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Background
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− Media reporting on a wide range of mostly negative 
social impacts 

− Tongan civil society organisations reporting increase 
caseloads 

− Competing narratives of risk and reward

− Commissioned by Ministry of Internal Affairs, Tonga

− Supported by Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 
Australia



To what extent is 
labour mobility 
contributing?

Research questions
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What are the 
most common 
social impacts 

(positive and 
negative)?

Why do these 
social impacts 

happen?
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81 
PALM family 

members and 
returned 
workers

63 
RSE family 

members and 
returned workers

82
PALM LT 
and ST 

Workers

302 
study 

participants 

76 
stakeholders 

including 
government, 

church and NGO



A Tongan research framework
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The share of younger participants is increasing
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Source: Tonga in-country recruitment database



More women are participating
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Source: Tonga in-country recruitment database



– Life experiences and situations before, during 
and after labour mobility affect outcomes and 
impacts.

– Fakafo’ituitui: it’s a personal choice

– Labour mobility may exacerbate the severity of 
challenges (leading to negative social impacts) 
for workers and their families when support 
and connection are absent or inadequate.
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Why do social impacts occur?



20% of worker and family participants experienced relationship stress during labour 
mobility.

– relationship issues prior to labour mobility 

– scheme participants not sending as much money to spouses/family as expected

– jealousy and perceptions of affairs due to social media

– pressure to loan relatives money. 
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Relationship stress
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Coping behaviours

“I found that trying to control people 
encourages them to break the rules and try to 

get out.
I saw that in other groups when I went to 

Australia. When they tightened control, told 
them not to do this, not to do that, it leads them 

to test these things when they don’t have any 
freedoms.”

(Team leader, RSE and PALM schemes)



11

Gender discrimination



– Relationships continue to be 
nurtured across tauhi vā

– 62% maintained or strengthened 
positive relationships with partners 
and family

– Strengthened relationships between 
parents and adult children: greater 
independence, empathy and 
maturity

– New marriages and families for 11% 
of participants
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Positive changes in personal relationships



– Tongan families are global families

– 70% described the socio-economic gains of 
scheme participation: education, housing and 
businesses

– Fulfilling important family, church and community 
obligations

– Making progress, exercising freedoms and being 
proud of achievements
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Improved socio-economic status



– Move from solving problems to 
supporting people 

– Ensure scheme participants and their 
families have access to a wide range 
of early,  preventative and 
connected supports

– Holistic Pacific-Australia/New Zealand 
community of care
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Towards a community of care

“We should always put the client at the 
centre. I know we all make mistakes. And 
it’s hard when you know it’s not you that’s 
the problem, but it’s your friends, or church 
members. So, when the person comes for 
any problem the church and village leaders 
should only ever focus on the person. Leave 
the problem aside. Heal them. Heal the 
person. Make them grow again, to stand up 
and walk again.”

(Church leader)



– Tonga family support program

– Biannual MIA-OED welfare monitoring visits to Australia and New Zealand

– Online safety. Preventing online harassment including reporting social media pages 
to the Office of the e-safety Commissioner in Australia

– Additional full time Tongan country liaison officers (CLO) in Australia proportional to 
the number of workers, including women CLOs

– Team leader support, training and de-briefing

– Enhanced accommodation audits and Deed and Guideline compliance. 
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Recommendations



– Emotional, Social and Practical Preparation

– Financial Management

– Strengthening Relationships

– Family Well-being

– Cultural and Program Awareness
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Tonga family support program: from research to policy 
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Malo ‘aupito
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