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Climate-related partial relocation in Fiji
impacts the wellbeing of those who
relocatedandthosewhostayeddifferently

Check for updates

Ann-Christine Link 1,2,7 , Annah Piggott-McKellar 3,4,5,7 , Elia Nakoro6 & Robert Oakes2

Climate change threatens habitability, leading communities to relocate out of sites of high exposure.
Partial relocations, whereby only a portion of the community relocates, are understudied but
increasingly common as relocating in one move is not always possible nor necessarily desired.
Drawing on two climate-related partial relocations in Fiji—one community-driven, currently underway,
and one government-assisted, undertaken ten years ago—we use Q Method to explore subjective
wellbeing outcomes and identify shared narratives across the two communities. We find that partial
relocation continues to strongly shape the wellbeing and lives of individuals, even ten years after
relocating, andhighlights different outcomes between thosewho relocatedand thosewhodidnot.We
argue that these shared narratives are strategic tools that can be drawn upon to understand nuanced
experiences, shape people-centred policies, and, ultimately, inform relocation efforts that are more
just, effective, and sustainable.

As communities and governments deal with growing climate exposure,
relocating communities away from sites of existing or emerging unin-
habitability is an increasingly utilised response1,2. Relocations vary
depending on the actors involved, community preferences and desires to
move, past hazard experiences, risk thresholds, relocation contexts and the
relevant policy and governance frameworks supporting the process3,4. As a
result, they occur across different timeframes and spatial scales as pre-
emptive or responsive to risk exposure. They range from the complete
relocation of entire communities to the partial relocation of specific
households5,6. Despite these variations, planned relocations have distinct
features from other forms of mobility: they are a planned process, typically
(though not exclusively) involving external actors like the state, and can be
plannedwithin community governance structures in response to an existing
or emerging climate hazard (althoughother non-climate drivers are likely to
co-exist); are intended to be permanent; involve themovement of a groupof
people, distinct from individual mobility; and occur primarily over short
distances and where possible within local jurisdictions7,8.

We focus on Fiji as a state at the forefront of developing and imple-
menting national policies and funding schemes for climate-related
relocations9–13. Close to 50 communities are currently identified as need-
ing relocation and earmarked for relocation over the next 5 - 10 years5.
Simultaneously, planned relocations are expensive undertakings. In Fiji, the

relocation of Vunidogoloa village in 2014 cost approximately USD 500,000
to move ~140 residents living in 26 houses two kilometres inland14. Given
these costs, the resource constraints many governments face, and the
importance of agency for individuals making choices about whether to stay
or relocate15–17, partial forms of relocation—though not always seen as ideal
—are likely to become an increasingly common reality15. Partial relocation
differs from full relocationas it leads to the separationof the community.The
resulting distinct and differentiated outcomes and implications for people’s
lives and wellbeing require attention with regard to research, policy, and
programming.

Wellbeing is an important lens throughwhich to assess adaptation and
planned relocation outcomes, as it correlates not only with increased life
satisfaction but also with increased capacity to cope with external and
internal stressors, and as such, provides a broad and appropriate framing to
evaluate relocations18–20. However, wellbeing is not a singular concept; it can
and has been theorised, conceptualised and framed in various ways21,22. For
adaptation to climate change to be deemed effective, it must improve
wellbeing across three dimensions: material wellbeing, which pertains to
individuals’ access to resources; subjective wellbeing, which relates to per-
sonal perceptions; and relational wellbeing, which concerns connections
with others and places23. We build upon this framing and include eude-
monic understandings of wellbeing, as for adaptation to be successful, it
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must also fulfil the self-actualisation of populations. Eudaimonic wellbeing,
in contrast to hedonic wellbeing, emphasises self-fulfilment over max-
imising pleasure, value- and virtue-based living over enjoyable experiences,
and long-term growth over short-term gratification18. In this way, it relates
to long-term solutions, meaningful lives, the lived values at risk due to
climatic changes19, and the agency enabled by staying or moving, going
beyond hedonic pleasure and happiness20,24. Our understanding of well-
being, therefore, builds on existing literature, which recognises a broad,
multi-dimensional understanding of wellbeing in the context of climate-
related mobility and specifically relocations19,20,25–27.

On top of basic psychological and physical needs that need to be met
when facing climatic and environmental exposure, we go beyond a person-
centred approach and towards an active process of achieving wellbeing that
reflects both individual andwider social experiences. Further, one that takes a
cultural ecological perspective25 and emphasises the role of place and place-
attachment, which is essential when looking at the impacts of climate risk on
wellbeing, especially amongst Indigenous populations where connection to
place underpins rituals andmeaning-making17. In line with Adger et al.26 and
Piggott-McKellar et al.27 we propose that wellbeing comprises six themes:
environmental health, physical health, material, place, self, and social.
Through this framing, we can operationalise these holistic and individual
perceptions across different wellbeing framings while also accounting for
cultural differences in the understanding and expression of wellbeing24.

