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A number of researchers lave done extensive work on ontologies, epistemologies and pedagogies in
relation to Pasifika research, bur little on wmethodologies. Vaioleti describes talanoa as a
phenomenological vesearch approach hich is ecological, oral and interactive. Halapua’'s article
Talanoa Process: The Case of Fiji (2008) emphasises talanoa as a potential model for conflict
resolurion following Fiji's coup in the vear 2000. Recenth, talanoa as a research methodology has
become widelv used in the Pacific research arena. It las been defined v scholars as creating
meaning out of nothing or stimph to talk, gossip. share or chat about nothing. ‘Talaloto’ — a research
methodology that I introdice and outline tn this article is closely related in many wayvs to talanoa.
While talanoa is the co-construction of knowledge/ideas by hvo or more people, talaloro is a person’s
testimony of constructed knowledge or Iived experiences. There is a scavcity of information on this
rraditional practice vet like talanoa it is vooted in Tongan oral tradition. This paper foregrounds
talaloto as a traditional cultural practice and it explains its use as a research methodology. It is
hoped that more researchers will consider using this method in the futire, vecognising its place within
Pasifika methodologies and its ability to generate vich and authentic data.

Talanoa, talaloto, Pasifika research methodology

In this paper. I introduce and argue for talaloto (a personal testimony of the lived reality experiences
of an individual) as a new Pasifika data collection methodology that enriches and permits authentic,
raw and meauingful information to be generated via Pasifika research. As kakala (Thaman, 1992) and
talanoa (Vaioleti, 2006) research frameworks provide alternative and authentic researcl
methodologies for Pasifika, the utilisation of talaloto provided me, as a Tongan researcher, with both a
Pasifika and a uniquely Tongan traditional practice for my research. 1 have used talaloto as my data
collection method for my PhDD and found the depth of the data to be rich and significant compared to
the semui-structured interview method 1 used for my Masters. In this paper. I provide a context for
thinking about Pasifika research methods and detail the form of the Talaloto approach I have used.
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18 Mefi Naufahu

had originated from Tongan Churches (Free Tongan Cluuch, Tonga Hou'eild Cinuweh and Tesiliana
Church} in Tonga after the arrival of the missionaries. It was used during an evening prayer service
called ‘Po Lotu’ on special Sundays. This understanding can also be found in Churchward’s (1959)
definition of talaloto: “fakataha (meeting) or Po lotu (evening prayer)” (p. 447).

However. according to Milika Pusiaki (ffom New Zealand’s Tongan 5.31 Radio} who is a
descendant of Tatuila Pusiaki (a well know Tongan spokesman and composer), talaloto was used prior
to the arrival of the missionaries principally by the early Tongan music composers. Music of the early
period (pre-European) was an expression of the composer’s fiue feelings. The composer told his or her
story through the lyries of songs. These songs are thought to have been the earliest example of talalote
within Tongan culture and precede its adoption by the church.

While the early Tongan composers told everything through song, often listeners did not
understand the meaning behind the lyrics and sometimes required composers fo explain their meaning.
This wmadition still continues and is knowm as ‘heliaki® (indirect expression) where composers
incorporate old Tongan vocabulary within their songs. Snith and ‘Onnuku (2015) argue that the use
of heliaki not only represents an indigenous approach to reading and writing but also exists as a
cultwal strategy for critique. Kaeppler (2007) defines hehaki as a means to say something which
means something else and asserts that it requires cultural skills and a knowledge base to be able to
carry it out.

