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ABSTRACT

In Aotearoa New Zealand, the history of migration and increased globalisation is reshaping
social and cultural frameworks, presenting both challenges and opportunities for the creation
and utilisation of public open spaces. This study investigates how these pressures influence
Indigenous groups, specifically Maori, as they navigate an interplay of cultural beliefs and
interactions with a non-Maori world. Concurrently, the progressively diverse nature of
migrants, who consider themselves part of both their country of origin and New Zealand
society, adds further complexity. This research aims to explore the potential of public open
spaces to encourage a sense of community among the major ethnic groups in New Zealand,
including New Zealand Europeans, Maori, Chinese, and Pasifika. Drawing on the Sense of
Community theory proposed by McMillan and Chavis, this study investigates the impact of
community participation in public open space planning on the sense of community among
these groups. Through a quantitative online survey, the Sense of Community Index-2 was
utilised for assessing the extent to which participatory planning nurtures a sense of
community. The findings suggest that participatory planning offer valuable opportunities for
integrating public perspectives, fostering sense of community, and creating inclusive spaces
that celebrate cultural diversity in Aotearoa New Zealand.
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Introduction

In the island nation of Aotearoa New Zealand, there
have been several waves of migration, beginning with
Maori, who arrived from the Polynesian islands 1000
years ago. The next stage of migration started in the
1840s, following the signing of the Treaty of Waitangi
between Maori and the British Crown. These
migrants, whom the Maori referred to as Pakeha,
were mainly from the British Isles. In the 1860s, dis-
coveries in the Otago goldfields attracted Chinese
immigrants who established themselves as gold miners
and traders. From 1910 onward, people from the
Pacific Islands began to migrate to New Zealand
(Thompson 2000).

With this history of colonisation and increased glo-
balisation, Indigenous Maori have witnessed a decline
in the quality of natural ecosystems, which has led to
significant challenges for their way of life (Harmsworth
and Awatere 2013). For instance, Maori well-being is
influenced by a combination of cultural beliefs and
values, with a diverse set of contemporary cultural
practices and by interactions with a non-Maori world,
which is primarily based on western values. Moreover,
this reality is exerting pressure on existing social and
cultural frameworks. These challenges are from the

progressively widespread nature of migrants with mul-
tiple national backgrounds who consider themselves
both members of their country of origin and of New
Zealand society (Velden 2010). On the other hand,
immigrant adaptation can be construed as a process of
community-making that involves the negotiation and
the integration of cultures from the original context to a
new context and the development of connections with
the new country (Sonn 2002). New Zealand’s metropo-
litan areas are becoming more culturally diverse as
people from Europe, Asia, and the Pacific islands are
migrating to New Zealand.

In the 21st century, we are facing new threats to
public open space - not of disuse, but of patterns of
design and management that exclude some people and
serve to reduce cultural diversity. Such exclusion can
reduce the vitality and vibrancy of the space or reor-
ganise it in a way that only one kind of person or
ethnic group feels welcomed (Low et al. 2005b).

Gap and opportunity

To deal with the increasing cultural diversity within
cities from migration, a psychological sense of com-
munity provides a valuable tool for understanding
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community and community change, including immi-
gration. In addition, public open spaces and their
related policy and design approaches present an
opportunity to help to create places that are socially
sustainable and promote the values of cultural diver-
sity. Public spaces are defined as social locations, such
as streets, parks and local neighbourhoods, and are
spaces where individuals or groups encounter and
interact with one another. It is also an element of the
built environment that may foster a sense of commu-
nity by facilitating chance encounters between neigh-
bours (Talen 2000, Low et al. 2005a). As noted by
Gehl, people rely on public open spaces for social
interaction and access and connection to the sur-
rounding communities (Gehl 2011). Participatory
planning and design provide a process for people to
become actively involved, often by disseminating
information to individuals or small groups who may
have a vested interest or to the public more widely
(Smith 1973). Creative participatory planning, when
conducted around the development of public open
spaces, can contribute to the place-making process,
helping to fulfil the requirements of both the users
and the space (Cilliers and Timmermans 2014).
Society should not only acknowledge and maintain
cultural differences but also work effectively to incor-
porate minority groups into cultural activities, dialo-
gues and public spaces.