To investigate wellbeing, we adopt an approach aligned with Fiji’s
storytelling culture.Narratives are a fundamentalway inwhich thoughts are
organised and the prism through which we make stories to relate to our-
selves and others. We, therefore, consider narratives an appropriate way to
represent the complexity and multi-dimensionality of well-
being experiences in the Fijian context.We adoptQMethod to unveil these
narratives. Q Method combines a qualitative, participatory approach with

statistical analysis to distil broad discourses and produce qualitative shared
subjective understandings, reflecting systemic commonalities25. These
common perspectives on partial relocation are hereafter termed shared
narratives for those affected by partial relocations. Through the use of Q
Method, participants ranked the importance of statements related to the six
wellbeing themes, which were further subdivided into three sub-themes
(Fig. 1). More details on the methodological approach can be found in the
methods section.

We investigate the outcomes of two climate-related partial relocations
for iTaukei (Indigenous Fijian) members’ subjective wellbeing in Fiji by
analysing how subjective wellbeing differs across those who relocated and
those who stayed. The two villages where partial relocation has occurred are
Vidawa,where residents are currently self-supporting their relocationdue to
storm surges, coastal erosion, and flooding, and Denimanu, which was
partially relocated by the government in 2013 after Cyclone Evan caused a
storm surge and coastal erosion (Fig. 2). The distance between the origin
(old) and destination (new) site in each village is a few hundred metres.

Given the unique contexts of these two sites, this research provides
novel and important insights into wellbeing outcomes in partially relocated
communities across governance processes (self-supported versus externally
assisted) and time since relocating (current to over ten years). Unpacking
these contexts can help governments and external actors identify entry
points for policy to better plan for and support relocations in contextswhere
partial relocations may occur.

Results
Six distinct narratives emerged: two in Vidawa and four in Denimanu
(Table 1). In Vidawa, these narratives were split across those from the old
(VN1) and the new site (VN2). InDenimanu, narrativeswere also separated
across the old (DN1) and the new site (DN2), with the addition of two

Fig. 1 | Wellbeing Framework. The wellbeing fra-
mework is split up into six themes (environmental
health, physical health, material, social, place and
self), with each theme further divided into three
subthemes.
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narratives emerging, which were a mix of both (DN3, DN4). Demographic
factors associated with the characteristics of each narrative are displayed in
Table 2 and in greater detail in Tables SM1 and SM2. Figure 3 (Vidawa) and
4 (Denimanu) display radar charts for the six wellbeing themes, featuring
three sub-themes and shorthand statement outcomes organised by narra-
tive and village. The individual responses are found in Figs. SM1 and SM2.

Vidawa narratives
VN1: exposed, worried andwanting to relocate. In Vidawa, where the
village is currently self-supporting its relocation, all eleven people from
the old site belong to narrative one (VN1) (63% female, average 49 years
old; Table 2). VN1 is characterised by exposure, worry, desire to relocate,
a sense of community cohesion and collaboration and predominantly
stable livelihoods (Fig. 3).

VN1 expressed being affected by hightides, storms (Q35, 4**), and
coastal erosion (Q30,−4**).Heavy rainfall andflooding, exacerbatedby the
combination of water from the sea and from the two rivers surrounding the
village, damage crops (Q13,−1**). People preferred the weather at the new
site (Q4,−2**) as the heat where they live is unbearable, while the new site
up the hill offers a pleasant breeze and safety from flooding.

VN1 stated feeling unsafe (Q5,−3**), especially regarding the health
risks associated with heavy rain (Q21, 4**). Women voiced worry about
children playing in flooded areas, fearing injuries and illnesses such as
diarrhoea and skin diseases (Q20, 0**). NV1 expressed a strong desire to
relocate to thenew, safer site; however,financial barriers like land excavation
costs and building a house from scratch pose strong challenges. One elderly
participant wishes to remain at the old site due to her children’s presence.
This highlights the emotional ties to place, as she worries about her acces-
sibility and ability to care for herself without them.

VN1s mental wellbeing is low since their peace of mind hinges on
moving to the new site. There is widespread anxiety about their children’s
future (Q16, −2**), driven by concerns over flooding and its impacts on
their homes, crops, and drinking water. The belief that relocation is easily
attainable (Q23,−4) ismetwith scepticismdue to the previouslymentioned
financial barriers.

VN2: relocated and safe, yet concerned for those at the old site.
People in VN2, all nine living in the new site (40% females, average 46

years old; Table 2), felt safe from climatic exposure and experienced peace
and satisfaction with the relocation, but are concerned for those at the old
site as well as experiencing some challenges with the relocation related to
livelihood opportunities and the decision-making process (Fig. 3).

