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Te Taonga o Taku Ngākau

He Mihi
E ngā mana, e ngā waka, e ngā reo, e ngā karangatanga maha, tēnā koutou.
Kāore e ārikarika ngā mihi ki ngā puna kōrero i whai wā ki te whakaputa
whakaaro, ki te whakatakoto kōrero hoki mō tēnei kaupapa nui.
Mei kore ake koutou te putanga o tēnei pūrongo ki te ao mārama.
He mihi hoki ki ngā kaiwhakahaere o te National Science Challenge ‘Better
Start’ me Cure Kids, mō koutou i tāwharau i tēnei rōpū rangahau me
tēnei mahi rangahau hei oranga mō ā tātou tamariki, mokopuna.
Ki ngā kaiāwhina, ki ngā kaitautoko i te kaupapa nei, nā tō koutou manawanui
i tutuki pai ai tēnei mahi rangahau. Tēnei te mihi nui ki a koutou.
E aku nui, e aku rahi, tēnā koutou, tēnā koutou, tēnā tātou katoa.
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‘Te Taonga o taku Ngākau’ is a Kaupapa Māori research project that situates the wellbeing of tamariki (Māori children)
within the context of well and thriving whānau. The purpose of the research was to consider the frameworks,
values and actions for whānau transformation that exist within mātauranga Māori. Importantly, the research seeks
to demonstrate the ways in which whānau themselves generate, through purposeful action, wellbeing from within
mātauranga and tikanga Māori. This report synthesises the research with a specific view to prioritising the voices,
experiences, knowledges and practices of the research community that have shared their taonga (treasures) with
the research team.
Using a Kaupapa Māori methodology the project involved interviewing traditional knowledge holders, Māori
mental health providers, and whānau Māori to better understand how whānau define and practice wellbeing,
the role of mātauranga and tikanga in creating well and thriving whānau, and the collective responsibility to the
wellbeing of tamariki within a whānau context. By effectively using the knowledge held by those at the front
line working with tamariki and their whānau, and by whānau themselves, this research seeks to demonstrate the
collective community, hapū and iwi involvement in the care and wellbeing of our children.
Within te reo and tikanga Māori there are indicators that tamariki are considered ‘taonga’ (treasures), with proverbial
sayings such as ‘Te Taonga o Taku Ngākau’ expressing a deep veneration for children. Traditional practices of
childrearing centred on concepts such as ‘Matua Rautia’, which calls for collective responsibility in the nurturing
of children and places emphasis on the collective in ensuring wellbeing for children. Matua (parent) and rau
(hundreds) reflects the philosophy that raising a child is not an individual endeavour, but rather a job for the whole
community. Traditional practices of childrearing centred on Māori cultural concepts such as ‘Matua rautia’, which
calls for a whānau, or a community-based, approach. This research reaffirms this point, arguing that the centrality
of children within Māori collectives means that any consideration of wellbeing for tamariki Māori must necessarily
consider the role of whānau and importantly the wellbeing of the whānau collective.

Ko te taonga o taku ngākau taku mokopuna e
he mokopuna korikori
hei aha hei aha rā
ko te mea nui ko te aroha
kaua e patu taku mokopuna
me awhiawhi mai taku mokopuna korikori e.
Today, many whānau have been separated from this cultural support network, causing disruption to traditional
and collective childrearing values and practices, with devastating effects for whānau, and specifically for tamariki.
There are numerous studies that highlight the range of negative indices experienced by whānau Māori, including
economic inequality, child abuse, partner violence, suicidality, high smoking rates, and mental health issues
(Fergusson, Horward & Gibbs, 2011; Marriott & Sim, 2014; Lawson & Te Aho, 2016; Seymour, Cooper, & Stanton,
2016). Within dominant research, however, it is not always made clear that these negative indices have their roots
in a long colonial history burdened with land theft, urbanisation, destruction of collectivity, and the marginalisation
of traditional knowledges. Instead whānau are pathologised, made the problem and not the solution, or in the case
of mental wellbeing and children, whānau are often left out of the discussion and decision making all together. The
social and economic positioning of Māori whānau as a result of historical and ongoing colonialism further affects
the capacity of Māori whānau to thrive and impacts on the mental health and wellbeing of tamariki.
‘Te Taonga o Taku Ngākau’ is a research project that positions mātauranga Māori (Māori knowledge) and tikanga
Māori as critical interventions for the wellbeing of tamariki Māori. As a response to the disproportionate numbers
of tamariki Māori who are likely to experience mental health issues, this research posits that mātauranga can
both inform, and transform, mental health and wellbeing interventions for tamariki and their whānau. This report
provides a Kaupapa Māori analysis of 30 interviews with whānau kaikōrero, three whānau wānanga and a thought
space wānanga with practitioners and policy makers, to demonstrate the transformative capacity of mātauranga
and tikanga Māori in understandings of mental wellbeing and tamariki within the context of whānau.
In what follows, an overview of the research questions, background to the research, and research context is
provided. The report moves on to discuss Kaupapa Māori principles and then presents findings and analysis that
build a framework for intervention and for transformation of whānau wellbeing, and specifically the wellbeing of
tamariki. Kaupapa Māori as both theory and praxis is transformative in its intent and for this reason the research
has used six of the principles fundamental to Kaupapa Māori to analyse and discuss key findings from the wealth
of information generated from the research. These principles are: whānau (the extended family principle); taonga
tuku iho (the cultural aspirations principle); ako (the culturally preferred pedagogy principle); kia piki ake i ngā
raruraru o te kainga (the socio-economic mediation principle); kaupapa (the collective philosophy principle); tino
rangatiratanga (the self-determination principle).
05

