
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=tcld20

Climate and Development

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/tcld20

Climate change, mental health and wellbeing:
privileging Pacific peoples’ perspectives – phase
one

Jemaima Tiatia, Fiona Langridge, Christina Newport, Yvonne Underhill-Sem
& Alistair Woodward

To cite this article: Jemaima Tiatia, Fiona Langridge, Christina Newport, Yvonne Underhill-
Sem & Alistair Woodward (2023) Climate change, mental health and wellbeing: privileging
Pacific peoples’ perspectives – phase one, Climate and Development, 15:8, 655-666, DOI:
10.1080/17565529.2022.2145171

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/17565529.2022.2145171

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

View supplementary material 

Published online: 05 Dec 2022. Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 2907 View related articles 

View Crossmark data Citing articles: 3 View citing articles 

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=tcld20
https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/tcld20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/17565529.2022.2145171
https://doi.org/10.1080/17565529.2022.2145171
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/17565529.2022.2145171
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/17565529.2022.2145171
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=tcld20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=tcld20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/17565529.2022.2145171?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/17565529.2022.2145171?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17565529.2022.2145171&domain=pdf&date_stamp=05 Dec 2022
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17565529.2022.2145171&domain=pdf&date_stamp=05 Dec 2022
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/17565529.2022.2145171?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/17565529.2022.2145171?src=pdf


RESEARCH ARTICLE

Climate change, mental health and wellbeing: privileging Pacific peoples’
perspectives – phase one
Jemaima Tiatia a*, Fiona Langridge b*, Christina Newport a, Yvonne Underhill-Sem a and
Alistair Woodward c

aTe Wānaga o Waipapa, School of Māori studies and Pacific Studies, Waipapa Taumata Rau, The University of Auckland, Auckland, New Zealand;
bDepartment of Paediatrics: Child and Youth Health, Waipapa Taumata Rau, University of Auckland, Auckland, New Zealand; cSection of
Epidemiology and Biostatistics, School of Population Health, Waipapa Taumata Rau, University of Auckland, Auckland, New Zealand

ABSTRACT
Impacts of climate change in the Pacific are far reaching and include effects on mental health and
wellbeing. Pacific concepts around the interrelation of these global giants are yet to be described. The
aim of this study was to seek consensus amongst Pacific mental health and/or climate change experts
on key principles underpinning mental health and wellbeing, and climate change, and the intersection
of the two, for Pacific peoples. The Delphi method included forming a panel of 70 experts. Two rounds
of online questionnaires sought their views on mental health and wellbeing, and climate change and
the impact upon Pacific peoples. Of the panel 86% identified with one or more Pacific ethnicities. Six
themes emerged, 92% of items reached consensus and 36% reached strong consensus of >95%.
Recurring subthemes included culture and spirituality, family and community, connection to ancestors,
connection to the environment, resilience, disasters, livelihoods, government, education, workforce,
migration and stigma. This is the first time these concepts have been explored and described for, and
by Pacific peoples in this format. It is a necessary first step towards development of responses in
preparedness of mental health services, in the Pacific region, and Aotearoa New Zealand.
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Introduction

According to the Secretariat of the Pacific Community (2013),
many islands in the region are experiencing both rapid and
slow onset changes in sea-levels, a higher frequency of devastat-
ing cyclones and associated floods and unprecedented changes
to seasonal weather (Regional Climate Consortium forAsia and
the Pacific, 2021; Secretariat of the Pacific Community, 2013).
Sea-level rise has resulted in coastal erosion, loss of land and
damage to property. Increased severity of cyclones and floods
has brought damage to infrastructure, accidental death and
risk of epidemics. Droughts threaten local crops, undermine
food security, and impact on livelihoods, and these effects
may be aggravated by the intrusion of saltwater. Coral bleaching
has negative effects on fisheries and tourism (Cissé et al., 2022;
Filho et al., 2019). Regional patterns in the proximity of Pacific
people to the coast are dominated by Papua NewGuinea. Over-
all, ca. half the population of the Pacific resides within 10 km of
the coast but this jumps to 97% when Papua New Guinea is
excluded. A quarter of Pacific people live within 1 km of the
coast, but without PNG, this increases to slightly more than
half. Excluding PNG, 90% of Pacific Islanders live within
5 km of the coast (Andrew et al., 2019). The health impacts of
climate change have been well documented (Costello et al.,
2009), with significant implications for Pacific peoples consid-
ering already existing inequities perpetuated by poverty,

underdevelopment, political rigidity, dependency and geo-
graphic isolation. Much of the health research and climate
change focus in the Pacific has been dominated by physical
health challenges; and more recently mental health and well-
being impacts of climate change in the region have been con-
sidered (Rice & McIver, 2016; Tiatia-Seath et al., 2020; Yates
et al., 2021). Given that the Pacific is highly susceptible to disas-
ters, it is logical to explore the interconnection between climate
change and mental health and wellbeing outcomes.

The World Health Organization (WHO) identified that the
main climate change-related health risks in the Pacific included
the increasing risk of mental health challenges (McIver et al.,
2016). Previous studies of the relationship between climate
change andmental wellbeing have resulted in terms such as cli-
mate anxiety, eco-anxiety, eco-guilt, ecopsychology, ecological
grief, solastalgia and biospheric concern (Albrecht et al., 2007;
Cianconi et al., 2020; Clayton, 2020). Althoughwestern framed,
these terms indicate the growing attention to climate change as
not just an environmental threat, but also a complex psycho-
logical issue (Clayton, 2020). Note that mental health and well-
being, mental health and mental wellbeing have been used
interchangeably throughout this paper as these terms overlap.