In the above situations, exploring how people from
different ethnic groups in Aotearoa New Zealand can
be fully integrated into the public open space is criti-
cal. Based on the hypothesis that a sense of community
appears to be strongly associated with the presence of
high-quality public open spaces in local neighbour-
hoods (Francis et al. 2012) and the need for collabora-
tion with and inclusion of Indigenous communities in
participatory planning processes (Low et al. 2005a), it
is essential to develop a participatory planning process
that can bring people from different ethnic groups in
Aotearoa New Zealand and public open spaces con-
sistently closer to each other.

In this context, the current study examines how
community participation in the planning process
engages community members with different ethnic
groups and how this help to foster a sense of place
and community. The activity of community participa-
tion is based on the principle that the environment
works better if citizens are active and involved in its
creation and management instead of being treated as
passive consumers (Sanoff 2000). The study seeks to
operationalise community participation processes
within the communities that are home to people with
different ethnic heritage. The research examines
whether participation in the planning and/or design
processes can encourage people-space engagement
and usage of public open spaces and ultimately

enhance the sense of community for major ethnic
groups in Aotearoa New Zealand (Figure 1).

Literature

Sense of community and participatory planning
theories

From a sociological viewpoint, place is a unique spot
in the universe; its physicality with people and invest-
ment of meaning and value makes a place meaningful
(Gieryn 2000). Lynch also mentions that place is an
environment that can provide meanings and associa-
tions for clustering and organisation. Such a meaning
of place enhances every human activity and
encourages the deposit of a memory trace (Lynch
1960). Then, a good relationship is created and devel-
oped through long-time connections between a person
and place in a particular locality, which is described as
sense of place (Lynch 1990).

Why search for the community? Firstly, commu-
nity is always treated as a synonym for place and an
essential aspect of the sense of place (National
Academy of Sciences 2002). Moreover, people spend
most of their time and meet most of their needs within
local ecologies, and the community is the smallest form
of society and the most comprehensive social unit one
can experience first-hand’ (Wilkinson 1986, p. 3). In
this study, we are focusing on sense of community or
community as a form of social networks and effective
relationships in order to establish community mem-
ber’s identity, cultivate their attachment to a place, and
encourage a sense of place within those who are living
there (Ellery and Ellery 2019).

In 1974, psychologist Seymour Sarason first intro-
duced the concept of a psychological sense of commu-
nity as ‘the sense that one was part of a readily available,
mutually supportive network of relationships and is one
of the major bases for self-definition’ (Sarason 1974, p.
13). Building on this, McMillan and Chavis’ definition
of a sense of community is the most influential and the
starting point for the research on the psychological
sense of community. They defined the sense of com-
munity as a feeling that members have of belonging, a
feeling that members matter to one another and to the
group, and a shared faith that members’ needs will be
met through their commitment to being together
(McMillan and Chavis 1986).

In 1969, Arnstein conceived that ‘citizen participa-
tion is a categorical term for citizen power and citizens
can induce significant social reform which enables them
to share in the benefits of the affluent society’ (Arnstein
1969, p. 216). Citizen participation is not just for
making the agreement, but about engaging people in
meaningful interactions and purposive social lives
(Sanoff 2021).
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Figure 1. Gap and opportunity.

Community has been a never-fading theme in plan-
ning theory and practice (Hou and Kinoshita 2007).
Its connection to planning dates to the development of
regional planning theories at the turning point of the
20th century, when it was treated as an essential plan-
ning unit focused mainly on decentralisation (Hall
2014). Community participation in planning is
centred on the principle that the community improves
when its members are actively involved into the parti-
cipation process of planning, rather than just being
treated as the unrelated inhabitants living there
(Sanoff 2006). And it can also be treated as strategies
for including individuals or groups in the decision-
making for planning and design (Morris 1996).
Current approaches to community participation
acknowledge that ordinary people should be included
in the development process because it provides oppor-
tunities for them to be involved and share in the
development process of communities (Sanoff 2021).