Te Taonga o Taku Ngākau

Introduction

Te Taonga o Taku Ngākau

Te Taonga o Taku Ngākau
The whakataukī ‘Te Taonga o Taku Ngākau’ translates as the treasure of my soul/heart. Pihama et al. (2015) note
that in a contemporary context this relates to the wider notion that children are a gift of life. It is argued that
by reclaiming our knowledge of Māori childrearing traditions, a deeper understanding of the importance of
collective practices and responsibility emerges. From that understanding, Māori values that inspire connectivity
and relationality, that strengthen Māori language and cultural practices, and that provide transformative action
will enable our children and communities to grow, and flourish.

Te Taonga o Taku Ngākau? Isn’t that beautiful. That is what I call my pōtiki [youngest]
… Her wairua [spirit], her āhua and my āhua and I guess more so our mauri that easily
intertwines with each other’s, and so that’s what I call her. But I guess when I reflect
upon it, I think about our mokopuna and that is exactly what they are te taonga.
Ngā taonga o taku ngākau. … I love them. I can see the moemoeā [dreams] of our
tūpuna in the faces of our mokopuna … I look at them and that is what I see. I see the
moemoeā. (Whānau kaikōrero)
Central to the project is the understanding and guidance that is provided in the whakataukī ‘Te Taonga o Taku
Ngākau’ and how it is expressed within whānau contexts. This is clear in the ways in which people shared their
understandings of the relationship of this whakataukī to the positioning and care of tamariki Māori. Whānau
shared several stories that brought together key themes such as a sense of “unrelenting commitment”; “focusing
on how great people are”; “our whakapapa line is our taonga”. The multiple ways that whānau understood and
applied this whakataukī were significant to the research and these are shared throughout the report as small
pūrākau that offer us stories that embody learnings about the depth of meaning that this whakataukī expresses.
Rather than locate all these beautiful contributions in one section we have chosen to place the discussions about
what ‘Te Taonga o Taku Ngākau’ means as small vignettes throughout the report so that they can be seen in relation
to the Kaupapa Māori principles and practices that form the foundation of the findings within this research.
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This project investigates ways that mātauranga Māori related to the raising of Māori children can be used to
develop prevention and intervention tools that support tamariki and whānau who are experiencing mental
health issues in Aotearoa.

The overarching research question is:
How can mātauranga Māori provide an evidence-based cultural intervention that will improve the mental health and
wellbeing of tamariki Māori and their whānau?
This question links directly to the overarching aim of the Better Start programme, which seeks to inform the
development of culturally grounded frameworks through which to understand and intervene in the processes
that contribute to mental health issues for tamariki Māori and their whānau.
Broadly speaking, the research sought to carry out an interdisciplinary Kaupapa Māori research project that
explored mātauranga Māori with key knowledge holders, and to think through culturally responsive tools and
frameworks to improve the mental health and wellbeing of tamariki within the context of whānau. The project
team worked with key knowledge holders, practitioners and whānau to consider the collective mechanisms for
change and transformation within whānau. In doing so, we sought to generate a Kaupapa Māori framework for
whānau that means collective responsibility is of foremost importance.
The research reasserts the fundamental principles of Kaupapa Māori and their value in transformation for whānau
and, at the same time, uses them to analyse and organise the wealth of material that was shared as part of the
research. In doing so, this research contributes to growing a much needed body of evidence that reaffirms the
centrality of whānau to the mental wellbeing of tamariki.
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Research Overview