Participants expressed feelings of safety (Q5, 3**) andpeace (Q16, 1**)
and described living in a place that feels like a second heaven (Q9, 4**) since
they are not affected by storms (Q35, −4**) or erosion (Q30, 4**). Addi-
tionally, they noted a preference for the weather at their current (new) site
(Q4, 3**). However, VN2 also expressed concern for those still living in the
old site (Q32, 2**), especially given its high-risk conditions during bad
weather.

Alongside feelings of peace and satisfaction at the new site, the com-
munity identified a high stress level associated with the relocation (Q34,
3**). They noted that the relocation required substantial time, effort and
financial resources to demolish the house at the old site, transport all the
materials to the new location, and construct new houses. Without any
external support, this process strained their finances and contributed to
elevated stress levels (Q36, 2**). Reduced access to fishing grounds (Q14,
−3**) has also been a concern now that they are on higher ground and
further away from their previous fishing areas.

Despite moving away from the old site, VN2 did not feel disconnected
from the land and sea (Q29, 4) or their community (Q7, −2). Since the
church is located at the old site (Q19, −1*), accessing it has become more
difficult, particularly for older members. There is no paved path leading
down the side, only a relatively steep grassy slope that becomes muddy and
treacherous when it rains, posing an enormous challenge for those trying to
maintain their connection to the community and their religious practices.

Denimanu narratives
DN1: strong cultural traditions and livelihoods amidst high climate
exposure. InDenimanu, whichwas relocated by the government in 2013
after cyclone Evan, DN1 comprises 13 persons only from the old site
(39% female, average 49 years old; Table 2). DN1 is characterised by
enduring cultural practices despite climate risk and worries about the
weather, the environment, and sanitation (Fig. 4).

DN1 expressed that the land is affected by erosion (Q30, −3**),
especially during storm surges (Q35, 2) or heavy rains (Q21, 1**), making
those living close to the coast and at the bottom of the hill most vulnerable

Fig. 2 | Map of Fiji showing study locations. The two study sites in Fiji of Vidawa and Denimanu are represented by red dots in addition to the locations of the new sites
(orange) and the old sites (grey) (prepared by Ann-Christine Link).
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Table 1 | Q-sort statements, associated number (No. column) for each statement, and responses across narratives in Vidawa
and Denimanu

Themes Sub-
themes

Statement
shorthand

No Statement Vidawa Denimanu

VN1 VN2 DN1 DN2 DN3 DN4

Environmental
Health

Climate Weather 4 Theclimate/weather is betterwhere I live than at the
old site.

−2** 3** 2 −4** ◀ 2 1 ◀

Climate 12 The long-term climate hasn’t changed at all. −3 −3 −3 −3 −4 −3

Disaster Rain 21 I get worried when it rains a lot. 4** −3** 1* 2 3 ▶ −1**

Storms 35 Hightides and big storms affect us. 4** −4** 2 ▶ −1* 1 −2* ◀

Land Cultivate 13 We can easily cultivate the land here. −1** 1** 0 0 1 2* ▶

Erosion 30 The land here is stable and not affected by erosion. −4** 4** −3 ◀ −1 −1 −1

Physical
Health

Disease Sickness 20 People in the community are sick a lot. 0** −2** 1** ▶ −3 −2 −1

Substance 2 Substance abuse is a big issue here. −1 −1 0 −2** ◀ 2* ▶ 0

Water/
hygiene

Water 1 We have access to safe and clean water. 3** 2** 1 1 1 1

Sanitation 28 Our toilet and bathroom facilities are good. 2* 0* 0* ◀ 4* ▶ 1 2

Food Food 8 We have enough to eat. 2** 0** 3** ▶ 0 0 0

Diet 31 Our diet is mainly packaged food. −3** −4** −4* ◀ −2 0* ◀ −3

Material Livelihoods Trad.
livelihoods

24 It is hard to practice traditional livelihoods here. 1** −2** −1 0 4** ▶ 0

Fishing 14 Access to finishing grounds is good. 0** −3** −2 2** ▶ −2 0**

Housing Suit. house 3 Our house is suitable for our way of life. 0 −1 1 0 ◀ 4 ▶ 3

Strong
house

27 Our house can withstand weather extremes
including wind and rain.

1 0 −2 1** −3 ◀ 4** ▶

Financial Fin. stability 18 Our household is financially stable. 0 0 0 2** ▶ −1 −1

Relocation
cost

36 The relocation had a negative impact on finances. −1** 2** −1* −3 −1* −4 ◀

Social Structures Decision 17 Every person in the community got to play a role in
decision-making.

