Very	  important	   Important	   Neither	  important	  or	  unimportant	   Unimportant	   Very	  unimportant	  
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These survey responses were also supported by the focus group discussion.  One of the questions asked of the 
focus group members was about whether or not the participants maintain business connections with Tonga and 
there was an emphatic ‘no’ by all participants.  However, this led to a discussion by a few who said that I’d love 
to start a business’ and that ‘there are opportunities definitely’.  Very quickly, the discussion turned to the 
problems and barriers of setting up businesses in Tonga, with one of the main reason being that Tongans 
wouldn’t support business growth – rather they would expect to be supported by those running the business.  
‘…it would attract too many extra mouths’.  One of the members of the group gave an example of her own family 
experience in running a business which failed because her Grandmother (the business owner) felt compelled to 
give away the merchandise when asked by relatives.  So the conclusion was ‘…the business goes down’.  At the 
same time, participants were quick to say that while Tongans, through their cultural practices, discouraged 
business growth and development, they had more – ‘they’re rich in heart – Tongans.’  
 
Again, this question brought up a key tension that stems from the differences between living in an individualistic 
society in Australia and the communal values that shape Tongan culture.  ‘…if it was the last piece of bread 
they’ve got, they’ll give it to you…and anywhere in this world where there’s a Tongan, you’ll never be 
homeless…’ But at the same time, there are difficulties for Tongans in Australia to respond to the ways in which 
relatives in Tonga expect to be able to take money or other goods if they need it.   

6.2 Summary of Business and Professional Connections 

There is little to comment in relation to what the survey reveals about connections between the diaspora and 
Tonga through business and professional links given the very small number of respondents who indicated any 
links of this nature at all.  Given this result, however, there was still a larger group who indicated some interest in 
developing such links as shown above.  While there were very few who actually responded to this question (64), 
roughly half of this group indicated that it was either ‘very important’ or ‘important’ to ‘help the country 
economically’ (48.4 per cent), to ‘help Tonga’s social development’ (51.6 per cent) and that ‘it is important to my 
family and their opportunities and/or wellbeing’ (52.4 per cent).   The numbers of respondents are too low to draw 
conclusions but it suggests that despite the very low levels of actual engagement in business and professional 
activities, there is some interest in developing these.  This is potentially a useful theme to further investigate 
through focus groups and qualitative methods of research.  
 
The following and final section summarises and discusses the overall findings of the survey and highlights areas 
of for investigation.   
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Section	  7:	  Discussion	  and	  Conclusions	  	  
 
The purpose of this report has been to present the findings of a survey and focus group of the Tongan Diaspora 
in Australia, designed to explore the extent and nature of ties with the Tongan homeland.  This section 
summarises the key findings and draws conclusions about the potential implications of the findings for further 
research and policy development.  In doing so, we are careful about making generalisations based on the views 
of the participants in this study, and are mindful of the limitations of the research methods as well as the diversity 
of the Tongan diaspora itself.  As discussed in Section 1, the term ‘diaspora’ is an intangible and subjective term 
that defies measurement in part due to its very existence depending on self- identification as being part of a 
diaspora.  As a result, it is not possible to make definitive conclusions.  Rather we interpret the results as 
providing insights and trends in relation to diaspora connections with the homeland.  At the same time, our 
findings appeared to show some very clear trends that resonate with the broader literature on Tonga and the 
Tongan diaspora.   
 
The participants in our study were reflective of the broader patterns of Tongan migration with migration to 
Australia starting in the 1960s and 70s, but arriving predominantly through the 80s and 90s. Given the length of 
settlement, there are now two generations living in Australia, as well as a steady flow of new migrants. It is now a 
mature diaspora, albeit small, with an estimated population of around 18,000 living in Australia.2 The migration of 
Tongans was in no sense forced.  As such, according to Cohen’s (1997) typology, the diaspora is probably best 
described as a ‘labour diaspora’ – or one which left homelands in search of employment opportunities.  At the 
same time, this descriptor does not adequately capture the extent to which Tongan identity, kinship and 
communal networks remain strong, enabling movement and migration between Tonga and Australia and beyond 
while at the same time, preserving Tongan identity, networks and social practices.  In this sense, the Tongan 
diaspora can also be typified as a ‘cultural diaspora’, in that Tongans in Australia are also tied by life-style, 
religion, cultural rituals and overwhelmingly by kinship ties.  A further characteristic of the Tongan diaspora is that 
the pathway to Australia is not as direct as it may be for other diasporas, as there is also a sizable Tongan 
population in New Zealand as well as in other Pacific islands such as Samoa.  This partly arises from the 
Australian Department of Immigration severely reducing the opportunity for migration to Australia through the 
family migration program from the 1990s onwards. As a result, the primary method of migration to Australia is via 
the Trans-Tasman agreement, with New Zealand resident Tongans moving to Australia. The Tongan diaspora in 
Australia includes Tongans born in Australia, New Zealand, in neighboring Pacific islands as well as in Tonga 
and in this sense, they are a diaspora of a diaspora.  The connection to Tonga as the homeland, however, 
remains the connecting identity.  How these characteristics are manifested is explored through a series of 
dimensions understood as shaping diaspora connections with the homeland.   
 