Tikanga Rangahau
Research Methodolgy

‘Te Taonga o Taku Ngākau’ is grounded in mātauranga Māori and informed by a Kaupapa Māori research
methodology. Framing this research with the whakataukī ‘Te Taonga o Taku Ngākau’ locates both the theoretical
and methodological approaches within a Kaupapa Māori research approach. All components of this project were
designed to align to Kaupapa Māori through the delivery of research processes that meaningfully engaged with
and responded to Māori communities; prioritised Māori approaches and mātauranga Māori throughout all phases
of the project; engaged with a research area that is important to Māori and has wellbeing as a central focus; and
had a strong Kaupapa Māori approach, led by experienced Māori researchers and providers.
The underlying principle of Kaupapa Māori is that there are distinct Māori ways of exploring and conceptualising
issues that face us as Māori people. Kaupapa Māori Research carries cultural expectations including the active
participation of, and control by, Māori in all aspects of the research, and a focus on research as transformative
(Smith, 1997; Pihama, 2001). In developing this project, the research team spent time with a range of stakeholders
as a part of the scoping project. Key stakeholders included iwi organisations and social services, Māori providers,
health workers, social workers in schools and community organisations, hapū and iwi research organisations, Māori
psychologists, Māori health workers; a range of puna reo and te kōhanga reo, Māori midwives, educationalists and
whānau. Key policy documents released by the Children’s Commissioner (2012), Ministry of Social Development
(2018) and the Family Violence Death Review Committee (2012) align to the underpinning aim of this project to
create innovative, culturally grounded ways to bring collective responsibility and practice to the care and safety
of our children.

Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999) emphasises that there
is a critical political need, as part of Kaupapa Māori
research, to develop Māori centred, defined and
preferred ways of research that have a transformative
intent (Pihama & Tiakiwai, 2015). Kaupapa Māori
Research has at its centre the validation and
affirmation of te reo Māori and tikanga. Kaupapa
Māori methodology, such as that used in this
project, prioritises cultural theories, approaches and
methods that are grounded upon te reo, tikanga
and mātauranga Māori (Smith, 1997; Smith, 1999;
Pihama, 2001).
Mātāuranga is often used generically to refer to
‘knowledge’ however Mika (2011, p.1081) notes
that conceptually mātauranga is far more than
knowledge and as such cannot be reduced to a
“process of knowing”. Rather, mātauranga, traverses
western models of knowing and must be seen in the
complex relationships of being, experience (Smith
et.al, 2016), with its origins within whakapapa. The
underlying principle is that there are distinct Māori
ways of exploring and conceptualising issues that
face us as Māori people.
Kaupapa Māori Research carries particular cultural
expectations including the active participation
of, and control by, Māori within all aspects of the
research and a focus on research as transformative
(Smith, 1997; Pihama, 2001).
There is a range of elements within Kaupapa Māori
that are of direct significance to this project; tino
rangatiratanga, whānau, whakapapa, taonga tuku
iho, te reo, and tikanga are all critical to the research
that is transformative for our whānau, hapū and iwi.

A series of Kaupapa
Māori Principles
Smith (1997) notes that Kaupapa Māori
initiatives have six core critical principles
to inform both approach and practice:
•

Tino rangatiratanga (the self
determination principle);

•

Taonga tuku iho (the ‘cultural
aspirations’ principle);

•

Ako Māori (the ‘culturally preferred
pedagogy);

•

Kia piki ake i ngā raruraru o te Kainga
(the ‘socio-economic’ mediation
principle);

•

Whānau (the ‘extended family
structure ‘principle); and
Kaupapa (the ‘collective philosophy’
principle).

Each of these principles provides us with
ways of considering Māori wellbeing
as a part of a wider distinctive Māori
philosophical framework that is inclusive
of the multiple layers that inform Māori
ways of being.
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Working alongside whānau, hapū and iwi required
the research team to operate in ways that aligned
with tikanga and mātauranga Māori. Kaupapa
Māori methodology ensured the delivery of our
research aims by prioritising cultural methods and
transformative outcomes for whānau in the project
(Smith, 1997; Smith, 1999; Pihama, 2001).
Kaupapa Māori recognises that the tradition of
‘research’ extends back to our ancestors. Not simply
the subjects of colonial research agendas, our tūpuna
had ways of ‘researching’ and ‘investigating’ the world
around them (and beyond) that were ancient in their
origins. As their descendants, we, as Māori, inherit a

tradition of ‘research’ that enables us to be unique
and creative in the ways we share, teach and learn
new and old knowledges. Importantly, our tūpuna
have taught us how to be flexible and adaptable in
our knowledges and practices, while at the same
time upholding the power and tapu of them.
Kaupapa Māori theory and methodology are not
singular; rather they have multiple expressions that
ensure whānau, hapū, iwi and Māori communities
are able to create approaches that prioritise the
tikanga, kawa, te mita o te reo and mātauranga that
are unique to their regions or focus of work (Pihama
2001).