3** −1** −1 0** ▶ −4* ◀ −2

Women 25 Relocation strengthened the sense of cohesion
amongst the women.

1 0 0 −1* −3** ◀ 0

Networks Community 7 Sense of community has been disrupted by
relocation.

−2 −2 −2 −4 −4 −2

Com. work 26 Everyone still contributes to meetings and
contributes to community work.

3** 2** 4* 4* 0 ◀ 1

Relations Friendship 10 Friendshipswere preserved through the relocation. 1 1 1 0 ◀ 1 3 ▶

Sadness 32 I am sad because loved ones are at the other site. 0** 2** –2 −2 3* ▶ 1*

Place Attachment Disconnect 22 I feel disconnected from my home and land. −2 −2 −4 −4 −1** ▶ −4

Second
heaven

9 This place is a second heaven for me. −4** 4** 3 ▶ 1 2 2

Culture Cult.
traditions

15 Our community still practices its cultural traditions. 2 1 4 ▶ 3 −2** ◀ 1*

Com.
meetings

33 We go to our communal meeting place regularly. 0 0 −1 2** ▶ −1 −2 ◀

Spirituality Religion 19 I cannot practice religious beliefs here. −1* −1* −4*
◀

−2 −2 −3

Land & sea 29 Connection to land and sea is the most important
aspect of where I live.

4 4 4 3 0** ◀ 4

Self Agency Col. agency 23 Everyone who wanted to relocate was able to
relocate.

−4 −4 2 1 4** ▶ −1* ◀

Ind. agency 6 I was able to decide what was best for my
household throughout the relocation.

1 1 1* ◀ 4 ▶ 2 3

Mental
health

Stress 34 The relocation process was very stressful. −1** 3** −1 −1 0 0

Peace 16 Mymind is at peace because I do not have to worry
about the future of our children.

−2** 1** −3 −1** ▶ −3 −4

Safety Safety 5 I feel safe where I am living right now. −3** 3** 0 3 0 4 ▶

Worry 11 I am worried that the weather will impact my
community.

2** −1** 3 1 ◀ 3 2

Numbers are represented from very strongly disagree (−4) to very strongly agree (4), and blue represents consensus statements, which were ranked similarly across all narratives in each site. Arrows
indicate that the statement’s response is the lowest (◀ ) or highest (▶) of all across that statement.
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and affected. They strongly prefer the weather at their current (old) site,
which reflects the climate they grew up with (Q4, 2), and they express a
strong aversion to the weather at the new site. DN1described theweather at
the new site as either excessively strongorweakwinds, andheavy rains often
result in runoff andmuddy soil conditions,which is especially challenging as
there is no footpath or drainage in the new site.

The centrality of strong cultural traditions within DN1 is shown
through the agreement that people can go to the church (Q19, −4**),

practice cultural traditions (Q15, 4), join meetings, participate in solesole-
veki (communitywork), come together to cook and clean for the school and
wider community (Q26, 4*), and practice subsistence that aligns with cul-
tural norms, as diets predominantly consist of marine resources and tra-
ditional crops (Q31, −4**). Hence, people have enough to eat (Q8, 3**).

DN1 also expressed that their sanitation facilitieswere the least suitable
of all narratives (Q28, 0**), owing to some having to share facilities and not
having flush toilets.

Table 2 | Demographic data averages across Vidawa and Denimanu as well as across narratives

Vidawa Denimanu Total

VN1 VN2 Total DN1 DN2 DN3 DN4 Total

Size 11 9 20 13 9 4 4 30 50

Sex

Male (%) 36.4 60.0 45.0 61.5 44.4 100.0 25.0 56.7 52.0

Female (%) 63.6 40.0 55.0 38.5 55.6 0.0 75.0 43.3 48.0

Age
(mean, range)

48.8,
33.0–77.0

46.1,
24.0–69.0

47.6,
24.0–77.0

49.3,
30.0–73.0

43.2,
30.0–58.0

53.3,
34.0–78.0

38.8,
22.0–51.0

46.5,
22.0–73.0

47.0,
22.0–77.0

Site

Old (%) 100.0 0.0 50.0 100.0 0.0 25.0 50.0 53.3 54.0

New (%) 0.0 100.0 50.0 0.0 100.0 75.0 50.0 46.7 46.0

Years in Village
(mean, range)

37.6,
7.0–62.0

40.4,
20.0–69.0

38.9,
7.0–69.0

45.1,
20.0–68.0

41.3,
20.0–58.0

53.2,
34.0–73.0

38.8,
22.0–51.0

44.2,
20.0–73.0

42.1, 7.0–73.0

Years in Site
(mean, range)