First, the research explored the extent to which ‘being Tongan’ shapes the identity of the diaspora.  On this 
dimension, the findings were very clear that Tongan identity is extremely strong judging by a number of 
indicators.  Almost all participants call themselves Tongan, Tongan-Australian or Australian-Tongan and a large 
majority of participants identified as feeling ‘very close’ or ‘close’ to Tonga.  At the same time, a large majority of 
participants in the study are Australian citizens.  Perhaps the greatest indicator of the maintenance of a Tongan 
identity was the extent to which Tongan language is spoken within families and there was a strong indication that 
parents are making an effort to ensure that children born in Australia are learning to speak Tongan as a means 
to maintain ties with Tonga and between generations.  The motivation to leave Tonga is not to abandon Tonga.  
Rather, Australia offers the opportunity to be Tongan in another place.    
 

                                                             
2 See page 12 for a discussion of population estimates. 
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The research also explored how ties are maintained through visiting Tonga, communications and media use.  
Again, the findings show that strong ties are maintained through regular and long visits to Tonga, as well as 
through receiving visitors (primarily family members) who visit for considerable periods of time.  The reason for 
visiting Tonga (often misleadingly referred to as a ‘holiday’) is enmeshed with meeting social and family 
obligations, particularly during life stage events, and there are high expectations that the diaspora be a source of 
gifts and financial support. Further, there were only a small number that expressed a desire to return to live in 
Tonga, although there were a few who were considering retiring to Tonga and others who though it would be 
good to go and stay for an extended period of time to ‘give it a go’.  Overall, however, there is little indication of 
return migration despite the strength of the connections.  Survey participants also stay in touch through phone, 
email and Facebook.  Inexpensive and timeless communications technologies appear to be strengthening 
communications with considerable potential for growth as the Tongan infrastructure for online communications 
improves.  Communication between Tonga and Australia is extensive and also extends across the diaspora to 
America, New Zealand and other Pacific island countries.  Consumption of Tongan media did not appear to be 
high with the exception of listening to Tongan music, radio and following Tongan web-sites.  This is perhaps 
unsurprising given that there is actually little Tongan media to follow.   
 
The findings in relation to political and communal connections with Tonga were very clear.  Many were involved 
with religious organisations and to a lesser extent, community or welfare organisations, cultural and social 
organizations.  Similarly, there was very little interest in following political affairs in Tonga.  Despite this finding, 
there was considerable interest in Australian government policy as it impacts on Tonga.   Findings in relation to 
care-giving and philanthropy were similarly clear, with the main form of giving to Tonga being in the form of 
remittances to family members.  This was the source of considerable tension for the diaspora.  While there is a 
strong sense of obligation and duty in the sending of money, it was in this arena that the diaspora feel 
misunderstood and under pressure to provide financial support that they can often ill-afford.  At the same time, 
the obligation per se is not questioned and participants are committed to supporting the homeland and to 
maintain links and connections to Tonga.  There is also great appreciation that Tonga is a poor country and that 
their relatives have difficulty in supporting themselves.  It was also the area where generational issues appear to 
come into play with younger Australian born Tongans feeling resentful and questioning of the reasons that such 
practices should continue.  These tensions are complex and important in relations between the diaspora and the 
homeland.   
 
Business and professional ties are equally clear in that there is very little engagement with Tonga on a 
business/professional basis.  This is not because there is a perceived lack of opportunity, nor desire on the part 
of the diaspora.  Rather, it is the assessment that there are intractable political and cultural obstacles in 
developing business relationships in Tonga or between Tonga and Australia.  This was again an example of the 
conflict arising from the difference between living in an individualistic, capitalist society, and the communal values 
and practices lived out in Tonga.  As one participant expressed it, there are no ‘tall poppies’ in Tonga and 
attempts at entrepreneurial or business development activities would soon be thwarted.   
   
The findings raise a number of questions, particularly in relation to the role of the diaspora in supporting the 
social and economic development goals of Tonga.  The role of remittances is one that is debated within the 
relevant literature, and how diaspora remittances can be harnessed for longer term development objectives is 
one that could be considered.  As it is, as this research shows, the exchange of money happens directly between 
family members and to a lesser extent, the church.  Whether or not this has a beneficial impact is the source of 
the debate and whether or not other vehicles for remittances could be realistically devised.  There is also the 
clear question about the development of trade and economic relationships between Tonga and Australia.  It 
appears that there is willingness and potential for the diaspora to be more actively involved in development, yet 
there are considerable obstacles to this.      



53 
 

 
Overall, the research showed that the Tonga diaspora remains deeply Tongan in terms of identity, family 
connections, religious practices and community involvement.  The connections are strong and the diaspora in 
Australia ‘carry Tonga with them’ despite having left the homeland where they are unlikely to return to live.  
Tongan traditions and customs are maintained in Australia to the extent that some participants now believe that 
there are many in the diaspora that are ‘more Tongan than they are’.  There is a strong desire to maintain these 
connections which enable and support movement between Tonga and Australia through strong and reciprocal 
bonds between family and community members that provide a strong sense of security.  Beyond engagement in 
religious organizations, however, there is little that is formal or public in the ways in which these connections are 
maintained.  Connections are strongly maintained through kinship networks and manifested in the private realm. 
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Appendix	  1:	  Research	  team	  members	  and	  project	  partners	  
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Professor Loretta Baldassar University of Western Australia 
Professor Therese Joiner Monash University 
Dr Joanne Pyke Victoria University 
Dr Steve Bakalis Victoria University 
Dr Steve Francis Australian Red Cross 
Mr Ordan Andreevski United Macedonian Diaspora 
 

Project Partners 

The Australian Research Council Linkage Project funding 
The Office of Multicultural Affairs and Citizenship, State Government of Victoria 
The Macedonian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
The Centre for Multicultural Youth 
The Australian Vietnamese Women’s Association 
The Footscray Asian Business Association 
The Indochinese Elderly Refugee Association 
The Quang Minh Temple 
Co.As.It. Italian Assistance Association, Melbourne  
The Italo-Australian Welfare and Cultural Centre, Perth 
Council for International Trade and Commerce SA Inc.  
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Attachment	  2:	  Tongan	  Diaspora	  Questionnaire	  and	  Results	  

Australian Diasporas: A Survey About Homeland Connections. 