Pacific peoples are disproportionately represented in men-
tal health statistics in Aotearoa New Zealand. The last National
Mental Health Survey – the outdated Te Rau Hinengaro –
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indicated that Pacific peoples have higher 12-month preva-
lence rates of mental disorder in comparison to the general
Aotearoa New Zealand population (Foliaki et al., 2006).
More recent evidence suggests that Pacific peoples living in
Aotearoa New Zealand experience higher rates of mental dis-
tress than other population groups, but are least likely to access
mental health services (Tiatia-Seath, 2014). In the Pacific
region, mental distress and addictions are the leading cause
of disability (Charlson et al., 2015). Attention to individual
mental health challenges is important, but so too is the need
to understand sociocultural responses to climate change (Clay-
ton, 2020; Pihkala, 2019, 2020a, 2020b). This is particularly
important given that the linguistic and environmental diver-
sity of the Pacific region exists alongside sociocultural simi-
larities borne from long-standing relationships.

Since colonization, Eurocentric biomedical models have
tended to dominate Pacific peoples’ perceptions of themselves
and of the region (Jones, 2019; Yates et al., 2021). This issue is
especially important with regard to conceptions of mental well-
being and climate change. There has also been a tendency to
compartmentalize the two, conceptually and practically, in
how services are considered, delivered and distributed (Tia-
tia-Seath et al., 2020). For most Pacific peoples, there is a deep
and inseparable connection to land; beyond that of belonging,
to that of an ‘embodiment’ of place (Tiatia-Seath et al., 2020).
Climate change is a threat to that deep tie, which can result
for some in psychological distress (Albrecht et al., 2007).

This study involves two phases: the first, a consensus
approach drawing on a panel of experts, and the second, a
qualitative approach using Pacific methods to capture the nar-
ratives of Pacific peoples, with a particular focus on Niue, the
Cook Islands and Aotearoa New Zealand given their unique
constitutional arrangements with New Zealand. In this
paper, we report on our attempts in the first phase to create
a space which privileges Pacific peoples’ views via a panel of
experts. Not only does this contribute to scholarship by and
for Pacific peoples, but the study also demonstrates the impor-
tance of transdisciplinary research designs for substantive,
innovative and insightful scholarship. The findings from this
first phase were also important in informing the questions
asked in the second phase (qualitative approach).

This paper reports onfindings fromphase oneof the study.The
aim of this first phase was to seek consensus amongst a group of
Pacific climate change and/ormental health andwellbeing experts
on key principles underpinning climate change and mental well-
being, and the intersection between the two for Pacific peoples.

Method

Focus and constructs

Our focus was on the interconnections between climate change
and mental wellbeing for Pacific peoples. We refer in this
paper to Pacific people, cognisant that this study focussed pri-
marily on Pacific peoples in Cook Islands, Niue and Aotearoa
New Zealand. Our aims were to: (1) Explore links between cli-
mate change and mental wellbeing, and the impact of climate
change upon mental health outcomes for Pacific peoples; (2)
Conceptualize these linkages and how they may be defined

in Pacific contexts; and (3) Investigate current unmet need
and practical solutions.

Ethics

Ethical approval was obtained from the University of Auck-
land Health and Ethics Committee Ref. 023725 on 17 January
2020. Research permits were gained from the Office of the
Prime Minister in the Cook Islands, Ref. 501.3, 25 August
2020 and the Ministry of Health in Niue, 22 September 2020.

Study design

The Delphi method is an approach frequently used to deter-
mine the degree of consensus amongst a sample of experts.
It is based on the assumption that group opinion has greater
validity and reliability than individual opinion (Keeney et al.,
2011). It is a structured and iterative process, involving a
panel of experts and utilizing a series of questionnaires that
are repeated until consensus is reached. An advantage of this
method is that a large number of people across diverse
locations and areas of expertise can participate anonymously
(Boulkedid et al., 2011, 2013). The first round generally
involves a series of open-ended questions with subsequent
rounds based on Likert scale responses. For this study, panel-
lists were emailed two rounds of online questions using © 2021
Qualtrics® software (Qualtrics, Provo, UT). Acceptable consen-
sus was based on (Langridge et al., 2020) and pre-set at:

1. ≥70% panel members agree or strongly agree and
2. Median of ≥4 and
3. Interquartile range of ≤1, on a five-point scale.

Panel selection: Careful selection of panel members is
important, as heterogeneity in a panel has been found to
lead to improved results (Boulkedid et al., 2011). The research
team comprised of five Pacific-based scholars of which three
were of Pacific heritage. A structured purposive selection pro-
cess was used to create a panel of experts in Climate Change
and/or Mental Health and wellbeing fields, with a predomi-
nant focus on members from Niue, the Cook Islands and
Aotearoa New Zealand.

Potential panellists were identified by the team and were
selected using the following Inclusion criteria:

Essential:

1. Recognized by the research team as having expertise in
mental health and/or

2. Recognized by the research team as having expertise on cli-
mate change.

3. Criteria 1–2 could be researchers, professionals, public ser-
vants, clinicians, policy makers, knowledge holders or com-
munity leaders.

High priority:

1. Pacific ethnicity, particularly from Niue or the Cook
Islands.

2. Based in Niue, the Cook Islands or Aotearoa New Zealand.

656 J. TIATIA ET AL.



Panel members were contacted via electronic mail with a
personalized invitation letter and accompanying participant
information sheet. Once agreement to participate was
obtained, potential panellists were sent a consent form to com-
plete and return.

Round one: Questions for round one were developed by the
research team based on a literature review of pertinent issues
relevant to climate change and mental wellbeing for Pacific
peoples (Tiatia-Seath et al., 2020), as well as the overarching
study aims and objectives. Considering the unique contextual
timing of COVID-19 during the course of this Delphi process,
an additional question was included, so as to capture the impli-
cations of COVID-19 with climate change and mental well-
being. Round one included 16 open-ended questions
(Supplementary Appendix 1). The panel was also sent seven
questions pertaining to demographics, that being: residing
country; gender identity; age range; ethnic group(s); highest
level of education; years of experience and area of expertise.