Methods
The methods used in this research draw together the strength of the collective in understanding, reconfiguring
and providing interventions in mental illness for tamariki Māori. The Kaupapa Māori methodology frames the
ways in which these methods are put into action in the research process. As noted in the methodology section,
this aligns with recommendations that more research related to Māori in this area needs to be undertaken using
a Kaupapa Māori process. The methods used in this project were located within the specific Kaupapa Māori
practices of kanohi ki te kanohi (face to face), wānanga (group learning) and accessing mātauranga Māori sources,
as follows:

01
02
03
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Kanohi ki te kanohi (face-to-face) interviews (30 in total): A series of interviews was undertaken
that included Māori and Indigenous specialists in the areas of mātauranga Māori, and Indigenous
approaches to the care and wellbeing of tamariki Māori, and specialists in the development of
prevention and intervention programmes based upon that knowledge.
Three whānau wānanga were undertaken, which provided a co-creation space with whānau to
understand the tools, strategies and interventions that whānau use to ensure wellbeing for their
tamariki and the wider whānau. Two wānanga were held at marae and the other was held in a family
business office.
A literature review was completed, including analysis of mātauranga Māori sources and examination
of key documents that gave insight into collective approaches to the care and wellbeing of tamariki
and their whānau.

Whānau kōrero is at the centre of this research. Therefore a number of methods were used to co-produce
discussions, including kōrero with a range of whānau through both interviews and wānanga as a process of
collective sharing. Of the 30 interviews that were completed, the overwhelming point made by all whānau
kaikōrero was that reconnecting with the narratives, lessons and wisdoms of our tūpuna enables us to understand
and transform our wellbeing in the present, and for the future. The inclusion of three whānau wānanga provided
the space for the co-creation of knowledge with whānau in order to understand how they put into practice the
values and mātauranga to create well and thriving whānau. Two of the wānanga were conducted at marae and one
was held in the offices of a whānau wellbeing business. These wānanga were a way to produce a collective story
as whānau and to share strategies, tools and aspirations for whānau to ensure that tamariki grow up safe, secure
and well as Māori tamariki. The wealth of knowledge, experience and practice that was shared in the wānanga
has helped shape the development of the Kaupapa Māori framework for mental wellbeing in tamariki Māori. A
fourth wānanga was held over two days, which involved a mini conference and Thought Space Wānanga. This
served not only to provide feedback to the community and engage with diverse communities and stakeholders,
but also to test the framework in terms of its principles and potential application within whānau and within the
Māori wellbeing sector.
Wānanga as a method is not unique, Māori communities have been using wānanga for generations to learn, share
and grow. What is unique is that research on the wellbeing of children predominantly looks at the individual and
fails to engage whānau in the co-creation of solutions and strategies for interventions and transformation. The
use of wānanga has both traditional and contemporary applications. Wānanga, as a space to meet, learn and
share knowledge, is something that as iwi, hapū and whānau we have been doing for generations. Wānanga is a
common space within contemporary iwi and hapū settings that refers to seminars, conferences, tribal lore, tribal
institutions of learning and mātauranga-ā-iwi/ā-hapū. As a verb, it also means to discuss debate and deliberate
(Williams, 1997).
Importantly wānanga is not a new method, and while ‘methodological texts’ on wānanga may be rare, as whānau,
hapū and iwi we know how to wānanga. Wānanga as a space for learning and knowledge exchange is something
built into our everyday lives. In fact, there are multiple and diverse ways in which we use wānanga in iwi and hapū
today, ranging from more formal and long-term formats through to informal and more spontaneous wānanga.
Wānanga can take many forms and include wānanga ‘in situ’ using the land, water and environment as spaces of
learning and as teachers. Wānanga has been described as encapsulating both internal and external processes, the
internal being related to discussion, debate, thinking and the external being the process of exchange between
those present (Royal, 2011).
Wānanga is a central part of the methodology for this research and provided spaces for whānau to engage in
the co-construction and co-production of knowledge. This aligns with the central principles of whānau, ako
and taonga tuku iho in Kaupapa Māori theory and research (Smith, 1999; Pihama, 2001). It has been argued by
Simmonds, (2014) that wānanga privileges tikanga Māori in all of its process and in doing so provides a process
that is by Māori for Māori, in a distinctly Māori way. This also serves, as an additional impact, to disrupt and
decolonise traditional western methods by positioning the collective production of knowledge as central. Thus
wānanga is both an assertion of rangatiratanga and a means by which Kaupapa Māori researchers position our
own ways of doing things at the centre of our research.
The use of wānanga in this research proved invaluable and provided a wealth of not only information but also of
purposeful action that exemplifies wellbeing for tamariki within the context of whānau and can serve as a model
for co-production of wellbeing interventions and outcomes that support whānau self-determination.
The thing that is dearest to you, children, babies, the people that you care for, my mum, people that I feel
that I am responsible in ensuring their wellbeing and safety and even my 31-year-old son who is living in
Wellington. It’s the emotional attachment that you have to, not things either. It would be awesome if we
could get away from this life of materialism and just ensuring that our basic needs are met, such as shelter,
such as safety and our kids knowing that they are safe and cared for and looked after. (Whānau kaikōrero)
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Whānau Kōrero

