
Memories of my first year in New Zealand are peppered with 

recollections of my social faux pas. “Sweet as” was not a reference 

to my posterior (I learnt that the hard way) and “whakapapa” 

was not a swear word. To this day, I still make cultural blunders 

but after seven years of life in Aotearoa and finally obtaining my 

residency, people may now consider me a ‘kiwi’. 

I am Malaysian. I was an International student. Now I am a New 

the Silver Ferns (netballer with South African heritage) has lived 

in New Zealand for a shorter period than I, but already considers 

herself a Kiwi. So what is a Kiwi?

One tool which has helped me understand the Kiwi identity 

findings are based on the study of how values in the workplace 

are influenced by culture, which is analysed using 5 cultural 

dimensions: 

Ambiguity)

The study demonstrates that New Zealand has a very high 

individualism ranking (New Zealand was ranked sixth of the 

most individualistic societies in the study). Individualism is the 

degree to which individuals are integrated into groups, with the 

opposite of the continuum being collectivism. In an individualist 

society, everyone is expected to look after himself and his 

immediate family. In New Zealand, usually after the age of 18, 

Kiwis are expected to fend for themselves. If still living at home, 

they may be expected to pay rent. This would not be possible in 

countries with no welfare system and low minimum wages

New Zealand is also shown to be low in the ‘uncertainty 

avoidance’ scale. Uncertainty avoidance deals with a society’s 

tolerance for uncertainty and ambiguity, which ultimately refers 

to man’s search for Truth. Uncertainty avoiding cultures try to 

minimize the possibility of such situations by strict laws and 

rules, and by a belief in absolute Truth - ‘there can only be one 

Truth and we have it’. Conversely, uncertainty accepting cultures 

are more tolerant of differing opinions, are relativist and try to 

have as few rules as possible. New 

Zealand is an ‘uncertainty accepting 

culture’.

People from countries with similar positions on the five cultural 

continuums as New Zealand are likely to integrate into society 

quicker than people from countries on the opposite end of the 

continuum to New Zealand. This is very obvious to the Chinese 

student who finds it hard to break into the social cliques at 

university.

As a new migrant, there is a continual struggle to decide which 

values to adopt and how to define one’s identity. Imagine 

adolescence over a much longer period! On the individualism 

continuum, I struggle with the dreams of doing “the big OE” 

(despite having come to New Zealand from Malaysia) as that is 

what young kiwis generally dream of doing. They spend years 

saving money before finally heading overseas on their own to 

discover the world. However, the Malaysian side struggles to 

accept such use of money. Young Asian graduates may spend 

years saving in order to support their family or to send a younger 

sibling to school. Family and community come before self.

So does New Zealand have a culture? It most certainly does. But 

with the influx of migrants coming in with their own culture 

and value system, there is scope for examining what values and 

cultural beliefs are worth retaining and what values are worth 

further consideration. 

How should we respond to these ‘cultural tensions’? While at 

university, I benefited greatly from discussing with my peers 

issues such as the Kiwi identity and the importance of reaching 

out to foreigners. These issues are not exclusive to the ICF/

OCF circles as we are all called to share Jesus with the nations 

of the world, and a mission mentality will still be applicable even 

outside New Zealand. Thinking about these issues showed me 

that I can play an active role in ‘being salt’ in my workplace, not 

only as a Christian but as an Asian, as a female or however else 

I defined myself. I don’t know of any other group which has 

such dynamic potential to explore what is a Kiwi as in the TSCF 

circles? 

What is a Kiwi? Who knows, that kiwi face may look a lot like me. 
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