37.6,
7.0–62.0

12.0,
2.0−48.0

21.9,
2.0–62.0

45.1,
20.0–68.0

9.3, 2.0–17.0 16.8,
11.0–34.0

19.0,
1.0–51.0

26.5,
1.0–68.0

26.7, 1.0–68.0

Fig. 3 | Radar diagrams illustrating outcomes grouped by themes comparing
Vidawa shared narratives. Radar diagrams illustrating outcomes from strongly
disagree (−4) to strongly agree (4) for each statement, which are represented by

statement shorthands grouped by themes (environmental health, physical health,
material, social, place, and self), comparing the two Vidawa shared narratives VN1
and VN2.
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DN2: high overall wellbeing despite preferring the weather at the
old site. DN2, composed of nine inhabitants from the new site (56% female,
average 43 years old; Table 2), reflects high wellbeing, good access to fishing,
financial stability, community participation, and satisfaction with new facil-
ities. However, concerns remain about the weather at the new site (Fig. 4).

Despite a generally good level of wellbeing, they felt slightly worried
about rain in the new site (Q21, 1*) and expressed the highest preference for
the weather at the old site as opposed to the weather in their new site (Q4,
−4**). This preferencewas due to the breeze at the old site, whereas the new
site gets hot. DN2 also expressed the highest satisfaction with toilet and
shower facilities (Q28, 4*),whichwere built in all the newhouses on thenew
site. The houses were considered to be quite strong, designed to withstand
extreme weather.

High levels of wellbeing were expressed through good access to fishing
grounds (Q14, 2**), financial stability (Q18, 2**), and minimal substance
abuse issues (Q2, −2**). Strong community participation was evident
through their contribution to solesoleveki (Q26, 4*) and overall financial
stability (Q18, 2**), although they faced limited income-generating
opportunities.

DN2 was less critical than the others about the relocation decision-
making process (Q17, 0**) and felt most strongly that they could decide
what was best for them through the process (Q6, 4), reflecting a sense of
agency. Additionally, they expressed a relatively low worry about their
children’s future compared to the other narratives (Q16, −1**). Although
everyone in DN2 relocated to the new site, they did not express a dis-
connection from the land and sea (Q22, −4).

DN3: disrupted sense of community, land and traditions. DN3,
composed of one person from the old and three from the new site (0%

female, average 53 years old; Table 2), is characterised by increased
community tensions and a sense of disconnection from land and eroded
traditions (Fig. 4).

DN3 expressed the highest experience of worry about heavy rains
(Q21, 3**) and substance abuse (Q2, 2**). DN3 experienced difficulties in
practising traditional livelihoods (Q24, 4**), with concerns that traditional
knowledge, such as building bures (traditional Fijian houses), is being lost
and that people are becoming more individualised than community-
oriented.

People felt sad that loved ones remained at the other site (Q32, 3**),
withoneparticipant expressing thepainhe feltwhen leaving the old site to go
home to the new site and an elderly disabled man feeling deep loneliness in
the new site because his family remains at the old site, which is exacerbated as
there is no suitable pathway for him to move around. DN3 expressed per-
ceptions of tensions between women (Q25,−3**) living at the new and old
sites, as theyoftendonot come together as onebig group.DN3disagreed that
everyone had a say in the decision-making process related to the relocation
(Q17,−4**), stating that the government acted as the sole decision-maker.

DN3 stated feelings of disconnection fromhome (Q22,−1**) and land
and sea (Q29, 0**). Participants expressed a reduction in community prac-
tices and traditions (Q15,−2**), noting increased non-traditional hairstyles
and people not following traditional dress codes during community events.

DN4: feelings of safety but tensions around the relocation process.
DN4, composed of two people from the new and two from the old site
(75% female, average 39 years old; Table 2), displays a strong sense of
safety due to low climatic exposure, confidence in their homes’ durability,
and the presence of stable livelihoods, but also noting that the relocation
process was decided mainly by authorities (Fig. 4).

Fig. 4 | Radar diagrams illustrating outcomes grouped by themes comparing
Denimanu shared narratives. Radar diagrams illustrating outcomes from strongly
disagree (−4) to strongly agree (4) for each statement, which are represented by

statement shorthands grouped by themes (environmental health, physical health,
material, social, place, and self), comparing the four Denimanu shared narratives
DN1, DN2, DN3, and DN4.
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DN4 is characterised by a sense of safety, expressed by feeling the least
affected by hightides and storms (Q35, −2*) and the least worried about
heavy rains (Q21, −1**). One participant from the top of the new site
explained that they do not need to worry, but those at the bottom do worry
because rain flows down to their houses during heavy rainfall events.