In partnership with the Centre for Multicultural Youth and the Victorian Multicultural Commission, you are invited 
to participate in the following survey about people of Tongan background living in Australia. The survey is about 
the ways in which connections with Tonga are maintained by migrants, children of migrants and those who have 
a close connection with Tonga. It should take from 10 to 20 minutes to complete depending on how much you 
want to say. 
This is part of a research project being coordinated by Victoria University, the University of Adelaide, the 
University of Western Australia and LaTrobe University. The purpose of the study is to gain a greater 
understanding of how people maintain links with a homeland which represents an important part of their family 
background, identity or cultural heritage. The information is being collected to understand 
the connections between homelands and Australia so that government can be advised 
about how to maximise potential benefits that can flow from these ties. 
The following survey asks for a range of details about your background, circumstances and the many ways, and 
reasons for, staying connected to Tonga.  
 
All of this information, including financial information, will be treated as COMPLETELY CONFIDENTIAL and it is 
not possible for the researchers to identify any individual who has responded. We do ask at the end of the survey 
for contact details, if you are willing to receive further information about the project or to be involved in other 
ways. 
 
We do not expect any risks linked with taking part in the survey. If there are any questions that you would prefer 
not to answer, please only answer the questions you feel comfortable with. If you feel you need any support after 
completing the survey you can contact: Dr Harriet Speed, Registered Psychologist, Ph (03) 9919 5412, Email: 
harriet.speed@vu.edu.au 
 
If you have any further enquiries, or wish to make comments, please contact Joanne Pyke at Victoria University 
on (03 9919 1364). If you have any concerns about the survey, you may contact the Ethics and Biosafety 
Coordinator, Victoria University Human Research Ethics Committee, Victoria University, PO Box 14428, 
Melbourne, VIC, 8001 phone (03) 9919 4148. 
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Section 2: Your Background Information 

Q 2.1 Country of birth?  

Answer Options 
Response Per 

cent 
Response 

Count 

Australia 43.1% 93 
Tonga 43.5% 94 
New Zealand 11.1% 24 
Other (please specify) 2.3% 5 

answered question 216 
skipped question 38 

 
Q 2.2 If you were not born in Australia, what year did you arrive?  

 
Q. 2.3 Which island group do you and/or your family come from? Please tick all that apply. 

Answer 
Options 

Answer Options % Count 

Tongatapu Tongatapu 80.0% 168 
Eua Eua 7.6% 16 
Ha'apai Ha'apai 22.9% 48 
Vava'u Vava'u 21.9% 46 
The Niuas The Niuas 2.4% 5 
Other  Other  4 4 

answered question 210 
skipped question 44 

 
 
 
Q 2.4 What is your current postcode? 

2	   1	   0	  

20	  

37	  

30	  

21	  

1.8	   0.9	   0	  

18	  
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25	  
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Frequency	  
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Q 2.5 Gender? 

Answer Options 
Response Per 

cent 
Response 

Count 

Male 30.8% 65 
Female 69.2% 146 

answered question 211 
skipped question 43 

Q 2.6 Year of birth?  

 
  

70	  

118	  

15	  
2	   3	   2	  

33.3	  
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7.1	   0.9	   1.4	   0.9	  0	  
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80	  
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140	  
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%	  
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Q 2.7 Your highest level of education? 

Answer Options 
Response Per 

cent 
Response 

Count 

Post-graduate degree 13.1% 28 
University degree 21.6% 46 
Non university trade, technical or professional qualification 18.3% 39 
Secondary school 40.4% 86 
Primary school 1.4% 3 
Other (please specify) 5.2% 11 

answered question 213 
skipped question 41 

 
Q 2.8 What is your current workforce status? 

Answer Options 
Response Per 

cent 
Response 

Count 

Employed full-time 44.3% 94 
Employed part-time 15.1% 32 
Self employed 6.1% 13 
Unemployed 10.4% 22 
Studying full time 15.6% 33 
Studying part time 5.7% 12 
Retired 3.3% 7 
Other (please specify) 7.1% 15 

answered question 212 
skipped question 42 

 
Q 2.9 What is your occupation?  

Answer Options 
Response Per 

cent 
Response 

Count 

Manager 8.5% 17 
Professional 25.1% 50 
Technical or Trade 6.0% 12 
Community and Personal Service 8.5% 17 
Clerical or Administrative 13.6% 27 
Sales Work 5.0% 10 
Machinery Operation or Driver 5.5% 11 
Labourer 7.5% 15 
Other (please specify) 20.1% 40 

answered question 199 
skipped question 55 
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Section 3: Household Information 
Q 3.1 Including yourself, how many people live in your household? 