Major ethnic groups in New Zealand

The four major ethnic groups in Aotearoa New
Zealand are considered in this research (Figure 2),

including New Zealand European, Maori, Chinese
and Pasifika (Statistics New Zealand 2019). Each of
them has a specific background and perspective.
Around 1300 AD, Maori as Polynesian settlers
found their way from their native islands to the islands
of Aotearoa. As the settlers set foot on the land, they
developed their distinctive Maori culture and identity
for more than 800 years, where the land represents its
people and a strong sense of connectedness to place
has allowed Maori to thrive in the rich endemic envir-
onment (Mein Smith 2012, Marques et al. 2018). The
traditional Maori worldview acknowledges a natural
order to the universe or a balance and that when part
of this system shifts, the entire system goes out of
balance. This world view is embedded with the diver-
sities of life through connections with all living things
as dependent on each other. Maori seek to understand
the whole system (Harmsworth and Awatere 2013).
For New Zealand Europeans, the decisive moment
for a remarkable change was in 1840, when the Treaty
of Waitangi was signed, extending legal rights as citi-
zens to British migrants. This initiated the immigra-
tion from Europe for the next century and beyond
(King 2003). Western philosophy begins with
immense faith in the human capacity to know
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Figure 2. Major ethnic groups in Aotearoa New Zealand.

everything. In traditional western philosophy, the rela-
tionship between man and nature seems more linear
and generally characterised by man being influenced
by nature, reacting to nature, and then finding ways to
tame elements of nature through technology and pol-
icy. This places humans outside natural constraints
and empowers them to solve problems (Chen and
Wu 2009).

As for Chinese, in 1865, the first record of Chinese
immigrants to New Zealand was of a small group of
gold miners from Canton (Chui 2008). Historically,
the community in China was based on a patrilineal
kinship network, where extended family lived proxi-
mately within a geographic area and cared for each
other in times of need. Then, before 1978, China’s
urban residents lived in public housing provided by
their workplaces. A sense of community is rooted in
traditional Chinese collectivistic values with interper-
sonal harmony, social ties and kinship in the work-
place community. Finally, housing reform launched
nationwide after 1978 transformed the welfare-
oriented housing system into a market-oriented sys-
tem. Instead, a sense of community must be nurtured
and collective efficacy needs to be instilled so that
people will want to participate to collectively address
their community needs and problems (Gaubatz 2008).

Concerning Pasifika, they left their homelands in
search of a place where they hoped to find well-
being, safety, acceptance by others, and a sense of
belonging. The migration of people from the pacific
islands to Aotearoa New Zealand, and vice versa,
continues (Manuela and Sibley 2014). From the
perspective of Pasifika, aspects of identity and well-
being are generally not viewed separately but as
integral parts of the overall self, which is viewed

15.1%

= Pacific Peoples

Rest of Asian

35.2%

Asian m Chinese Rest of Asian

holistically, with various related components inter-
twined in a reciprocal relationship (Manuela and
Sibley 2014). In addition, healthy social connections
are vital to Pasifika’s wellbeing and a sense of pur-
pose. The relational spaces between Pacific peoples
are essential for their sense of belonging in their
Pasifika communities. It is the space in which NZ-
born Pasifika form their cultural identities and find
ways to feel accepted in their wider Pasifika com-
munities (Mila 2012).

In summary, community participation for public
open space planning can provide opportunities for
potential interactions in decision making process so
as to help stimulate sense of community. More impor-
tantly, these four New Zealand ethnic groups repre-
sent a diversity of community interests and needs,
which participatory processes can respond to and
draw out for representation in public space planning
and design. This research grapples with the issue of
how this can best be achieved in the context of this
diverse cultural makeup in Aotearoa New Zealand.

Method
Human ethics approval

Use of an online survey was approved by the Victoria
University of Wellington Human Ethics Committee.

Participants

The online survey, written to incorporate the Sense of
Community Index, was conducted through the
Qualtrics online platform and distributed intermit-
tently in New Zealand via web-based channels during
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Figure 3. Sense of community four-factor model.

a nine-month period in 2020-21. A snowball sampling
method was utilised, leading to 172 responses. When
removing incomplete and invalid responses, we were
left with 145 eligible responses to analyse.

Measures

Sense of community among local residents was exam-
ined and measured using the Sense of Community
Index-2 (SCI-2). The SCI-2 is the most frequently
used quantitative measure of a sense of community
in the social sciences, which is based on the theory of
sense of community presented by McMillan and
Chavis that it was a perception with four elements:
sense of membership, influence, fulfilment of needs,
and a shared emotional connection (McMillan and
Chavis 1986).