Round two: Once analysis of the first round was complete,
second-round questions were developed based on 6 themes
and 49 subtheme statements derived from round one. Panel
members were asked to rate each according to how much
they agreed or disagreed with each statement using a five-
point Likert scale. Panel members were able to respond to
round two irrespective of their participation in round one.

For both rounds, dates for returning responses were set,
with follow-up reminder emails sent prior to the deadline.
Panellists were sent a summary of results after each round.

Analysis

Round one open-ended questions were analysed using content
and thematic analysis in order to identify and categorize impor-
tant themes using NVivo (QSR International Pty Ltd., 2020).
Triangulation of analysis was completed by the researchers.
Results were grouped into high-level themes and subthemes,
coupled with rich discussion between researchers to validate.
Demographics, response rates and round two results were ana-
lysed using descriptive statistics in R software (R Core Team,
2020). Distributions were described using medians and inter-
quartile ranges (IQR) for Delphi panel scores on a five-point
Likert scale for each domain (1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Dis-
agree, 3 = Neither Agree or Disagree, 4 = Agree, 5 = Strongly
agree). Consensus was deemed to be reached regarding accep-
tance of the statement when at least 70% of respondents agreed
or strongly agreed with a subtopic and a median rating of ≥4
and interquartile range of ≤1 achieved. In this study, subtopics
with a consensus level >95% were considered to have reached a
strong consensus. If more than 90% of statements reached con-
sensus in round two, no additional rounds would take place.

Results

Expert panel profile

Figure 1 shows the flow of panellists through the Delphi pro-
cess. Table 1 presents the demographic information for the
panellists. There were more females than males and panellists’
ages were evenly distributed between 20 and 60+ years of age.

The majority of panel experts lived in Aotearoa New Zealand,
the Cook Islands or Niue and self-identified with one or more
Pacific Island ethnicities, specifically Cook Islands or Niue.
Over a third of the panel self-identified with at least two ethni-
cities and over half of the panel had qualifications at least at
master’s degree level. There was a range of experience, distrib-
uted evenly from 1 to 30+ years’ experience, and almost equal
numbers of panellists with experience in Mental Health and/or
Climate Change.

Content and thematic analysis of Round one questions
resulted in six finalized themes and 49 subthemes as follows

1. Climate Change – experiences, impacts and influences.
2. Mental Health – experiences, impacts and influences.
3. Links between climate change and mental wellbeing in the

Pacific.
4. Unmet need in mental health services to deal with climate

change impacts on mental wellbeing.
5. Responding to mental wellbeing impacts of climate change.
6. Impact of COVID-19 on climate change and mental health

and wellbeing in the Pacific.

In addition to the set of themes and subthemes, analysis also
identified 12 subtopics reoccurred across a number of the
themes. These were: culture and spirituality, family and com-
munity, connection to ancestors, connection to the environ-
ment, resilience, disasters, economics and livelihoods,
government and legislation, education, workforce, migration
and mental health as a hidden and stigmatized issue (Table 2).

Round one open-ended responses are presented below in
themes with quotes from panellists that demonstrate the
depth of insight into each theme, with reference to the subto-
pics also included.

Theme 1: climate change – experiences, impacts and
influences
Within this theme, the impact on the environment was out-
lined and detailed descriptions of the effects on the economy,
food supply and livelihoods were highlighted. One panellist
explained this in the Cook Islands context:

We are witnessing the impacts of sea level rise, with salt water
intrusion of agricultural land that people can no longer plant,
salt water inundation from storm surges or king tides damaging
crops, constant coastal erosion with loss of significant areas and
receding coastline particularly the low lying coral atolls in the
northern group of the Cook Islands.

Theme 2: mental health – experiences, impacts and
influences.
Panellists described mental health in the Pacific as hidden, rife
with discrimination and prejudice and they mentioned the
impact of interactions with Pacific perspectives:

I think mental health impacts people differently in the Pacific
especially depending on how they view and perceive the world.
So the impacts of mental health for people in the Pacific depends
on what they view as bringing them mental health.

There was also discussion about the overlay of spirituality
and its impacts on how mental health is perceived:

CLIMATE AND DEVELOPMENT 657



The traditional attributions of Mental Health and wellness include
spiritual and religious interpretations. Families often choose to use
traditional approaches of healing over clinical. Healers are often
the spiritual, religious, or cultural leaders. Much of this is captured
in the traditional languages of the country.

Attitudes and behaviours around alcohol, drugs, violence and
media were considered to influence outcomes and views
around mental health and wellbeing; whilst family and com-
munity, alongside resilience, were believed to be protective fac-
tors. Resource, economy and legislation were also factors
believed to affect outcomes around mental wellbeing in the
Pacific. For instance, one participant stated:

Mental health has a big impact on Pacific people. When a parent
isn’t able to grow enough crops to feed the family, or even catch
fish to provide for the family, this makes things very difficult for
everyone and not just the parent. Children start to worry about
whether they will have the same opportunities and things like
other children, and in doing so, there is added pressure on the
parents. Mental health is a key aspect of healthy living and being
able to positively contribute to the health of the community.

Theme 3: links between climate change and mental
wellbeing in the Pacific
The links between climate change and mental wellbeing in the
Pacific are multifaceted. Climate change was thought to impact
upon mental wellbeing by way of intensifying existing mental
health challenges.

I think climate change has the capacity to exacerbate issues for
those with pre-existing mental health issues. Those with pre-
existing mental health issues are already vulnerable members of

society. I fear that challenges brought on by climate change will
place these vulnerable people at an increased risk of outcomes
such as homelessness and displacement, unemployment, and iso-
lation, alongside an exacerbation of their mental health
difficulties.

Panellists expressed the impact of climate change as eliciting
emotions and clinical expressions of anger, grief, trauma,
hopelessness, anxiety, stress, depression and fear.