 
Q 3.2 What description best matches your household?  

Answer Options Response Per cent Response Count 

Single person household 6.0% 11 
Couple with no children or couple with children who have left home 7.1% 13 
Nuclear or blended family (parents and children only) 42.1% 77 
Extended family (parents, children and/or a mix of other family members and 
family friends) 

30.6% 56 

Shared household of two or more independent adults 10.4% 19 
Other (please specify) 3.8% 7 

answered question 183 
skipped question 71 

 
Q 3.3 Are any members of your household migrants to Australia? 

Answer Options Response Per cent Response Count 

No 37.2% 67 
Yes 62.8% 113 
If yes, please say the approximate year that the first household member arrived in Australia. 93 

answered question 180 
skipped question 74 

 
Q 3.4 Are you the first member of your extended family to arrive in Australia from Tonga?    

Yes 21.2% 38 
No 78.8% 141 

answered question 179 
skipped question 75 

 
Q 3.5 If 'no' to question 4, who was the first member of your family to arrive and approximately what year did they 
arrive? (This person may or may not be living in your household) 
3.5a) Year of arrival 
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3.5b) Who arrived first?  

 
 
 
Q 3.6 What were the main reasons your family (either members of your household or earlier family members) 
initially left Tonga? Please tick all that apply. 

Answer Options Response Per cent Response Count 

Don't know/not applicable 6.1% 11 
Employment and/or business opportunities 27.8% 50 
To gain international experience for career enhancement 5.0% 9 
Opportunity for a better quality of life 51.1% 92 
Escape from dangerous or threatening circumstances in Tonga 0.0% 0 
Family reunion 5.6% 10 
Marriage to an Australian or New Zealand citizen 10.0% 18 
Opportunities for children 27.2% 49 
Study 30.6% 55 
Adventure 2.8% 5 
Other (please specify) 7.2% 13 

answered question 180 
skipped question 74 

 
Q 3.7 Please identify the country of birth of each of the other household members and your relationship to that 
person. 

0.7	   2.1	  

14.8	  

42.2	  

23.9	  

2.8	   4.9	  
8.4	  

0	  

10	  

20	  

30	  

40	  

50	  

60	  

70	  

Before	  1950	   1950	  -‐	  59	   1960	  -‐	  69	   1970	  -‐	  79	   1980	  -‐	  89	   1990	  -‐	  99	   Aoer	  2000	   Dont	  know	  

Count	  

%	  

25.7	  

50	  

8.9	   5.9	   5.9	  
0	  

10	  

20	  

30	  

40	  

50	  

60	  

70	  

80	  

Aunt/Uncle	   Parent/s	   Grandparent/s	   Brother/sister	   Other	  family	  

Count	  

%	  



63 
 

Country of birth of other household members 
     Answer 

Options 
Austr
alia 

Tonga 
New 

Zealand 
Other 

Response 
Count 

     Person 1 50 103 6 13 172 
     Person 2 75 68 5 2 150 
     Person 3 81 23 16 4 124 
     Person 4 64 11 13 1 89 
     Person 5 55 10 9 0 74 
     Person 6 38 4 5 1 48 
     Others 21 5 2 0 28 
     

            Your relationship with that person 

Answer 
Options 

Wife/hu
sband 
or life 

partner 

Parent 
Grandpare

nt 
Brother 
or sister 

Child 
Grandch

id 
Other 

relative 
Friend Other 

Respon
se 

Count 

Person 1 66 53 4 11 10 0 7 6 6 163 
Person 2 12 47 1 16 53 0 9 1 4 143 
Person 3 4 7 2 40 48 1 9 3 3 117 
Person 4 0 4 0 33 31 3 10 0 2 83 
Person 5 0 5 0 24 30 4 6 1 0 70 
Person 6 2 3 0 13 17 2 7 1 1 46 
Others 2 1 0 7 12 1 4 0 0 27 

            

  

Questio
n Totals 

Other (please specify) 13 
answered question 172 

 
Q 3.8 What languages are spoken in the household?  

Answer Options English Tongan Other 
Response 

Count 

Language 1 118 62 0 180 

Language 2 54 87 8 149 

Language 3 3 3 8 14 
Q 3.9 How well do you speak, read and write in Tongan?  
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Wri`ng	  Tongan	  
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Q 2.10 Please indicate the main languages that you speak with different family members?  

 
 
Q 3.11 Do you have a property such as a house or land in Tonga?  

No 55.9% 100 

Yes 44.1% 79 

If yes, please describe 58 

answered question 179 

skipped question 75 
 
 
Q 3.12 Approximately, what is your household income?  

Answer Options Response Per cent Response Count 

Less than $30,000 12.0% 21 

$30,001 - $60,000 21.1% 37 

$60,001 - $90,000 26.3% 46 

$90,001 - $125,000 20.6% 36 

$125,001 - $200,000 14.3% 25 

More than $200,000 5.7% 10 

answered question 175 
skipped question 79 

 
 
 
 
 
  

0	   5	   10	   15	   20	   25	  

The main language you speak to your children 

The main language your children speak to you 

The main language you speak to your parents 

The main language your parents speak to you 

The main language you speak to your siblings or other family 

The main language you speak to your Grandparents 

The main language your Grandparents speak to you 

The main language your siblings or other family members speak to you 

The main language you speak to your family members in Tonga 

%Other	   %A	  mixture	  of	  Tongan	  and	  English	   %Always	  or	  mostly	  Tongan	   %	  Always	  or	  mostly	  English	  
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Section 4: Citizenship and relationships with Tonga 
Q 4.1 What is your citizenship status?  