Wellbeing
and Whānau

“How do we know as a people when we are well?” (L. T. Smith, 2006, n.p)
In the next section of the report we present a short discussion of research and literature to situate this research in a
broader agenda of whānau wellbeing and the political imperative to decolonise approaches to mental wellbeing
and the wellbeing of tamariki. This section is therefore organised around three key themes. Firstly, it shares the
general landscape of work on wellbeing and Māori. Secondly, it presents discussion of the impacts of colonial
interventions in Māori communities on wellbeing and on the collective ways of knowing, living and doing that
provide uniquely Māori ethics of care. Finally, this section affirms the call for whānau as a critical intervention into
health and wellbeing, which has been made by Māori communities, researchers and health practitioners for many
years. While this review of the literature is not exhaustive, it does demonstrate the need to grow the evidence,
such as that provided by Te Taonga o Taku Ngākau, for whānau ora, and for whānau self-determination with
regard to wellbeing and importantly, in any discussions of mental wellbeing for tamariki.
Māori communities have always had measures of
health and wellbeing that were collectively defined.
These measures were holistic, intimately connected
to the wellbeing of the environment, spiritually
mediated and collectively supported. In other words,
the wellbeing of an individual in Māori communities
was the responsibility of many. As Linda Tuhiwai
Smith highlights in the opening statement of this
section, we need to think about the measures and
frameworks that we must understand, and know
when we have achieved good health and wellbeing
as individuals and as whānau.
A whakataukī, in the context of childrearing, is
‘“Ehara taku toa i te toa takitahi, engari taku toa i
te toa takimano - My strength is not mine alone
but the strength of many”. Once again, this
whakataukī emphasises that it is not one person’s
sole responsibility to raise a child, but rather it is a
collective responsibility. What this also means is that
the collective strength that comes from the sharing
of childrearing responsibilities with others ensures
not only the wellbeing of the children, but also the
wellbeing of parents by supporting them through
any difficult experiences.

“a significant and dramatic increase in the number
of Māori accessing mental health facilities” (Kingi,
2018, p. 11). A study in 2006 called Te Rau Hinengaro:
The New Zealand Mental Health Survey made it clear
that the problems in Māori mental health were far
worse than previously thought. It showed that out
of the 2500 Māori who participated, over half had
experienced a mental disorder at some point in their
lifetime. What is more, the data revealed that access
to mental health services for Māori was limited and
often through alternative routes, such as the justice
system.

Following colonisation, Māori health and wellbeing
has consistently declined (Pool & Kukutai, 2014). The
impact of diseases, the confiscation of lands, and
the denial of Māori healing processes have had a
significant impact and unfortunately this is still the
case today (Harris et al., 2006). The evidence is clear
that the disparities experienced by Māori in the
health sector and across all domains of life continue
to impact significantly on the lives of whānau, hapū,
iwi, both individually and collectively. There are many
statistics that indicate this is the case, and statistics
on the inequities for tamariki Māori are stark.

First of all, it makes me think of my
children, te taonga o taku ngākau,
that the deep preciousness of their
beings that are held, I think about
my ngākau being here, and that they
came from here. I am just trying to
think about whether I connect it to
relationships in my whānau that are
outside of my children and if I would
describe someone as te taonga o
taku ngākau, that is interesting, I
think I've just proved my point of how
shallow I've made my understanding
of that phrase. It would definitely
be something that I would use to
describe my children. Even that word
taonga, what does that mean, you
know simplified as treasure, what
is a treasure, what is that. (Whānau
kaikōrero)

Kingi (2018) points out that research into Māori
mental health has not been extensive or consistent
and data has in the past been unreliable. Further,
issues of diagnosis and interpretation of mental
illness have been problematic for Māori. He notes
that the past forty years have been characterized by

The Children’s Commissioner (2012) notes that there
are significant wider economic, political and systemic
issues that have mean that there is a significantly
disproportionate number of Māori and Pacific
children that live in poverty, compared to Pākehā
13
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children, in Aotearoa. Reviews of the Child Youth and
Family system confirm that this country has failed to
fulfill its 'Duty of Care' to children placed in the state
foster system (Children’s Commission, 2015, 2017),
with high levels of reporting of abuse, bullying and
beatings occurring while in State care (Henwood,
2015). Robson (2015) noted that the inequitable
distribution of resources has a significant effect on
the health and wellbeing of tamariki Māori, including
their mental health. Simpson (2016, p.221) states:
“Studies on child abuse or neglect and subsequent
mental and physical health outcomes suggest a causal
relationship between non-sexual child maltreatment
and a range of mental disorders, suicide attempts,
drug use, and risky sexual behaviour.”