Talaloto is a2 Tongan word compromised of two words: ‘tala” and ‘loto.” Tala is described by
researchers as a form of communication, talking, sharing, and telling stories or face to face exchange
of ideas (Halapua, 2008, Farrelly & Nabobo-Baba, 2012}). As above, Vaioleti (2000) defines ‘tala’ to
inform, to relate, command, tell, and announce. Churchward (1959) defines ‘Jofo’ as the mind. heart’s
desire, will, purpose; anger, ire, temper; to be minded to, desire, consent, or assent (p. 302).
Churchward {1959) defines talaloto as “to relate one’s religious experience...relating one's religious
experience. giving a testimony: testimony meeting” (pp. 446-447). Therefore, in my view, talaloto can
be interpreted to tell all, reveal or share honestly lived realities that are deep within your mind and
heart at a particular time. Talaloto is about mo oni (truth}. to'a (bravery), totonu (honesty). fakamo’oni
(testimony) and nothing else but the true lived experiences of a person.

Talaloto is a habitual practice within church sertings in Tonga and New Zealand. Members of the
congregation are frequently asked to perform a talaloto on specific concepts such as abstaining from
alcohol, their relationships with God for the month, acceptance of Christ into their hearts, and other
topics. On the last Sunday of every month, a Po Lotu {evening prayer service) is dedicated for talatoto.
During this service the chuwreh minister will invite chweh members to do talaloto. The talaloto cannot
happen spontancously at any setting or time because there are protocols that need to be followed to a
build up to the talaloto. Often the church minister is a master orator setting the scene for the talaloto
adeptly. The participants will then proceed to the front and begin to speak uninterrupted. Often talaloto
participants are very emotional and the length of time they speak varies.

During a discussion with Sione Molitika, one of the well-known Tongan elders in Hamilton and a
Methodist chwch steward (the next authority level down from the church minister), he stated that
talaloto is arguably one of the most heartfelt aspects of their church. The talaloto consecrated the
whole congregation with an extra form of spiritual energy from above that helps to ‘fakakoloa pe
fakaivia® (enrich or empower) and ‘fakamafana’i (to give warmth) to the gathering. The talaloto is a
time of ‘fola koloa™ {laying of inner wealth before vou) and “fola’osi” (laying everything vou've got
before you). I have experienced and felt the ‘mafana” (warmth) of talaloto when one of the proficient
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20 Mefi Naufahu
Table 1.

The different stages of talaloto

Stage

Process

Rationale/comment

[nitial contact

Meeting face-to-face with the
participants; visiting with them.

During this visit:
Explaining the purpose of the research:
Their role in the research:

Answering any questions that they have.

This is fakamahu’inga’i, or their value.
While phoning, texting or emailing
may be acceptable for follow-up
communication, the first contact needs
to be made in person as a sign of
respect and to assist engagement.

Sending of a formal
letter. including an
informed consent form
and research questions

Method of delivery does not matter (can
be hand delivered. posted or emailed) as
long as the scene has been set correctly in
the initial contact.

If the initial contact resulted in some
hesitation or uncertainty then I decided
that face-to-face delivery was a wise
idea. If the researcher did not talk
through the initial meeting then I think
they would do so at this stage.

Either collect the consent form later or
leave a stamped, addressed envelope.

Part of the ethics approval process and
formalising of participation.

It is important not to assume that the
participant will send the consent form
back: it is the researcher’s duty to
organise how this will happen and it is
respectful to do so.

It is important that the research
questions are understood before the
talaloto takes place. Participants need
to have the questions for at least two
weeks prior to the talaloto. This allows
them to be well prepared in advance
and have time to discuss with anyone
else the questions. The purpose of this
is the interest of the researcher gaining
an  understanding of the lived
experiences of participants and what
these experiences mean to them.

The actual talaloto

Step 1: Talanoa

After oreeting each other, begin with a
prayer, use talanoa to set the scene. The
talanoa can be about anything. Make sure
you initiate the talanca. This may take
three to five minutes.

The talaloto is done in the home or at
an agreed venue. If you are hosting
then it is appropriate to offer
refreshments. If going to a
participant’s home. they are hkely to
offer you refreshments. You do not
necessarily need to take food with you,
but a small thank-you gift will be
appreciated e.g. card and voucher.

The use of talanca is like an ice-
breaker or  re-affirming  your
relationship with the participant.