Increased anxieties, hopelessness and fear around the impact of cli-
mate change and what has arguably been an underwhelming com-
mitment by government to work towards preventing irreversible
damage caused by climate change.

Disasters were mentioned as further compounding the
impacts upon mental health and wellbeing, particularly with
prevailing overloaded mental health services. Belonging and
connection were identified as significant aspects for Pacific
identities, where climate change underpins this through loss
of land, sense of place, and connection to ancestors and his-
tories through loss of graves, thus further impacting upon
mental wellbeing. Climate-induced migration, impact on live-
lihoods and disruption to communities were also believed to
intersect with climate change impacts upon mental health
and wellbeing.

Pacific Island populations passionately feel connected to their land.
Threat of dislodgement and displacement is unnerving for them at
many levels. It challenges them to the extent of losing their iden-
tity. Low lying island nations like Tuvalu and Kiribati are now con-
stantly living under threat of imminent dislodgement. This is
negatively impacting the mental health of their communities and
development of their younger ones.

Figure 1. Flow chart of participants through the study.
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When considering Solastagia, panellists shared their sense
of loss, hopelessness and distress as a consequence of environ-
mental change. This deeply entrenched sense of connection to
land was emphasized by the panellists.

Panellist one: It is so strong, your identity in the Sāmoan context is
based on your faasinomaga [identity – Sāmoan], which is –
the Matai system [Chiefly Sāmoan system] and genealogy, land and

language. 80% of land is customarily owned. So land ownership and
rights to land is strong, to not have it is likened to someone with no
anchor or identity.

Panellist two: I am reminded of a discussion I had with an elderly
resident of Kosrae in the Federated States of Micronesia. This took
place many decades ago, but his words are still with me. He stated
‘Take away my land, and I am nothing’.

Table 1. Demographics of panel members.

All Round One Round Two

Total
n = 70
n (%)

Total
n = 58
n (%)

Total
n = 59
n (%)

Gender
Female 45 (65) 37 (65) 36 (62)
Male 24 (35) 19 (35) 22 (38)
Missing 1 2 1

Age
20–29 12 (17) 12 (21) 12 (20)
30–39 7 (10) 5 (9) 6 (10)
40–49 19 (27) 14 (25) 13 (22)
50–59 18 (26) 15 (26) 17 (29)
≥60 14 (20) 11 (20) 11 (18)
Missing – 1 –

Place of residence
New Zealand (NZ) 30 (43) 26 (46) 28 (47)
Cook Islands 17 (24) 10 (17) 15 (25)
Niue 12 (17) 11 (19) 6 (10)
Fiji 4 (6) 3 (5) 3 (5)
Australia 2 (3) 2 (4) 2 (3)
NZ and UK 1 (1) 1 (2) 1 (2)
Cooks Islands/NZ 1 (1) 1 (2) 1 (2)
New Caledonia 1 (1) 1 (2) 1 (2)
United Kingdom (UK) 1 (1) 1 (2) 1 (2)
Tuvalu 1 (1) 1 (2) 1 (2)

Ethnicity First Second Third First Second Third First Second Third
Cook Islands Maori 18 (26) 14 (25) 16 (27)
Niuean 16 (23) 15 (26) 11 (19)
Sāmoan 8 (11) 1 (1) 8 (14) 1 (2) 7 (12) 1 (2)
Tongan 7 (10) 4 (7) 7 (12)
Polynesian 6 (9) 4 (7) 5 (8)
Fijian 4 (6) 1 (1) 2 (4) 1 (2) 3 (5) 1 (2)
New Zealand European 3 (4) 12 (17) 3 (5) 10 (17) 3 (5) 9 (15)
European 3 (4) 5 (7) 1 (1) 3 (5) 4 (7) 1 (2) 3 (5) 5 (8) 1 (2)
New Zealand Māori 2 (3) 1 (1) 2 (3) 2 (3) 1 (2)
Tuvaluan 1 (1) 1 (2) 1 (2)
Indian 1 (1) 1 (1) 1 (2) 1 (2) 1 (2) 1 (2)
Chinese 1 (1) 1 (2) 1 (2)
Tahitian 1 (1) 1 (2) 1 (2)
Tokelauan 1 (1) 1 (2) 1 (2)
Other not specified 1 (1) 1 (2) 1 (2)

Number of ethnicities
One 44 (63) 36 (62) 36 (61)
Two 22 (31) 19 (30) 19 (32)
Three 4 (6) 3 (5) 4 (7)

Highest level of education
Diploma 1 (1) 1 (2) 1 (2)
Bachelor’s degree 12 (17) 9 (16) 10 (17)
Bachelor’s degree (hons)/post-graduate diploma 10 (14) 9 (16) 6 (10)
Master’s degree 25 (36) 24 (42) 24 (41)
PhD 15 (22) 10 (18) 12 (20)
Clinical qualifications 6 (9) 4 (7) 6 (10)
Missing 1 1 -

Years of experience
1–10 18 (26) 17 (30) 16 (27)
11–20 25 (36) 19 (34) 22 (38)
21–30 13 (19) 10 (17) 9 (15)
>30 13 (19) 11 (19) 12 (20)
Missing 1 1 -

Areas of experience
Mental Health 28 (41) 22 (39) 25 (43)
Climate Change 27 (39) 24 (43) 22 (38)
Both 14 (20) 10 (18) 11 (19)
Missing 1 2 1
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Of particular importance was the sense of loss of belonging
and connection, and the multifactorial impacts on their overall
wellbeing.

Without land who are we? We identify with the land where our
pito’enua [Placenta/umbilical cord] is buried. The ground we
walk on was walked on by our ānau [family]. If the land goes,
what becomes of us? Do we become water people?

Theme 4: unmet need in mental health services to deal
with climate change impacts on mental wellbeing
There was a sense that Pacific mental health services were
hugely under-resourced, much less, dealing with the impacts
of climate change-induced distress.