This 24-item instrument comprised four dimen-
sions, including fulfilment of needs, sense of member-
ship, influence, and emotional connection, with six
items in each dimension (Figure 3). All questions
were made in reference to the participants’ own neigh-
bourhoods. Participants gave their responses on a 4-
point Likert scale, from 1 - strongly disagree to 4 -
strongly agree (Chavis et al. 2008).

Table 1. Measurements and analysis methods.

Emotional Connection

Analysis procedure

For this survey, the data were coded and analysed by
using IBM SPSS Statistics 28.

The first step was to check the reliability of the
sample in a Cronbach’s Alpha test. After preparing a
descriptive analysis of demography and community
participation conditions, multiple detailed compari-
sons of means of sense of community index were
carried out for the targeting ethnic groups. Finally,
the analysis and discussion revolved around the key
findings from the collected data, which is also relevant
and foreshadows future research (Table 1).

Data analysis
Reliability analysis

Cronbach’s Alpha value for SCI-2 in relation to its
elements are listed in Table 2.

From the reliability value as Cronbach’s Alpha
shown in Table 2, the value for all element and vari-
ables in this sample are excellent, ranging from .895 to
.911. This indicates that, for the sample of subjects in
this survey, the data are highly acceptable for future
analysis.

Measurements

Data Analysis Methods

Sense of Community Index
Sample Description (Age, Gender, Educational Background, Ethnicity)
Sense of Community Index

Reliability Analysis

(1) Comparison of Means
(2) Comparison of Means
(3) Comparison of Means

Cronbach’s Alpha
Descriptive Analysis
Multifactor ANOVA
Descriptive Analysis
Independent Sample T-test

Table 2. Reliability values for SCI-2.

Cronbach’s a

Reliability Number of elements Cronbach Alpha values
Fulfilment of Needs 6 911
Sense of Membership 6 .898
Influence 6 .895
Shared Emotional Connection 6 904
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Descriptive statistics

The demographic makeup of the sample, including
gender, age, educational background and ethnicity,
can be seen in Table 3. In the present study, the critical
area of interest is ethnicity.

For ethnicity, among all participants in this sample,
85 were identified as New Zealand European, which
represented 58.6% of the whole sample, 17 were iden-
tified as Maori, which took 11.7% of the entire sample,
21 were Chinese, which took 14.5%, 9 were Pasifika,
which took 6.2%, and 13 were identified as others
which took about 9%.

Moreover, this research mainly focuses on the
major ethnic groups and does not address these
other ethnicities in detail through interpretation
and analysis. For each ethnic group, participants
in the sample are further divided into two groups:
people who participated in a participatory plan-
ning process and those who did not (Table 3).

Table 3. Demographic distribution of the sample.

Multifactor ANOVA analysis

The multifactor ANOVA analysis has been applied to the
mean comparison of the subjects’ sense of community
index scores. The sense of community index is the outcome
that can be measured. Whether or not a person has taken
part in planning of a local open space, their ethnicity, age,
gender and education are the five categorical variables, or
independent variables in this multifactor ANOVA test.

Moreover, this multifactor ANOVA test is adopted
to find out which independent variable mentioned
above has a statistically significant impact on the
level of the sense of community. A p value of less
than .05 was required for significance.

As shown in Table 4, for all independent variables
except ‘whether or not participated’, p values are consid-
erably higher than .05, being in the range of .337 to .729.
This means that there is a non-statistically significant
trend on sense of community index. When compared
to all other variables, the variable of whether or not a

N =145
Demographics Participation Frequency (N) Percentage (%)
Ethnicity
NZ European Took part 41 58.6%
Did not take part 44
Maori Took part 4 11.7%
Did not take part 13
Chinese Took part 9 14.5%
Did not take part 12
Pasifika Took part 4 6.2%
Did not take part 5
Others Took part 3 9.0%
Did not take part 10
Gender
Male 69 47.6%
Female 73 50.3%
Others 3 2.1%
Age
18-25 16 1%
26-35 20 13.8%
36-45 28 19.3%
46-55 25 17.2%
56-65 34 23.4%
Over 65 22 15.2%
Education
Primary 2 1.4%
Secondary 17 11.7%
Professional 77 53.1%
Masters or Higher 49 33.8%
Participation
Took part 61 42.1%
Did not take part 84 57.9%
Table 4. Multifactor ANOVA analysis for SCI-2.
Multifactor ANOVA Analysis
Source Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.(p)
Whether or not participated 2795.626 1 2795.626 28.389 <.001
Ethnicity 200.949 4 50.237 510 729
Gender 341.159 3 113.720 1.155 337
Age 335.563 5 67.113 .682 .640
Educational Background 237.627 3 79.209 .804 498