		
Māori
Population

the experiences of mental illness for Māori are
disproportionate to those for non-Māori.
It has been highlighted that state-defined
interventions in mental wellness have often been
found lacking and have even reproduced violence
and trauma for indigenous peoples (see DeLeeuw,
2010). In more contemporary times several models
have have been developed that describe a Māori view
of health, including ‘Te Whare Tapa Whā’, ‘Te Wheke’,
and ‘He Waka Eke Noa’ among many others (Durie,
Pere, & Kingi, 2018). All these models emphasise
the importance of the wellbeing of the whānau. The
implication is that unless the whānau is strong and
healthy, the individual will not be.

Māori Experience of
Mental Illness

Make up:

24 45 3/5 90
%

OF ALL 0 -19
YEAR OLDS

%

%

OF MĀORI AGED
BETWEEN 15
AND 24 YEARS

MORE LIKELY TO LIVE IN AREAS OF
GREATER DEPRIVATION THAN NON-MĀORI

MĀORI TO
EXPERIENCE
MENTAL
ILLNESS AT
SOME POINT IN
THEIR LIVES

HIGHER RATE OF
HOSPITALISATION
AMONG 15-24
YEAR OLDS
COMPARED TO
NON-MĀORI

DISORDERS
ARE COMMON
AMONG
WOMEN AND
RANGATAHI
MENTAL
HEALTH AND
SUBSTANCE
DISORDERS
COMMONLY
COEXIST

HIGHER RATES OF ALCOHOL DEPENDENCE THAN NON-MĀORI

Figure 1: Te Rau Matatini, Hikaka Te Manawa Report (2014)
Evidence shows that Māori are the fastest
growing young population in the country, and
live predominantly in poorer areas where there
are significant and intergenerational social and
economic challenges. Māori also experience a
higher prevalence of mental illness and substance
use. Research also suggests that many whānau
also experience considerable difficulties daily.
Besides a higher burden of depression, anxiety and
psychological distress, for example, a significantly
higher proportion of Māori than non-Māori also
consider the last 12 months as being among their
most difficult ever (Te Rau Matatini, 2014). As the
figure produced by Te Rau Matatini in the Making
a Difference for Rangatahi Report demonstrates,
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This research project provides an important
intervention in Māori mental health and wellbeing,
with a specific focus on tamariki Māori by developing
a culturally responsive framework for mental
wellness that is grounded in mātauranga Māori,
and which centralises the empowering collective
approach to raising healthy and thriving tamariki.
The Kaupapa Māori approach to this research means
we understand that for our whānau, physical, mental,
spiritual and collective wellbeing are interconnected
and that providing healing interventions and
preventions that account for this fact are desperately
needed. Furthermore, mātauranga Māori is an
important innovation in responding to these (and
other) needs for Māori communities.

The institution of whānau is posited as a cornerstone of Māori society (Hutchings, 2002; Pihama, 2001; Smith,
1996). The meaning of whānau as it is used here is not simply meant to denote the nuclear family – whānau is
much more. It can include extended family, and wider still, hapū and iwi.
Indigenous families have endured a lot of trauma
through colonisation and part of decolonisation
requires that we rework understandings of family.
It has been argued that colonisation and the
impact of colonising systems affect Māori on a
daily basis (Simmonds, 2014). The systemic nature
of colonisation is one that has been identified
as reproducing inequalities and disparities that
underpin economic poverty and the marginalisation
of te reo and tikanga Māori, thus creating contexts
within which experiences of cultural, political,
economic and social disconnection negatively affect
the well-being of many whānau. The consequences
of colonisation have been widely felt by Māori. In
the health sector Harris et al. (2007) have noted that
the significant health disparities experienced by
Māori can be sourced directly to colonisation and
the processes of the ongoing personal and structural
marginalisation of Māori in the health sector. In
education it is well documented that the denial of te
reo and tikanga Māori was an intentional strategy in
the establishment of dominant educational systems
grounded upon practices of assimilation (Pihama,
2001).
It is clear that from the outset of colonial permeation,
Māori collectivism was philosophically at odds with
the settler ethic of individualisation. Urbanisation and
land confiscations as well as Christian ideologies about
the status of men and women have had devastating
effects for Māori whānau and specifically for Māori
women. As the whānau unit became progressively
smaller, the responsibilities of individuals grew.
Whānau became dislocated from traditional means
of support and cultural knowledge, including
mātauranga and tikanga, which would have been
learnt in a communal setting (Mikaere, 2003).
This is a direct reflection of the nuclear family
structure that has significantly permeated our
society and has had a huge impact on our day to day
living. The individualised nature of western family
units provided the right conditions to undermine
the collectivity of whānau and the power and
strength that came from living, learning and thriving
as whānau in the very broadest sense of the word
(Gabel, 2013). Colonisation sought to undermine our
collectivity in every way: by physically separating our
ability to connect to our lands through confiscations,
denying the practice of returning the whenua ki te
whenua, denying te reo Māori, outlawing our spiritual
experts and healers, and through urbanisation and
assimilatory policies.