DN4 felt their houses were suitable (Q3, 3) and could withstand
extreme weather events (Q27, 4**). One participant from the old site had a
new house built after cyclone Yasa by Habitat for Humanity, which is
expected to withstand category 5 cyclones. DN4 were most positive about
being able to cultivate the land (Q13, 2*) and expressed average access to
fishing grounds (Q14, 0**), indicating relatively stable livelihoods and food
security. Additionally, they expressed satisfaction with good communal
cultural traditions and practices (Q15, 1**).

While it was emphasised that the relocation decision was primarily
made by the government, the chief, and senior men (Q17, −2), DN4 also
expressed that not everyonewhowanted tomove during the relocation could
(Q23, −1*). One participant recounted their experience from 2013 when
cyclone Evan destroyed their home. Although they wished to relocate after
the cyclone, they could not due to the small size of the houses at the new site.
Only their extended family, who have since left the island, could move there.

Discussion
Our research contributes to understanding the short and long-term impacts
of partial relocations on wellbeing and how people negotiate, re-establish,
and rebuild aspects ofwellbeing over time28,29.Ourfindings show that partial
relocation strongly impacts wellbeing in the short term (as in Vidawa) and
continues to influence individuals’ wellbeing even ten years after the relo-
cation (as in Denimanu). Simultaneously, we find clear differences between
those who relocated and those who stayed. However, while the current
literature raises concerns of negative wellbeing outcomes of climate-related
partial relocations15,28, we find mixed outcomes including predominantly
positive outcomes for the people who relocated to the new site inVidawa, as
well as positive trends across some who relocated and some who remained
in Denimanu. The reasons for this finding are discussed in the following.

In Vidawa, two clear and largely opposing narratives split between
those living in the old and new sites emerged. People in VN2 (all from the
new site) experienced higher wellbeing and feelings of safety from climate
events than those in the old site, who remain exposed. In Denimanu,
wellbeingnarrativesweremore complex,with fournarratives emerging.Yet,
these were still largely separated across the old and new sites. InVidawa, the
village’s current and ongoing relocation experience can explain this clear
separation in narratives of wellbeing across sites. In Denimanu, while nar-
ratives aremore diverse, they are still heavily conditioned bywhether people
live in the newor old site, even ten years after the relocation. Since the partial
relocation, Denimanu has faced climate exposures (i.e., cyclone Yasa in
2020, which affected those at the new and old site)30,31 and has also
experienced ageing, modernisation, and inter and intra-village mobilities.
However, the experience of relocation and whether people are living in the
old or new site remains a key determinant in shaping daily experiences and
continues to influence people’s broader wellbeing. This finding highlights
the enduring consequences of adaptation decisions on affected populations,
underscoring their long-term impacts, which can be nuanced and multi-
faceted, including positive and negative aspects32.

In Vidawa, social wellbeing has not been impacted strongly outside of
sadness and worry for those in the old site, and some people not being
presentduring the relocationdecision. InDenimanu, the situationwasmore
nuanced, with narratives of isolation, sadness, and pain around the distance
between the two sites. This outcome regarding social wellbeing in Den-
imanu could be a product of the government implementing the relocation
process, while in Vidawa, the community designed and implemented its
own relocation. This is further reflected in outcomes related to agency,
which were the same across both narratives in Vidawa yet differed strongly
in Denimanu, with narratives focusing on whether people could decide to
relocate and how those decisions were made. Hence, positive wellbeing
outcomes can be explained by how fair communities perceived the process,

determined by how effectively they were able to engage in the decision-
making process of relocation or staying. This reflects the role of eudaimonic
wellbeing, where individuals actively strive for self-realisation, both for
themselves and their community33, emphasising that community-driven
adaptation, including relocation, is essential to lead to better outcomes25,34,35.
This finding raises important questions about the role of external organi-
sations and the State, where they could play an important role as facilitators
in supporting communities to mobilise internal capabilities and achieve
their adaptation goals, including relocation, instead of driving decisions and
processes33,34. Besides the governance structure, other factors, such as the
time passed since the relocation and the bigger size of the community, may
have contributed to these outcomes in Denimanu.

In both villages, people who relocated still predominately noted a strong
connection to land and sea. This finding indicates that short-distance relo-
cations may help to maintain these ties, which is especially important con-
sidering the role of place attachment in relocation decision-making34,35 and
disruptedplace attachmentoneof theaspectsofhighest risks for communities
related to relocation outcomes3. Importantly, however, disrupted place-
attachment differed less based on which site people lived in but could be
explained based on the demographics within the community, such as age and
(dis)ability. For example, inDenimanu,DN3was characterisedby adisrupted
sense of community, land, and traditions and were all men and, on average,
older than other narratives (by between 11 and 3 years) and had spent more
time in the village than other groups (over 8 years longer than any other
narrative group). Special attention to the demographics of the populations
and the subsequent differences in experiences and outcomes of relocation is
needed to ensure support can be tailored accordingly and appropriately36.