Dependent Variable: Sense of Community Index




person took part in an open space planning process has a
statistically significant effect on the person’s sense of
community. Furthermore, this result from the ANOVA
test helps us narrow down the range of independent
variables and focus on comparisons inside this variable
in the next stages of analysis.

General comparison of means

The independent variable of ‘whether or not participated’
is the focus for the next stage of analysis. As this research
is focused on the four major ethnic groups in Aotearoa
New Zealand, comparisons of the scores (mean) for
sense of community and its four elements are conducted
in relation to the respondent’s ethnicity (Table 5).

As shown in Table 5, no matter which ethnic group
people belonged to, the mean scores for the sense of
community index and for each of the four separate
elements are all higher for people who participated in
community open space planning processes than the
scores of those who did not participate.

On the other hand, merely relying on this simple and
basic comparison of means is not convincing enough to
help demonstrate the relationship between ‘whether or
not participated” and their ethnicity towards the sense
of community index. An independent sample T-test is
necessary to be adopted and utilised for the following
part to help analyse this relationship.

Independent sample T-test analysis

For this test, the test variables are the scores (mean) of
sense of community index. Moreover, for each ethnic
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group, samples are divided into two groups: people
who took part in the participatory planning process
and those who did not, which will be the group vari-
ables for this test. Therefore, this independent sample
T-test is used as another statistical method to help
examine and compare whether or not there is a sig-
nificant difference (at the significance level of p less
than .05) in the mean sense of community index
scores between people who took part in and those
who did not.

As Table 6 shows, it is found that for SCI-2 by
ethnicity, people who took part in are significantly
higher than people who did not, with all Sig. 2-tailed
values less than .05. In addition, for the separate ethnic
groups and all groups together, there is a significant
difference in the mean scores for SCI-2 between peo-
ple who took part in and did not. This difference is
further translated as people who participated in the
participation process have a higher sense of commu-
nity than those who did not.

This independent sample T-test examines the effi-
cacy of community participation on sense of commu-
nity index scores by analysing the differences in the
separate ethnic groups and the differences in the
whole sample targeting people who took part in and
those who did not.

The data and analysis from the independent sample
T-test results mentioned in this section suggest that
participation in the design and planning process for a
local open space had a significant effect and increased
sense of community, no matter which ethnic group
people belonged to (Figure 4). The result also supports
the hypothesis in this research.

Table 5. Means of sense of community and its four elements by ethnicity.

Means
Ethnicity Needs Membership Influence Connection SOC Index
NZ European Took Part in 16.10 1539 15.76 16.68 63.93
Not Took Part in 11.89 10.75 10.91 12.02 45.57
Maori Took Part in 15.50 15.75 15.75 15.25 62.25
Not Took Part in 1231 12.00 11.85 12.08 48.24
Chinese Took Part in 15.44 15.11 15.78 17.11 63.44
Not Took Part in 12.17 10.08 10.08 11.33 43.67
Pasifika Took Part in 16.50 14.25 16.75 15.75 63.25
Not Took Part in 11.60 11.20 10.80 10.80 44.40

Table 6. Independent sample T-test by ethnicity.

Independent Sample T-test

Levene's Test for Equality of Variances

T-test for Equality of Means

N=145 F Sig. t df Sig. (2-tailed) Mean Difference Std. Error Difference
NZEU 304 .583 8.971 83 <.001 18.359 2.046
Maori .003 .958 4.190 15 <.001 14.942 3.566
Chinese 448 SN 6.580 19 <.001 19.778 3.006
Pasifika .888 377 11.762 7 <.001 18.850 1.603
All Groups 307 581 13.056 143 <.001 18.644 1.428
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Figure 4. Between-group comparisons of mean SCI-2 scores.