We have so many things in so much
of our mātauranga Māori about our
tamariki being the rito of that harakeke
and all the tikanga about harakeke
says that nothing can be harmed
with that, that tamaiti and that close
whānau around it, our mōteatea tell
us this. We've got that whole, I don't
know who it was that said it, one of
those early missionaries who said,
spare the rod, spoil the child kind of
stuff and we never had any of that
before so, so much of it I think is the
issues around those colonisation and
the impact that it's had and now it's
swung so far the other way where we
occupy some of those worst statistics
of things that we would never have
traditionally done so there must be
something in that about well-being.
(Whānau kaikōrero)

As an example, Plunket emerged in the early 20th
century from the concern, by male physicians and
pediatricians, that the rates of infant mortality and
childhood illness in New Zealand were high. In 1913,
Truby King, the ‘founding father’ of Plunket stressed
that the role of the Royal New Zealand Society for
the Health and Well-being of Women and Children,
which in 1925 became Plunket, was to ‘inculcate’
the responsibilities of maternity with regard to
advocating and promoting breastfeeding (Bryder,
2001). Leonie Pihama (2001) argues, however, that for
King the connection between childbearing and the
growth of the colonial empire served to marginalise
whānau Māori. Lynda Bryder (2001, p. 66) reinforces
this argument with reference to the 1917 slogans of
the Plunket ‘Save the babies’ campaign. She says:
Plunket was founded and developed at a time
when the promotion of health was urged for the
sake of the preservation of the British Empire. The
slogan of Plunket’s 1917 ‘Save the Babies’ week –
‘The Race marches forward on the feet of little
children’ – was revealing, as was the frequent
claim that babies were ‘our best immigrants’.
15
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Furthermore, the agency and autonomy of tamariki
Māori were also impacted. Traditionally tamariki
were citizens of our communities who contributed,
had agency and were pivotal parts of the wellbeing
of the collective.This shifted dramatically because
of colonisation, which insisted that children (and
women) were possessions of their fathers. This was
made law through the Guardianship Act 1968, which
stated that children are ‘possessions’ of their birth
parents, and is another example of the dislocation
and marginalisation of the wider whānau unit.
The marginalisation of whānau collectives continues
today, as does the marginalisation of mātauranga
and tikanga Māori. Across Aotearoa, Australia
and the Pacific, Western systems and structures
of health, including mental health and wellbeing,
continue to foster, maintain and reproduce 21st
century colonialism. Programmes implemented
here continue to deny the history of violence that
underpins the extremely high rates of family violence
and sexual violence, poverty and ill health in this
country. The denial of this history can be described
as selective amnesia. It is an act of erasure. It serves
to deny the role of both colonisation and successive
colonial governments in the reproduction of
violence, and as such reinforces the deficit, colonial
views of Māori people.
Despite a host of international rights instruments
and the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous peoples, dominant programmes continue
to traffic discourses of Western superiority – the
representation of Indigenous peoples as ‘problems’
and ‘risks’, as incapable of making good choices,
as living chaotic and unplanned lives, as peoples
without knowledges and values, and as beholden
recipients of health and wellbeing frameworks.
There is no doubt that Māori are overrepresented in
negative Health statistics (Mental Health Commission
2012); however, the deficit approaches taken have
worked to reproduce existing inequities. Within this
way of thinking, Māori ethnicity itself is posited as an
unfavourable ‘deficit’ variable, in line with dominant
deficit discourse, and there is no consideration of the
ways in which Māori are systematically and historically
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positioned regarding colonisation. The focus on our
people as ‘deficit’ continues to be privileged across
the health sector. However, our people have stated
for many years that we are not the problem; we are
the solution. The risk factors are in fact colonisation
and systemic racism and the ways in which they
continue to impose oppressive structures upon our
people. As Alison Green states:
The representation of Māori as ‘problem’ is more
than an imagining. Instead, it has a materiality
in the form of how knowledge and power are
produced and how these are implemented
in the health policy sector. Smith describes
problematising indigenous peoples as a Western
obsession (1999). The representation of Māori as
‘problem’ justifies the growth of the institutions
and instruments involved in the surveillance, the
management, and the control of Māori sexual
and reproductive health. (Green, 2011; p.38)
Nash (2001) states that this contributes to the
construction of key barriers regarding Māori
including:
(i) the privilege given to forms of statistical
explanation that favour a positivist over a
hermeneutic account, embedded in the practicaltheoretical “at risk” concept; (ii) the preference
for behaviourist and reductionist models that
isolate behaviour from its social context; and (iii)
the support given to an authoritative concept of
culture that inhibits recognition of actual and
lived cultural practices. (p. 202)
It is not surprising to Māori and Indigenous
communities around the world that we shoulder
a disproportionate burden of mental and physical
illness (Nelson & Wilson, 2017). There is a dominance
of research within the mental health and wellbeing
literature that pathologises Māori tamariki and
whānau and continues to theorise the inequities in
a range of indices from a deficit model. This research
takes a different approach and argues that collective
approaches to raising children within mātauranga
Māori can serve to empower whānau in their
experiences and transform the wellbeing of tamariki
and whānau in Aotearoa.