Answer Options Response Per cent Response Count 

Australian citizen 78.2% 136 
Citizen of another country 5.7% 10 
Dual citizenship 4.0% 7 
Temporary resident 1.7% 3 
Permanent resident 13.8% 24 
Visitor 0.6% 1 
If you are a citizen of another country, please specify the country.  If you are have a temporary 
Australian visa, please specify the type of visa you hold.  

17 

answered question 174 
skipped question 80 

 
Q 4.2 If you are not an Australian citizen, would you like to become an Australian citizen?  

Answer Options Response Per cent Response Count 

Yes 56.1% 23 
No 31.7% 13 
Other, please explain  12.2% 5 

answered question 41 
skipped question 213 

 
Q 4.3 How do you describe your identity?  

Answer Options Response Per cent Response Count 

Australian 8.5% 15 
Tongan 21.6% 38 
New Zealander 2.3% 4 
Australian/Tongan 33.5% 59 
Tongan/Australian 25.0% 44 
Other (please specify) 9.1% 16 

answered question 176 
skipped question 78 

Q 4.4 How close do you feel towards Tonga?  

Answer Options Response Per cent Response Count 

Very close 37.7% 66 
Close 34.3% 60 
Not close or distant 17.7% 31 
Distant 8.0% 14 
Very distant 1.7% 3 
Other (please specify) 0.6% 1 

answered question 175 
skipped question 79 
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Q 4.5 How often do you visit Tonga?  

Answer Options Response Per cent Response Count 

I have never visited/have not had the opportunity to visit Tonga 10.5% 18 
I visit approximately every 2 - 3 years 26.2% 45 
I visit every year 14.0% 24 
I visit several times a year 5.8% 10 
I visit when there is a need or occasion 36.6% 63 
Other 7.0% 12 
Please explain why you visit Tonga as frequently or infrequently as you do 62 

answered question 172 
skipped question 82 

Q 4.6 In the last five years, how long did you spend in Tonga in total?  

Answer Options Response Per cent Response Count 

I haven't been to Tonga in the last five years 23.4% 40 
Less than two weeks 12.3% 21 
More than two weeks to less than one month 17.5% 30 
More than one month to less than three months 24.6% 42 
More than three to less than six months 12.9% 22 
More than six months 7.6% 13 
I live in both Tonga and Australia 1.8% 3 
Please describe why you went to Tonga 47 

answered question 171 
skipped question 83 

Q 4.7 In the next five years, how long do you intend to spend in Tonga in total?  

Answer Options Response Per cent Response Count 

I don't intend to or its unlikely that I will go to Tonga in the next five 
years 14.4% 25 

Less than two weeks 10.3% 18 
More than two weeks to less than one month 31.0% 54 
More than one to less than three months 20.7% 36 
More than three to less than six months 13.2% 23 
More than six months 6.3% 11 
I intend to live in both Tonga and Australia 4.0% 7 

Answered question      174 
Skipped question       80 

 
Q 4.8 Do you want to live in Tonga?  

Answer Options Response Per cent Response Count 

Yes, permanently 9.0% 16 
Yes, temporarily 25.4% 45 
No 45.2% 80 
Unsure 20.3% 36 
Please explain the reasons for your answer to this question. 70 

answered question 177 
skipped question 77 

 
Section 5: Links with Tonga 
Q 5.1 Do you have family members or friends who live in Tonga?  
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Answer Options Response Per cent Response Count 

Yes 99.4% 165 
No 0.6% 1 

answered question 166 
skipped question 88 

 
Q 5.2 How do you stay in touch with family members or friends who live in Tonga?  
On average, how often do you make contact? 

Answer 
Options 

Not 
applicable 

Daily or 
several 
times a 
week 

Weekly or 
several 
times a 
month 

Monthly 
or several 

times a 
year 

Once a 
year 

If there is 
a need or 
every few 

years 

Not at all 
Response 

Count 

Phone 5 16 44 52 5 26 6 154 
Skype 55 7 6 9 1 0 30 108 
Email 17 24 26 22 6 13 18 126 
SMS 42 10 10 14 1 4 27 108 
Letter 46 3 0 5 3 9 39 105 
Facebook 
or other 
social 
networking 
site 

12 44 35 27 4 5 8 135 

Other 38 1 1 0 0 1 8 49 

          

  

Question 
Totals 

If other, please describe  5 
answered question 164 

skipped question 90 
 
Q 5.3 Do you have business and/or professional contacts who live in Tonga? 

Do you have business and/or professional contacts who live in Tonga? 

Answer Options Response Per cent Response Count 

Yes 15.8% 25 
No 84.2% 133 

answered question 158 
skipped question 96 

 
Q 5.4 How do you stay in touch with your business and/or professional contacts who live in Tonga?  
On average, how often do you make contact? 