In Tongan settings. it is important to
begin with a prayer. If you are
confident. pray yourself, or ask the
participant.

This is empowering the participants
and allowing them the opportunity to
take control or lead the talaloto.
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Step 2: Fakamafana'i (empower)

This is your turn as the interviewer to
start introducing the topic. asking and
encouraging the participant to begin the
talaloto.

Step 3: The Talaloto

This is where the participant speaks to
the research question/s. uninterrupted.

The researcher may need to prompt from
time to time to encourage more sharing;
or if needed to re-direct the talaloto.

It does not matter if the participant does
not exactly follow the order of the

The questions need to be written in
such a way that they prompt sharing
and comment by the participant i.e.
open questions.

If English is not the first language.
then translating the questions is

appropriate.

Care needs to be taken when prompts
are used so as not to influence the
response. even inadvertently.

This is part of siving the participant
autonomy within the talaloto.

questions. They should be left to speak ] ]
on the topics as they choose — assume Be prepared for a flexible tine frame.
that they are well-intentioned and even if | 4 talaloto may take up to an hour.
you do not see the link with what they are | Pasifika participants may be emotional

talking about it is relevant from their | When speaking. This is quite natural
point of view. and does not mean that there is
anything wrong with the process,
rather it is an indication of the depth of
Step 4: Ending feelings.
Once the talaloto is finished, thank the
participant and end with a prayer (self or
participant). Reiterate  here the
confidentiality of what they have said and
outline the next steps in the research
process.

After the talaloto Offer pift/s of appreciation To signify how you value your

participant’s contribution to the study.

In using talaloto in my research as a data generation method, several benefits emerged which signify
its potential as a research method. Firstly. the *flow” of the talaloto was far more successful than I had
initially assumed or hoped for. The use of talanoa as an ice-breaker helped to setf the scene and settle
things down before talaloto commenced. The talaloto then began, taking participants about two
minutes to really take command of their sharing. From then on participants continued uninterrupted
for between 45 to 100 minutes of non-stop sharing. Secondly, I did not have to use any prompts at all
because the participants appeared well prepared with their talaloto: prompts had been given to them in
advance. Some participants even had written notes or written speeches in front of them. Thirdly, I
sensed that the participants felt that their lived experiences were being listened to and valued. Most
participants were fully engaged, confident and at times emotional. They told heartfelt and sincere
stories that to me sounded completely genuine. Fowrthly, the data appears far richer than what 1 had
gained earlier through the semi-structured interview method used for my Masters. The quality of
participants” sharing was raw and deep and did not need clarification from them or for me. For
example (psexdonvin used):
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Data collection is of cowse only one part of the process and careful attention should be given to
the method of analysis. particularly if a goal of the research is to, as accurately as possible, capture the
rawness and depth of emotions of the participants which was reflected not only in words but in non-
verbal cues (markers). For example, the widening of eyes for emphasis, tears where emotions were
strong, either happy or sad, as well as firm clapping of hands or the seat to show the strength of a point
they were tnaking. This has implications for transcription and analysis. Regardless of the method of
analysis selected, a challenge as [ move forward with talaloto is to enswre that the method chosen
allows the feelings imparted by the participanis fo be recognised and presented.

This paper has argued that fafaloto, as a research methodelogy. has value for conducting research in a
Pasifika context. Talaloro comprises a deliberately planned (prompts are provided to participants in
advance); culhwrally sanctioned, ritual that generally occwrs in a church setting with its communal
relationships. While clearly in its infancy as an approach, I am confident that the use of talalofo has
not only enhanced my cwrent research through the richness of the data I have collected but that it is
also a valid and applicable research method for other Pasifika researchers and Pasifika research
contexts. Working alongside talanoa. talaloto allows us to probe more deeply and tap into the raw,
lived experiences of participants through the alignment of data collection with a cultural practice from
within Tongan churches. Through talalote I was able to capture lived realities and inner thoughts so
that the Pasifika voice represented in my research may be as authentic as possible.
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