Narratives not only capture individual and collective experiences but
also reveal shifts over time. By uncovering these evolving viewpoints, shared
narratives offer a comprehensive understanding of complex social issues
and provide valuable insights for developingmore inclusive, people-centred
policies and interventions37–39. Understanding narratives helps to identify
diverse perspectives across demographics, such as people with disabilities,
women, and those in specificmicro-ecosystems, enablingmore targeted and
nuanced interventions. For example, in Vidawa, financial assistance is cri-
tical for families still residing in hazard-exposed areas who do not have the
financialmeans to relocate. Simultaneously, in bothVidawa andDenimanu,
elders and people with disabilities highlighted the need for improved
accessibility between old and new sites. For example, building a path could
greatly enhance mobility and connectivity.

Future research to understand the evolution of narratives over time,
especially in relation to policy implementation and how this influences
wellbeing outcomes, is needed. Following the same groups over time, and
exploring wellbeing narratives of host populations could provide further
insights into the complex ways relocation interacts with wellbeing. Further,
and importantly, comparing narratives in cases where partial relocations
have taken place across different distances (given both cases here were of
relevant short distance) would be useful. Additionally, research to explore
methodologies for how shared narratives can be meaningfully integrated
into actionable policy-making processes responsive to the lived realities of
affected communities and how these narratives can influence the design of
adaptive relocation policies that address both physical and psychosocial
needs is essential to build more just and effective relocation efforts.

Methods
A mixed-method research design was employed, consisting of short
descriptive questions (i.e., demographics, time in the village, time in the
current site) and QMethod.

Participant selection
For each village, the research team sought permission from the relevant
Provincial Council through a sevusevu (traditional ceremony to seek per-
mission). A sevusevu was also undertaken with the chief in each village.
During the sevusevu, the research purpose and process were explained, and
any questions were addressed. Once permission was granted, community
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members were invited by word to participate in the study over the next few
days. A convenience sampling method was used to ensure diversity in age,
gender, and community roles. No compensation was provided for the
participants.

Qmethod
Qmethod is a participative and reflexive tool that uses statistical analysis to
produce narratives based on participants’ rankings of statements through a
Q-sort process40. Qmethod can reveal cognitive processes occurring below
full consciousness, whichmaynot be accessible through traditional research
tools41. Furthermore, it minimises research bias through quantitative
analysis42, produces valid results from a small sample size43, and is a reliable
method to capture personal experience, values, and beliefs44. In this context,
Q method is particularly well-suited because it aligns with the oral story-
telling traditions of Pacific SIDS45. Unlike purely quantitative approaches,
such as Likert scales, whichmay not resonate with Islander participants due
to cultural and educational differences, Q method allows for a more cul-
turally appropriate exploration of perspectives, avoiding potential mis-
interpretations of statistical data according to Western norms46.

Q method identifies shared viewpoints on contested topics and sta-
tistically assesses participants’ alignment with these perspectives. The pro-
cess begins with creating an extensive concourse of items—typically
statements, though pictures can also be used—related to a specific issue,
drawn from sources such as focus groups, academic literature, or other
materials. These items must aim to represent the full spectrum of opinions
within the relevant community47. The concourse is then refined into a
smaller,manageable set of items (the ‘‘Q set’’). Participants are asked to rank
or sort the Q set on a grid (Figure SM3) and explain their rankings. Each
participant’s response combines their sorting and the qualitative comments
theymake during and after the process48. The researcher then applies factor
analysis to groupparticipants’ responses into key subjective understandings,
which can be distilled into narratives.

The number of Q method studies in social and environmental inter-
actions is growing.Q has also been explicitly used in the field of human (im)
mobility in the context of climate change in the Pacific to investigate hur-
ricane evacuations49, discourses on climate change and human mobility in
Kiribati, Tuvalu, Nauru25 and the Marshall Islands50 or expert framings of
environmental mobility51.

Collection and sampling of statements
The concourse was built by researching discourses relating to relocation,
climate, aswell as health andwellbeing outcomes in Fiji frompeer-reviewed
journal articles. Google Scholar was used as the primary search engine, with
the keywords “climate”, “relocation” and “planned relocation” guiding the
search. Where possible, verbatim quotes from affected persons or experts
were used to preserve the essence of the opinions.

To align with our understanding of wellbeing, which is based on six
themes, namely, environmental health, physical health, material, place, self,
and social, the 137 selected statementshad to be categorised and reduced to a
manageable number for a Q set. Discussions on reducing the number of
statements involved the core research team and two Fijian stakeholders
familiar with the local contexts inVidawa andDenimanu. First, the research
team and local stakeholders grouped the statements into the six wellbeing
themes. Second, the statementswere further grouped into sub-themes. Since
a Q set needs to be manageable in size to limit the burden on participants
while allowing for a valid expression of participants’ subjectivity, the state-
mentswere reduced to 36,with three sub-themes for eachwellbeing theme53.
Third, to ensure contextual relevance, several statements were edited or
replaced in discussionwith the local Fijian stakeholders. In the final step, the
statements were translated into Fijian through a double translation process.