Broadly speaking, I don’t see mental health services being well
equipped to deal with climate change induced mental health issues
(this extends to places outside of the Pacific too). Given that
healthcare in general is not well resourced, I think mental health
is often an afterthought as it is – so I imagine it will be difficult
for various Pacific nations to deal with mental wellbeing in the
face of other stressors.

This sentiment alluded to areas of the workforce, resource,
post-disaster response facilities (including reference to prisons
being utilized due to lack of facilities) and legislation. Services
in Aotearoa New Zealand were perceived as being better
resourced, however, are still considered unprepared for the
influx of climate-induced migration and the mental wellbeing
impacts for Pacific peoples. Panellists mentioned services in
AotearoaNewZealandwere inadequate in light of cultural safety
and the dominance of western biomedical models of health.

There is a greater degree of mental health services available in New
Zealand and the social discourses [are] a lot more understanding –
although we do have a long way to go. In saying that, the dominant
model of psychology and mental health that we operate through in
New Zealand is Western and misses out on important aspects of
Pacific culture and practices (including pre and post migration
and diaspora).

Panellists felt progress was being made, however, generally
the impact of climate change, particularly migration, is not
being carefully considered or well planned for services.

Theme 5: Responding to mental wellbeing impacts of
climate change
Views regarding the changes needed for mental health services
in response to climate change both across the Pacific and
within Aotearoa New Zealand, included: health systems, edu-
cation and advocacy, supporting community and families, pol-
icy and legislation, addressing stigma and the need for more
resource. Workforce investment in capacity building and
training was believed to be a high priority, alongside more of
a Pacific lens and cultural competency.

I think cultural competency is very important in supporting
Pacific peoples who are impacted by climate change. There are
many tools out there that can help, Pacific frameworks that
could be used for instance, Ministry for Pacific Peoples –
Yavu – Foundations of Pacific Engagement. However its one
thing to read about engagement and another to have people
who live and breathe Pacific engagement through their core
functions. With the mental health space in particular I think
providers such as LeVa as a by-Pacific for-Pacific as a health
and wellbeing provider could play a role in showing how they
deliver their services to Pacific, and possibly how some of
those key learnings can be applied into tackling climate change
related mental health impacts on Pacific Peoples.

Panellists mentioned the need to further improve networks
between and within countries. In relation to education and
advocacy, there was a strong view for community engagement
in co-design and partnership.

Definitely listen and let those directly impacted by climate change
lead the way. Not just consult or engage but listen to their solutions
and how they deal with their distress and grief. And centre these
techniques.

Positive factors considered to buffer against the negative
impacts of climate change on mental health and wellbeing
for Pacific peoples included, the strength of social, community
and family bonds, and the unique level of resilience in the
Pacific with finding the ability to enjoy life.

Pacific people are very resilient and have a strong sense of commu-
nity – further reinforced by their spirituality. There is a strong
family focus as well, with families looking out for each other.

Table 2. Subthemes overlapping across themes.
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The importance of culture, spirituality and responses from
churches were also seen as methods to be mindful of in miti-
gation strategy development. In as much as connection to
the environment is under threat, this connection was also
revealed as a source of strength, with a need to nurture and
protect that deep-seated connection.

Niue too is very healing. And the healing comes with nature. The
answer thus isn’t it just – in nature. At the end of a stressful day,
just a day at the sea or sitting overlooking the ocean with just
you – that’s super healing. The air you breathe here, and you
hear it all the time from Niueans that live overseas… . it’s
‘mana’. Just like going to the bush is very therapeutic for some.

Theme 6: impact of COVID-19 on climate change and
mental health and wellbeing in the Pacific
The sudden complication of COVID-19 is an added layer to
the existing complexities surrounding climate change and
mental wellbeing in the Pacific. Panellists described the com-
pounding impacts of COVID-19 on economic sustainability
and livelihoods, mental health and wellbeing, as well as on
freedom and isolation. More specifically, they observed the
de-prioritization of climate change and modifications to car-
bon emissions due to less air travel.

I believe that climate change has taken a back seat and that the
most pressing issue has become COVID economic survival. This
economic situation also means that resources are scarce to spend
on climate change building resilience.

The belief of family and community, culture and spirituality
as protective factors around coping with the added stress of
COVID-19 was emphasized.

Round two Likert scale rankings of subtopic statements
within each theme resulted in 92% (54/59) of items reaching
consensus and 36% (21/59) reaching strong consensus of
>95% (Table 3).

In Theme 1: Climate Change – experiences, impacts and
influences, 4/10 items reached strong consensus: Climate
change has multiple impacts on the environment in the
Pacific; Climate change is impacting the economy and people’s
livelihoods; Climate change affects people’s whole wellbeing;
and Good national governance is needed to help withstand
the impacts of climate change.

In Theme 2: Mental health – experiences, impacts and
influences, 2/8 items reached strong consensus: Our cultural
and spiritual perspectives impact on how mental health is per-
ceived in the Pacific; and Family and community supports are
essential for mental wellbeing.

In Theme 3: Links between climate change and mental well-
being in the Pacific, 4/13 items reached strong consensus: Loss
of land and homes due to climate change is distressing;
Migration and displacement due to climate change place sig-
nificant pressure on people; Climate change impacts on liveli-
hoods are a specific stressor for mental wellbeing; and
Nurturing resilience is an essential element to buffer the
impacts of climate change on mental wellbeing.

In Theme 4: Unmet need in mental health services to deal
with climate change impacts on mental wellbeing, 1/6 items
reached strong consensus: Mental health services in the

Pacific are not well resourced or equipped generally much
less for climate change.