Answer 
Options 

Not 
applicable 

Daily or 
several 
times a 
week 

Weekly or 
several 
times a 
month 

Monthly 
or several 

times a 
year 

Once a 
year 

If there is 
a need or 
every few 

years 

Not at all 
Response 

Count 

Phone 32 6 3 5 2 2 4 54 
Skype 36 1 0 1 0 1 6 45 
Email 28 9 6 7 1 2 3 56 
SMS 33 1 2 3 0 1 6 46 
Letter 35 0 0 2 0 2 6 45 
Facebook 
or other 
social 

29 4 2 6 0 1 5 47 
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networking 
site 
Other 31 0 0 0 0 0 2 33 

          

  

Question 
Totals 

If other, please describe  4 
answered question 61 

skipped question 193 
 
Q 5.5 Do you have contacts that were formed through your other interests (eg recreational, political, charitable etc) 
who live in Tonga?  

Answer Options Response Per cent Response Count 

Yes 20.3% 31 
No 79.7% 122 

answered question 153 
skipped question 101 

 
Q 5.6 How do you stay in touch with your other contacts who live in Tonga?  
On average, how often do you make contact? 

Answer 
Options 

Not 
applicable 

Daily or 
several 
times a 
week 

Weekly or 
several 
times a 
month 

Monthly 
or several 

times a 
year 

Once a 
year 

If there is 
a need or 
every few 

years 

Not at all 
Response 

Count 

Phone 10 1 2 5 2 3 2 25 
Skype 14 1 1 0 0 0 3 19 
Email 7 3 7 7 0 3 1 28 
SMS 10 1 1 3 0 0 3 18 
Letter 10 0 0 1 0 5 3 19 
Facebook 
or other 
social 
networking 
site 

7 5 2 4 1 1 1 21 

Other 12 0 0 0 0 0 0 12 

          Q 5.7 What have been the major motivations for your visits to Tonga?  

Answer Options Response Per cent Response Count 

I rarely/do not visit Tonga 20.7% 34 
A special occasion such as a funeral, wedding, anniversary, birthday  or 
baptism 

59.8% 98 

To help family members or friends who are unwell and need care and/or 
assistance 25.0% 41 

To strengthen family and/or friendship connections with people in Tonga 37.8% 62 
Business or professional reasons 6.7% 11 
To have a holiday 59.1% 97 
To make a personal contribution to a political or community cause, event or 
project 8.5% 14 

Other (please describe your reason) 5 
answered question 164 

skipped question 90 
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Q 5.8 If you visit Tonga, where do you usually stay? Please tick all that apply.  

Answer Options Response Per cent Response Count 

I don't visit Tonga 6.8% 11 
With family 72.0% 116 
With friends 6.2% 10 
In my own/family house or apartment 34.2% 55 
In a hotel or other temporary accommodation 14.3% 23 
Other (please specify) 1.9% 3 

answered question 161 
skipped question 93 

 
Q 5.9 If you have visitors from Tonga, please indicate how often you have visitors and how long they usually stay.  
5.9a)  
How often do you receive visits 

Answer Options 
I don't 
receive 

any visits 

Once 
every few 

years 

Once a 
year 

Several 
times a 

year 

More 
than 

several 
times a 

year 

Response 
Count 

Family 19 71 28 26 10 154 
Friends 53 29 8 5 4 99 
Business/professional associates 66 5 4 0 0 75 
Government or associates from non-
Government organisations 

66 6 2 1 1 76 

Community associates or people from a 
home town 

54 17 3 7 1 82 

Other people 41 3 3 1 0 48 
 
5.9b) 

Answer Options 
Not 

applicable 

One 
to 

three 
days 

Three 
days 
to a 

week 

One - 
two 

weeks 

Two 
to 

four 
weeks 

One - 
three 

months 

More 
than 
three 

months 

It varies 
too much 

to 
generalise 

Response 
Count 

Family 6 6 11 21 21 56 2 7 130 
Friends 23 7 7 15 5 9 0 2 68 
Business/professional 
associates 

28 2 3 4 0 1 0 1 39 

Government or 
associates from non-
Government 
organisations 

30 2 4 1 2 2 0 0 41 

Community associates 
or people from a home 
town 

22 5 7 9 1 4 0 0 48 

Other people 24 1 1 0 0 2 1 0 29 
 
 
Q 5.10 How frequently do you?  

Answer Options Daily 
Several 
Times 

a Week 
Weekly 

2-3 
Times 

a 
Month 

Monthly 

3-6 
Times 

a 
Year 

Rarely Never 
Response 

Count 

Read newspapers from 
Tonga 

2 6 18 24 15 15 52 31 163 

Read Tongan newspapers 
published in Australia or New 

0 3 5 16 13 14 49 57 157 
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Zealand 
Watch Tongan television 0 2 1 6 4 4 32 106 155 
Watch Tongan films at the 
cinema, on television, on line 
or on DVD 

0 3 3 5 3 11 44 88 157 

Attend events featuring 
dignitaries, artists or 
celebraties from Tonga 

2 0 4 9 2 12 75 50 154 

Buy and/or listen to music 
from Tonga 

27 22 15 16 11 19 27 23 160 

Listen to radio from Tonga 2 4 19 7 5 5 55 60 157 
Listen to Tongan radio 
produced in Australia 

2 12 31 13 13 11 41 33 156 

Read and/or contribute to 
Tongan based internet sites 
such as blogs, Facebook, 
newsletters etc. 

15 16 13 16 10 9 39 41 159 

Receive Tongan news or 
information through email 
contacts 

9 13 10 9 6 10 42 56 155 

Other 2 2 0 0 0 2 4 35 45 
Other (please specify) 3 

answered question 164 
skipped question 90 

 
Q 5.11 For which of the following purposes do you use media (television, radio, newspapers, internet) from Tonga?  