Q-sort process
Fieldwork was undertaken over three weeks in September 2024 in the two
case study sites –Vidawa andDenimanu. In Vidawa, 20 sessions were held:
11 at the new site and nine at the old site, and inDenimanu, 30Q-sorts were

undertaken: 14 at the new site and 16 at the old site. The variation in the
numberof participants between the siteswas influencedby the availability of
villages and their population sizes. However, this does not hinder the Q
method approach, as the number and quality of statements aremore critical
than having a large sample size.

Each Q-sort took roughly 20–50min and was done in person under
the instruction of a research team member in the local language. The Q-
sort involved asking participants to sort the series of 36 statements
(concourse) printed on laminated cards into three piles: agree, disagree,
and indifferent. These statements relate to experiences and perceptions
around climate, relocation, health, and wellbeing, as defined in Table 1.
Participants were asked to further sort the three piles onto a normal- or
bell-shaped grid. The columns of theQ-sort grid (Fig. SM3) were labelled
from + 4 (strongly agree) through zero to − 4 (strongly disagree), with
these terms also translated into the Fijian language. The researcher asked
participants to think aloud while sorting the cards to generate qualitative
comments, which the researcher either recorded or took notes on and
later digitally transcribed. After the participants had completed the Q-
sort, the researcher asked some follow-up questions to gain further
insights into their reasons for ranking certain statements and provide
context for analysis. As a result, this mixed-methods approach is suitable
for implementation with diverse participant groups and in diverse
contexts.

Data analysis
The two leadauthorsanalysed thedata for eachsite. First, the sort involving the
rankingof each statement by theparticipantswas entered into theprogramme
Ken Q. Second, to capture patterns of wellbeing outcomes, principal com-
ponent analysiswas used to simplify data complexity.Adecisionwasmade on
varimax rotation to ensure the best fit of the model. Third, the research team
followed the criteria of understanding for analysis established by Oakes25: i) it
had an Eigenvalue greater than one, ii) four or more individuals loaded sig-
nificantly (p< = 0.05), and iii) it was distinct from other subjective under-
standings. Fourth, narratives of the subjective wellbeing outcomes were
created using a combination of the factor analysis results and qualitative data
collected during the recorded Q-sorts. Fifth, we analysed the narratives along
the different wellbeing dimensions while considering demographic back-
ground. The qualitative statements provided contextual analysis to the prin-
cipal component analysis andweredrawnon tohelpexplain thepositioningof
Q-statements and inform the narratives identified. The factor loadings and
eigenvalues explained variance, and the factor extraction table for the Q
analysis for Vidawa and Denimanu (Tables SM4, SM5) can be found in the
supplementary material.

Limitations
As we have outlined,Qmethod is a subjective tool, and while this makes it
ideally suited to the present paper’s focus of unveiling shared narratives,
there are inherent risks of bias in research design, data collection and ana-
lysis. In terms of research design, it is impossible to cover all possible con-
ceptualisations of the six themes and 18 sub-themes. We mitigate this
potential limitation through a systematic and theoretical approach to
sampling the statements to be used. In addition, through theQ sort process,
and discussing with the participants, it was possible to derive further and
deeper meaning from their ranking of specific statements and the combi-
nation thereof. Lastly, in terms of analysis, it should be acknowledged that
some of the decisionsmade by the research team are value judgements, and
perhaps also informed by our subjectivities.

Reporting summary
Further information on research design is available in the Nature Portfolio
Reporting Summary linked to this article.

Data availability
The Q-sort results of the study can be found in the Supplementary Data
(Table SD1), excluding socio-demographic background information, to
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ensure the anonymity of participants, given the small population size of the
communities involved.Audio recordingsof the sessionswill not be shared to
protect the privacy of participants and the sensitivity of their statements
regarding personal stories and experiences. However, notes summarising
the discussions can be provided upon reasonable request.

Code availability
The background code for the programme Ken Q Version 2.0.1 which was
used for the analysis can be foundonGithub52. The analysis canbe replicated
by inserting theQ-sort responses into the respective programme and taking
documented analysis decisions with regard to factor extraction and rotation.
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vance of this research is paramount given the emerging need to relocate
populations away fromcoastal risk and the gap in understanding surrounding
the ways this impacts wellbeing, especially over the long term. This has been
communicated by local and national governments as well as various inter-
national organisations.
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