Discussion

This study investigates the Sense of Community
Index-2 scores for four New Zealand ethnic groups
concerning their participation in community planning
of public open spaces. The key findings from this
research are summarised below.

In the context of Aotearoa New Zealand, the ana-
lysis provides strong evidence that people’s sense of
community is significantly higher for those who par-
ticipated in the participatory planning process of com-
munity public open spaces, than for those who have
not participated. It is consistent with the literature
based on other contexts; that the residents of the
focused communities developed with significant par-
ticipatory planning have a stronger sense of commu-
nity, which is attributed to the participatory planning
process (Valle 2008). Similarly, it is consistent with the
previous finding that involvement in more neighbour-
ing activities (comprised of local residents’ associa-
tions, community action groups and community
planning) was significantly and positively associated
with sense of community (Francis et al. 2012).
Moreover, aligned with the previous study findings,
each ethnic group of people has unique histories and
world views. Understandably, these differences affect
their sense of community and lead to differences in the
level of sense of community amongst different ethnic
groups (Kenyon and Carter 2011).

The findings from the first phase of research confirm
the importance and contribution of participatory plan-
ning processes in the formation of positive sense of
community amongst the four ethnic groups of interest.
Moreover, there will be a challenge for planners and
community leaders to find ways to include as many
people as possible during these community participation
processes without making them inefficient. For instance,
from the demographic statistics in Table 3, for the target-
ing four ethnic groups, the number of community mem-
bers who have participated in community open space

planning are all relatively lower than those who have not
participated. At least based on the data collected in this
research, these statistics points out the reality of insuffi-
cient numbers of community participation for the fin-
ished projects. The possible contributing factor would be
the low effectiveness of recruitment or participation pro-
cesses, leading the potential participants to be reluctant
to participate.

Firstly, there may have been technical issues related
to online participation, including the accessibility to
the Internet and the availability of appropriate digital
equipment. This may have affected participation by
younger people as well as those who are older.
According to the literature, some online options can
be difficult for community members to access because
of technical issues, meaning that the potential com-
munication would be hampered. Furthermore, the
global spread of COVID-19 and ensuing pandemic
forced the survey and the discussions around commu-
nity participation in the following stage to move from
on-site to the online option, thereby exacerbating the
possibility of community participation in relation to
the young generation mentioned above. The pandemic
also affected the ability to collect data from certain
ethnic groups and hindered the proportionate repre-
sentation of those groups in the sample.

Secondly, another possible impediment might have
been raised from the specific platform or media for the
recruitment process, which is not preferred or com-
monly used by the young generation, even though the
actual recruitment flyers or information is posted on
some well-known platforms, such as Facebook and
Neighbourly (a local, community-based social media
platform in New Zealand). A possible solution will be
getting familiar with the online preference for differ-
ent age groups, especially for the young generation,
and then the revised online platform can be adjusted
according to the exact age group in order to achieve
the recruitment target.



On the other hand, this provides the platform and
opportunity for this research to be extended into a
second phase, where the intention is to explore and
discover a series of community participation methods
with each of the four ethnic groups, aiming to evaluate
their effectiveness.

Conclusion

This research supports the notion that cultivating
a deeper connection to community through parti-
cipatory planning processes is a fundamental
approach to involving citizens in decision-making
and encouraging a higher sense of community
across the four different ethnic groups we looked
at. Inclusion of individuals from diverse ethnic
groups in planning processes will help ensure
that their voices, perspectives, and needs are
recognised and considered. Such an inclusive
approach will not only empower individuals but
can also unite them by collective action in identi-
fying and tackling community challenges and
aspirations.

Moreover, this research encourages a high-quality
participatory planning in local neighbourhoods, which
is vital for enhancing the sense of community in dif-
ferent ethnic groups. The cultural exchange fosters
greater understanding, appreciation, and respect for
diverse cultures and backgrounds. By celebrating and
valuing the contributions of different ethnic groups,
participatory planning helps bridge cultural divides,
reduces stereotypes, and strengthens social cohesion
within the community.

Regarding this importance and the encouraging
effect of a sense of community through participa-
tory planning, future focus groups could be uti-
lised to explore and discover the exact
implementation strategies of participation pro-
cesses for those ethnic groups to strengthen their
sense of community.
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