For which of the following purposes do you use media (television, radio, newspapers, internet) from Tonga: 

Answer Options Answer Options 
Response Per 

cent 
Response 

Count 

To keep up with Tongan politics and 
current affairs 

To keep up with Tongan politics and 
current affairs 

43.6% 71 

To enjoy culture and entertainment from 
Tonga 

To enjoy culture and entertainment from 
Tonga 

53.4% 87 

To follow sporting teams and events To follow sporting teams and events 25.8% 42 
I don't follow Tongan media I don't follow Tongan media 29.4% 48 
Other (please specify) Other (please specify) 3.7% 6 

answered question 163 
skipped question 91 

 
 
5.12 Are you involved in any activities that are related to the social, economic and/or political affairs of Tonga. 
Please indicate all that apply.  
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Q 5.12 Are you involved in any activities that are related to the social, economic and/or political affairs of Tonga. 
Please indicate all that apply.  
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I am not involved in any activities 

Wrote a letter or commented on an issue or 
media report by letter, email or talkback radio 

Participated in a public rally or cause 

Wrote to a Member of Parliament in Tonga 

Wrote to a Member of Parliament in Australia 

Participated in a fund raising or awareness 
raising campaign 

Been a member of an organisation that is 
active in Tongan social or economic affairs 

I sent money to a charity, welfare or other 
organisation that needs help 

Other 

% 

Response Count 

0	   20	   40	   60	   80	   100	   120	  

I am not involved in any activities 

Wrote a letter or commented on an issue or media report by 
letter, email or talkback radio 

Participated in a public rally or cause 

Wrote to a Member of Parliament in Tonga 

Wrote to a Member of Parliament in Australia 

Participated in a fund raising or awareness raising campaign 

Been a member of an organisation that is active in Tongan 
social or economic affairs 

I sent money to a charity, welfare or other organisation that 
needs help 

Other 

% 

Response Count 
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Q 5.13 Are you involved with a Tongan organization in Australia? Please tick all that apply.  

Answer Options Response Per cent Response Count 

I am not involved in any Tongan organisations 31.1% 50 
Community 40.4% 65 
Charitable 11.8% 19 
Cultural 23.6% 38 
Educational 13.7% 22 
Religious 54.0% 87 
Business 3.7% 6 
Professional 7.5% 12 
Sporting 9.3% 15 
Social 18.0% 29 
Political 1.2% 2 
Environmental 2.5% 4 
Welfare service (eg. Tongan youth service) 10.6% 17 
Military service 0.6% 1 
Answered question  161 
Skipped question  93 
 
Q 5.14 How important are the policies of Australian political parties in relation to Tonga in terms of how you vote in 
Australian elections?  

Answer Options Response Per cent Response Count 

Very important 30.7% 50 
Important 25.2% 41 
Neither important or unimportant 31.9% 52 
Unimportant 8.0% 13 
Very unimportant 4.3% 7 

answered question 163 
skipped question 91 
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Section 6: Family and financial support to Tonga 
Q 6.1 If you have a person or people you care for in Tonga, please identify who you support, the main type of 
support you provide and how often you do this.  
6.1 a) 

Answer 
Options 

Not 
applicabl

e 

Financia
l 

Moral or 
emotiona

l eg. 
phone 
calls 

Personal 
care 

(hands 
on care 
such as 
preparin
g meals) 

Practical 
care such 

as 
organisin
g health 
support 

Accommodatio
n eg. paying 

rent 

A mix 
of the 
abov

e 

Respons
e Count 

Mother 42 8 1 1 0 0 4 56 
Father 42 6 2 0 1 0 3 54 
Grandfather 47 4 0 0 1 0 0 52 
Grandmothe
r 

43 4 1 0 1 0 5 54 

Aunt, Uncle, 
cousin or 
other 
extended 
family 
member. 

25 50 5 0 0 0 16 96 

Sibling 42 22 2 0 0 0 4 70 
Your 
child/childre
n 

46 3 0 0 0 0 1 50 

Community 
member 

43 12 0 0 0 0 1 56 

Friend 40 8 4 0 1 0 1 54 
 
6.1b) 

Answer Options Not 
applicable 

Daily Weekly 

2-3 
times 

a 
month 

Monthly 
Every 

2-3 
months 

Once 
a 

year 

Less 
than 
every 
year 

Response 
Count 

Mother 14 1 3 5 2 0 0 0 25 
Father 13 1 3 2 3 1 0 0 23 
Grandfather 13 0 0 0 3 0 1 0 17 
Grandmother 12 0 1 1 3 2 2 0 21 
Aunt, Uncle, cousin or 
other extended family 
member. 

8 1 4 10 13 19 13 4 72 

Sibling 12 1 1 5 2 11 5 0 37 
Your child/children 13 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 16 
Community member 12 0 2 1 2 2 3 1 23 
Friend 11 1 1 1 1 4 4 2 25 
 
Q 6.2 Do you anticipate that in future you will have any obligations to provide care to a family member or friend 
living in Tonga?  

Answer Options Response Per cent Response Count 

Yes 48.7% 73 
No 51.3% 77 
If you answered 'yes', please explain why you might have to provide this care. 54 

answered question 150 
skipped question 104 
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Q 6.3 Do you send gifts, money or goods to Tonga?  