In Theme 5: Responding to mental wellbeing impacts of cli-
mate change, 7/14 items reached strong consensus: Education
and advocacy across communities and agencies is essential in
order to respond to the mental wellbeing impacts of climate
change; The inclusion of community and family at all levels
is important in order to respond to the mental wellbeing
impacts of climate change; Good leadership at government
and legislative levels is important in order to respond to the
mental wellbeing impacts of climate change; Specifically
addressing the issue of stigma in mental health is needed in
order to respond to the mental wellbeing impacts of climate
change; Resilience and the ability to enjoy life are key strengths
in the Pacific which need to be leveraged in order to respond to
the mental wellbeing impacts of climate change; More research
is needed into this topic of mental wellbeing and climate
change; Connecting people to the environment is helpful for
improving mental wellbeing related to the impacts of climate
change.

In Theme 6: Impact of COVID-19 on climate change and
mental wellbeing in the Pacific, 3/8 items reached strong con-
sensus: The already existing links and stressors related to econ-
omy and livelihood due to climate change are now exacerbated
further by the COVID-19 global pandemic; The impact of
COVID-19 is multifaceted and wide reaching; Culture is an
important factor for withstanding the impacts of the
COVID-19 pandemic.

Overall consensus had been reached on the majority of the
statements in round two. A further round was not deemed
necessary.

Discussion

This study aimed to reach consensus amongst a collective of
Pacific mental health and/or climate change experts on key
principles underpinning mental health and wellbeing, and cli-
mate change, and the intersection between the two for Pacific
peoples. It is the first time these concepts have been explored
and described for, and by Pacific peoples within this frame-
work and format. The 70 expert panellists appropriately rep-
resented predominantly Pacific ethnicities with a broad
spread of ages, years of experience and coverage across experi-
ence in mental health, climate change or both. The first round
of open-ended questions resulted in six themes with 12 subto-
pics reoccurring across the themes. The subtopics that reached
strong consensus in the second round, were similar in content
to the 12 subtopics in the first round and threaded through all
the themes.

The statements that did not reach consensus included mul-
tidimensional and nuanced concepts, difficult to capture in
one phrase, and items on the status of health services in
Aotearoa New Zealand for which it may have been challenging
for those based outside of Aotearoa New Zealand to comment,
hence a high number responding, ‘neither agree or disagree’.
These statements can be explored further and in more depth
in phase two of this project.

The linkage between mental wellbeing and climate change
is a recent but now well-confirmed consideration by this
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Table 3. Round two items reaching consensus, not reaching consensus and reaching strong consensus >95%.

Statements N (%,) Median Mean
Standard

deviation (SD)
Interquartile
range (IQR) Consensus

Theme 1: Climate Change – experiences, impacts and influences
1.1 Climate change has multiple impacts on the environment in the Pacific. 58 (98) 5 4.83 0.59 0 ↑
1.2 Climate change is impacting the economy and people’s livelihoods. 57 (96) 5 4.63 0.69 1 ↑
1.3 Climate change affects people’s whole wellbeing. 57 (96) 5 4.61 0.70 1 ↑
1.4 Climate change is impacting on people’s connection with the land and sea. 54 (94) 5 4.53 0.77 1 ✓
1.5 Climate change is causing an increase in migration and displacement. 50 (85) 4 4.22 0.81 1 ✓
1.6 Family and community are essential to withstanding the impacts of climate
change.

55 (93) 5 4.5 0.75 1 ✓

1.7 Education and knowledge are needed to withstand the impacts of climate
change.

56 (95) 5 4.61 0.77 1 ✓

1.8 Cultural identity and practices are important components to withstanding the
impacts of climate change.

36 (95) 5 4.66 0.71 0.5 ✓

1.9 Places of worship and spiritual practices are important supports to help
withstand the impacts of climate change.

49 (84) 4 4.15 0.71 1 ✓

1.10 Good national governance is needed to help withstand the impacts of
climate change.

58 (98) 5 4.76 0.63 0 ↑

Theme 2: Mental health – experiences, impacts and influences
2.1 Mental health is a common, neglected and unrecognized domain 52 (88) 5 4.46 0.75 1 ✓
2.2 Mental health stigmatized. 53 (90) 5 4.58 0.72 1 ✓
2.3 Our cultural and spiritual perspectives impact on how mental health is
perceived in the Pacific.

58 (98) 5 4.61 0.59 1 ↑

2.4 There is a connection between alcohol, drugs and violence and mental health
in the Pacific.

56 (92) 5 4.54 0.65 1 ✓

2.5 Family and community supports are essential for mental wellbeing. 58 (98) 5 4.85 0.41 0 ↑
2.6 Resilience is a key element for mental wellbeing in the Pacific. 50 (86) 5 4.42 0.72 1 ✓
2.7 There is an interconnectedness between resource/economy and mental
wellbeing.

56 (95) 5 4.56 0.60 1 ✓

2.8 Mental health and mental illness are seen as one and the same thing in the
Pacific.

39 (66) 4 3.76 0.95 1 X

Theme 3: Links between climate change and mental wellbeing in the Pacific
3.1 Climate change exacerbates existing mental health challenges. 54 (92) 4 4.2 0.58 1 ✓
3.2 Climate change causes a number of emotional responses such as anger, guilt,
hopelessness, grief, fear and anxiety.

51 (86) 4 4.19 0.75 1 ✓

3.3 Climate change is a trauma that can trigger mental health issues such as
depression.

51 (86) 4 4.15 0.69 1 ✓

3.4 The intersection of climate change and mental wellbeing includes the loss of
identity, belonging and connection.

52 (88) 4 4.29 0.72 1 ✓

3.5 In the Pacific, there is an inseparable connection between people and the
land and sea.

56 (95) 5 4.73 0.55 0 ✓

3.6 Loss of land and homes due to climate change is distressing. 58 (98) 5 4.88 0.33 0 ↑
3.7 There is significance attached to losing connection to ancestors and history
due to loss of land secondary to climate change.

55 (93) 5 4.64 0.66 1 ✓

3.8 The intercepts between climate change and mental wellbeing are
multifaceted.

56 (95) 5 4.69 0.56 0.5 ✓

3.9 Mental health and wellbeing are worsened due to both actual extreme
climate events and slow onset events.

54 (92) 5 4.49 0.65 1 ✓

3.10 Climate disasters have a unique impact on mental wellbeing. 50 (85) 5 4.39 0.74 1 ✓
3.11 Migration and displacement due to climate change place significant
pressure on people

58 (99) 5 4.66 0.51 1 ↑

3.12 Climate change impacts on livelihoods are a specific stressor for mental
wellbeing.

58 (98) 5 4.49 0.54 1 ↑

3.13 Nurturing resilience is an essential element to buffer the impacts of climate
change on mental wellbeing.

57 (97) 5 4.58 0.56 1 ↑

Theme 4: Unmet need in mental health services to deal with climate change impacts on mental wellbeing
4.1 Mental health services in the Pacific are not well resourced or equipped
generally much less for climate change.

58 (98) 5 4.75 0.48 0 ↑

4.2 One of the main challenges for improving mental health services in the Pacific
is increasing the workforce capacity.

56 (95) 5 4.59 0.72 1 ✓

4.3 New Zealand mental health services are not prepared for an influx related to
climate change in the Pacific.

44 (75) 4 4.1 0.86 1.5 X

4.4 New Zealand mental health services are inadequate for Pacific peoples due to
lack of cultural safety and predominance of Western Biomedical models of
healthcare.

45 (77) 4 4.19 0.88 1 ✓

4.5 The impact of climate change on mental health services in New Zealand is not
being considered.

38 (64) 4 4.02 0.9 2 X

4.6 In New Zealand there has been some progress made towards adapting
services for Pacific peoples.

37 (63) 4 3.68 0.63 1 X

(Continued )
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study and others (Berry, 2009; Page & Howard, 2010). Disas-
ters such as flooding have been linked in other studies to men-
tal health outcomes such as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder,
anxiety, depression and suicide (Fernandez et al., 2015). A
recent study from the Pacific region also confirmed climate
change as a significant cause of distress in 95/100 of inter-
viewed participants on a Tuvaluan atoll (Gibson et al., 2020).
The importance of culture, family and spirituality post-disaster
was previously highlighted by the success of the Asiasiga inter-
vention implemented in Sāmoa post the 2009 tsunami (Walde-
grave & Thompson, 2014). This programme involved wrap-
around support for families, focusing on physical, emotional
and spiritual needs and integrating Sāmoan concepts of self,
wellbeing, relational and spiritual values (Tamasese et al.,
2020). The description of mental health being linked to stigma,
discrimination and prejudice, is not uncommon for most

global populations, irrespective of context (Clay et al., 2020).
The descriptions of gaps in mental health capacity show the
true extent of the capacity in the mental health workforce in
the region is not well documented, including the role of tra-
ditional medicine in meeting mental health need (Blignault
& Kaur, 2020).

A qualitative systematic review also found that internal and
cross-border climate-related mobility have similar impacts on
psychosocial and cultural wellbeing in the Pacific (Yates et al.,
2021). Challenges for those displaced included; barriers to
employment, inadequate housing, inability to access education
and healthcare, and acculturation challenges, which can lead to
physical health issues and distress – similar to themes found in
this study. Relationship to land was another key theme for
migrants who perceive threat of loss of land equivalent to
the threat to the safety of their family and community.

Table 3. Continued.

Statements N (%,) Median Mean
Standard

deviation (SD)
Interquartile
range (IQR) Consensus

Theme 5: Responding to mental wellbeing impacts of climate change
5.1 Mental health services in the Pacific and New Zealand require more resource
and workforce capacity building in order to respond to the mental wellbeing
impacts of climate change.

55 (95) 5 4.64 0.58 1 ✓

5.2 The existing mental health workforce in the Pacific and New Zealand need
further training and development in order to respond to the mental wellbeing
impacts of climate change.

55 (95) 5 4.64 0.58 1 ✓

5.3 Pacific lens and cultural competency are essential elements to improving
mental health services ability to respond to the mental wellbeing impacts of
climate change.

53 (93) 5 4.68 0.6 0 ✓

5.4 There is a need to improve networks both within and between countries in
order to respond to the mental wellbeing impacts of climate change.

52 (91) 5 4.56 0.66 1 ✓

5.5 Education and advocacy across communities and agencies is essential in order
to respond to the mental wellbeing impacts of climate change.

55 (96) 5 4.65 0.55 1 ↑

5.6 The inclusion of community and family at all levels is important in order to
respond to the mental wellbeing impacts of climate change.

58 (99) 5 4.69 0.47 1 ↑

5.7 Good leadership at government and legislative levels is important in order to
respond to the mental wellbeing impacts of climate change.

58 (99) 5 4.79 0.41 0 ↑

5.8 Specifically addressing the issue of stigma in mental health is needed in order
to respond to the mental wellbeing impacts of climate change.

56 (96) 5 4.57 0.57 1 ↑

5.9 Resilience and the ability to enjoy life are key strengths in the Pacific which
need to be leveraged in order to respond to the mental wellbeing impacts of
climate change.

55 (97) 5 4.49 0.57 1 ↑

5.10 More research is needed into this topic of mental wellbeing and climate
change.

57 (98) 5 4.75 0.43 0 ↑

5.11 Places of worship and spiritual practises have a key part to play in
responding to the mental wellbeing impacts of climate change.

51 (88) 4 4.28 0.89 1 ✓

5.12 Traditional indigenous practises and other alternative practises have a part
to play in responding to the mental wellbeing impacts of climate change.

52 (90) 5 4.48 0.8 1 ✓

5.13 Connecting people to the environment is helpful for improving mental
wellbeing related to the impacts of climate change.