Answer 
Options 

  Not 
applicable 

Regularly 
throughout 

the year 

At 
times 

of 
crisis 

at 
home 

For 
special 

occasions 
Infrequently It 

varies 
Response 

Count 

Gifts   34 21 6 26 8 11 106 
Money   18 51 23 17 8 14 131 
Goods   32 23 6 18 9 19 107 
 
Q 6.4 Do you receive gifts, money or goods from Tonga?  
How often? 

 Answe
r 
Option
s 

Answe
r 
Option
s 

Not 
applicabl

e 

Regularly 
througho

ut the 
year 

At times 
of crisis 

For 
special 

occasion
s 

Infrequentl
y 

It varies Respons
e Count 

 Gifts Gifts 53 11 1 22 16 5 108 
 Money Money 78 1 1 1 2 1 84 
 Goods Goods 60 13 1 14 7 7 102 
 

          What was the main reason? 

Answer Options 
Not 

applicabl
e 

To mark 
an 

occasion 
such as a 
birthday 

To 
support 
you or 
your 

family 
member

s 

To 
support a 
communit

y cause 
or project 

To support 
a political 

cause 

To 
support 

a 
busines

s 

Other 
Respons
e Count 

Gifts 21 30 8 1 0 0 11 71 
Money 31 2 3 1 0 0 1 38 
Goods 23 19 6 2 0 0 8 58 
 
Q 6.5 If you send money to Tonga, please indicate who you sent money to, approximately how much you sent and 
how you sent it.  

Approximately how much money was sent. 

Answer Options 
Less than 

$1,000 
$1,000 - 
$10,000 

$10,000 - 
$50,000 

More than 
$50,000 

Response 
Count 

Mother 14 6 0 0 20 

Father 8 7 0 0 15 

A child 6 1 0 0 7 

Another relative eg. sibling 71 14 0 0 85 
A community or religious 
organisation 

9 8 0 0 17 

A political organisation or cause 1 0 0 0 1 

Other 2 3 1 0 6 
 
 
 
How did you send it? 

Answer Options 
Electronic 

transfer via 
the internet 

Cash that 
was 

delivered 

Cash 
transfer 

via a bank 
or service 

Mobile 
phone 

banking 

Cheque 
or bank 
cheque 
by mail 

Other 
Response 

Count 
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such as 
Western 

Union 
Mother 3 0 15 0 1 1 20 
Father 1 0 12 0 2 0 15 
A child 0 0 6 0 1 0 7 
Another relative eg. sibling 7 2 72 0 0 2 83 
A community or religious 
organisation 

4 2 8 0 0 1 15 

A political organisation or cause 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 
Other 0 1 3 0 0 2 6 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



76 
 

Section 7: Business and professional links with Tonga 
Q 7.1 Does your job and/or business involve interacting with Tonga?  

Answer Options Response Per cent Response Count 

Yes 6.8% 10 
No 93.2% 137 

answered question 147 
skipped question 107 

Q 7.2 If yes, what does this interaction involve?  

Answer Options Response Per cent Response Count 

Exporting goods and/or services to Tonga? 33.3% 3 
Importing goods and/or services from Tonga? 22.2% 2 
Other business/professional interactions with Tonga? 77.8% 7 
Please briefly describe the interaction that you have with Tonga. 8 

answered question 9 
skipped question 245 

 
Q 7.3 Do you import or export goods and/or services from countries other than Tonga?  

Answer Options Response Per cent Response Count 

Yes 3.5% 5 

No 96.5% 139 

If yes, please identify the countries and the main reasons for trading. 4 

answered question 144 
skipped question 110 

Q 7.4 To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?  

Answer Options 
Strongly 

agree 
Somewhat 

agree 

Neither 
agree 
nor 

disagree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

Rating 
Average 

Response 
Count 

I believe I have a competitive 
advantage in doing business or 
professional work in Tonga 
because I share the same ethnic 
background as the Tongan 
people 

18 34 51 11 16 2.79 130 

I am interested in developing 
business and/or professional 
links between Australia and 
Tonga 

27 20 55 12 18 2.80 132 

I perceive that there are 
business and/or professional 
opportunities for my 
company/institution in Tonga or 
surrounding markets 

16 19 56 18 19 3.04 128 

I believe that I can facilitate 
business/professional 
opportunities in Tonga 

20 32 49 11 18 2.81 130 

I believe my future career will 
involve business or professional 
links with Tonga 

16 20 52 18 25 3.12 131 

Other (please specify) 3 
answered question 133 

skipped question 121 
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Q 7.5 If you have business or professional contact with Tonga, what are the main reasons you engage in this? 
Please identify the importance of the following reasons.  

Answer Options 
Very 

important 
Important 

Neither 
important 

or 
unimportant 

Unimportant 
Very 

unimportant 
Rating 

Average 
Response 

Count 

Purely 
business/professional 
reasons 

10 9 30 4 6 2.78 59 

I speak the language 24 8 26 2 4 2.28 64 
I have networks in 
Tonga 

13 12 27 4 5 2.61 61 

I want to help the 
country economically 

19 12 25 3 5 2.42 64 

I want to help Tonga's 
social development 

21 12 24 2 5 2.34 64 

It gives me a reason to 
visit more often 

14 9 27 6 5 2.66 61 

It is important to my 
family and their 
opportunities and/or 
wellbeing 

22 11 23 3 4 2.30 63 

answered question          67 
skipped question           187 
 
 
 
 

 