57 (97) 5 4.64 0.52 1 ↑

5.14 It is difficult to be hopeful about ways to respond to mental wellbeing and
the impacts of climate change at the moment.

36 (62) 4 3.78 1.03 2 X

Theme 6: Impact of COVID-19 on climate change and mental wellbeing in the Pacific
6.1 The already existing links and stressors related to economy and livelihood due
to climate change are now exacerbated further by the COVID-19 global pandemic.

56 (97) 5 4.66 0.55 1 ↑

6.2 The global COVID-19 pandemic has further impacted on mental health and
wellbeing.

55 (85) 5 4.74 0.55 0 ✓

6.3 One positive outcome from the COVID-19 pandemic has been lower carbon
emissions.

53 (91) 4 4.31 0.68 1 ✓

6.4 COVID-19 restrictions have impacted on wellbeing from the perspective of
loss of freedom and isolation.

50 (86) 4 4.34 0.71 1 ✓

6.5 The impact of COVID-19 is multifaceted and wide reaching. 58 (99) 5 4.84 0.37 0 ↑
6.6 Climate change has been de-prioritized due to the COVID-19 global
pandemic.

46 (79) 4 4.16 0.79 1 ✓

6.7 Culture is an important factor for withstanding the impacts of the COVID-19
pandemic.

57 (97) 5 4.72 0.45 1 ↑

6.8 Spirituality is an important factor for withstanding the impacts of the COVID-
19 pandemic.

48 (81) 5 4.44 0.71 1 ✓

x = Did not reach consensus, ✓ = Reached consensus, ↑ = Reached strong consensus >95%.
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Those displaced internally had disruption to livelihoods (sub-
sistence and crops) and loss of sociocultural integrity (Yates
et al., 2021). Consensus from this study aligns with such cli-
mate change-related causes and impacts of distress and the
need for support informed by culturally relevant concepts.

Solastalgia is a term coined by Albrecht, which conveys the
feeling of distress caused by climate change affecting a home
environment (Albrecht et al., 2007). In this study, panellists
confirmed Pacific perspectives of the impacts of climate
change on mental wellbeing, particularly related to loss of
land and livelihoods. Losing connection to ancestors and his-
tory was emphasized, alongside the need to nurture resilience
factors unique to Pacific peoples such as connection to culture
and family. These elements are explored further in Phase two
using Pacific methods of dialogue and conversation with indi-
viduals and groups in the Cook Islands, Niue and Aotearoa
New Zealand.

The achievement of completing the consensus process with
a diverse group of experts from Fiji, Tuvalu, Niue, the Cook
Islands, Aotearoa New Zealand and Sāmoa was no small feat
during a tumultuous 2020 year. Throughout the course of a
multi-country approach of the Delphi process in 2020, we per-
severed through cyclones, COVID-19 lockdowns and border
closures, a COVID-19 outbreak in our Aotearoa New Zealand
Pacific communities and the bereavement of Pacific leaders in
Niue, the Cook Islands and Aotearoa New Zealand. These
challenges prevented the research team from being able to
meet with key partners in our Pacific region in-person,
which is important for Pacific research, as relationships are
valued and in-person engagement is preferable. It also meant
there was constant and careful adjustment of timelines in
order to be sensitive to our panel, who were often tasked
with responding to the aforementioned crises.

The strength of the Delphi method is that it provides an
effective way of reaching agreement amongst a group of people
(Keeney et al., 2011). It is also well aligned with Pacific values
of inclusivity and centring the voices of the collective (Lan-
gridge et al., 2020). For new subject areas such as the interface
between mental wellbeing and climate change for Pacific
peoples, it is a useful starting point for understanding the
scaffolding and framework of concepts that shape the issue.

This study provides a helpful baseline to understanding the
intersection between climate change and mental health and
wellbeing from the perspective of Pacific experts. It is a plat-
form to developing Pacific-framed, island nation-centred and
trans-indigenous understandings, which can assist in develop-
ing responses and interventions, particularly in preparedness
of mental health services both across the Pacific region, and
in Aotearoa New Zealand. These frameworks and responses
must be led by Pacific peoples with the Pacific values and prac-
tices embedded (Gill, 2020; Tamasese et al., 2020; Tiatia-Seath
et al., 2021). It is clear from these findings that experts believe
climate change does impact upon mental wellbeing in Pacific
peoples and there is a need to resource responsive and cultu-
rally safe services, and countries receiving climate migrants
from the Pacific need to have a level of preparedness in light
of existing inequities and barriers to access for Pacific peoples
(Adger et al., 2012; Rice & McIver, 2016; Royal Society Te
Apārangi, 2017). There was strong consensus from the expert

panel that good national governance, cultural and spiritual
perspectives, family and community, resilience, education,
advocacy and addressing of stigma are important factors
related to climate change and mental wellbeing. Therefore,
strategies and approaches must integrate addressing and
including these factors in order to be responsive to the unique
needs and context of the Pacific and Pacific peoples.

Conclusion

For the first time the consensus of Pacific experts across the
region has been sought, to illuminate key principles underlying
mental health and wellbeing and climate change for Pacific
peoples. The recurring themes we found drew attention to
mental health as a hidden and stigmatized concern, the impor-
tance of culture and spirituality, family and community,
including the connections to ancestors, the environment and
resilience are emphasized. Linkages are made to economics,
livelihoods and workforce along with government and legis-
lation, education, migration and the impact of disasters. Over-
all, these factors assist in revealing climate change as an
initiator and an exacerbator of mental health concerns for
Pacific peoples. They also provide the necessary first step to
understand the narratives and deeper connections between
the concepts. Climate change is a persistent and growing threat
to mental health and wellbeing in our Pacific Island nations.
Continuing to listen to the voices of our Pacific peoples, and
taking meaningful action is the only way to effectively respond.
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