There is clear evidence that Māori health disparities are directly related to wider social issues and inequities
(Robson, 2015; Simpson, 2016). However, while the literature on child poverty, abuse and neglect in Aotearoa
and the impact on mental health is growing, there is little research that explores mātauranga Māori evidencebased approaches to the prevention of and intervention in mental health issues for tamariki (Kingi, 2018). Recent
research by Māori psychologists on the mental health impacts of historical and colonial trauma on Māori highlights
the indisputable contribution of Indigenous knowledge to whānau wellbeing (Waitoki & Levy, 2016). We know that
cultural knowledge is critical to creating effective interventions in our communities (Walters, 2002; Pipi, 2003).
The relationship between health inequities and
colonialism is evidenced in the literature (see
DeLeeuw et al., 2010; Signal et. Al, 2007). This research
seeks to further this literature with a nuanced
approach to understanding both the relational
causes of mental health inequities for Māori tamariki
and whānau, and the effects of the current norms
and definitions of mental illness and health that are
based on colonialist frameworks and treatments. This
research also seeks to unpack the historical trauma of
colonialism, and the impact of contemporary trauma
as it is lived by whānau and tamariki today.
Several reports related to the wellbeing and safety of
Māori children highlight the need for more collective
approaches in order to both prevent and intervene
in issues currently facing our children as a result of
violence, poverty and unresolved mental health
issues (FVDRC, 2016; Waitoki, Nikora, Harris & Levy,
2013; Children's Commissioner, 2012; MSD, 2012). This
research argues the need to shift the conversations
and contribute to a change in thinking by engaging
with cultural understandings that advocate a
stronger collective approach to the care of our
children. Sokratov and O’Brien (2014) state there is
a need for services to be informed by strong cultural
knowledge and practices and, through the provision
of culturally informed and responsive interventions,
improve the mental health and wellbeing of tamariki
within their whānau contexts.
Mental wellbeing research makes the point that
Māori mental illness is a contemporary issue and that
traditionally, whānau were a protective mechanism
for individuals. Te Kani Kingi (2005, p. 5-6) points out:
Of interest was the idea that mental health
problems were somehow impeded by cultural
structures, particularly the whānau, and that
somehow Māori culture offered a protective
mechanism, a basic structure through which
mental health problems were unable to develop
or at the very least unable to take hold.
The point that whānau wellbeing is vital as a
protective mechanism for individuals has been
reiterated across multiple research programmes
and Māori health initiatives. In the report Te Ora
Hinengaro: Māori Mental Wellbeing (2018) this was
reiterated – highlighting that it is not simply about

the numbers of people surrounding an individual but
about the connectivity, support and manaaki that an
individual can rely on. The report points out that:
Alongside strong familial relationships and
good social support, being able to manaaki
others is another indicator of wellness for Māori
that may protect against social isolation (or
loneliness). Those who find it easy to provide
help to others in need are significantly less likely
to report feeling socially isolated. Mounting
Māori research evidence supports the notion
that a secure cultural identity derived from
cultural and social connection is key for better
Māori mental wellbeing.
The report highlights an approach that is designed to
promote life and designed to position our tamariki as
the rito o te harakeke – as te taonga o taku ngākau.

Matua Rautia
“Ko te ‘matua’ e kōrerohia ake nei e
mārama ana. Ko te ‘rau’, he rau tāngata.
Ahakoa he iti ēnei kupu e rua, he nui te
kōrero kai roto. Ko te tamaiti e ‘mātua
rautia’ ana, kāore i whāiti ki te tangata
kotahi anake māna e poipoi, engari mā
tēnā, mā tēnā ia e awhi, e manaaki...
Mōku tonu nei, nā taku pakeketanga
mai i te taha o taku koroua, o taku
whaea, me aku pāpā, me aku whaea,
o roto i tōku iwi, o tōku hapū anō, i
riro ai au mā te tokomaha e poipoi, e
ārahi, e whakakōrero i roto i te ahurea
a te Māori ka kīia ai i matua rautia taku
noho.” (Milroy, 2014, p. 197)

There are ethics of care within these concepts,
frameworks, and ancestral knowledges. These ethics
of care created a very different way of knowing, being
and doing wellbeing for individuals and collectives.
The question then is how we fit these ethics of care into
the modern world – or perhaps more appropriately,
how we dismantle and reconstruct a world where
those ethics of care are normative practice.
17
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Kaupapa Māori emphasises that whānaungatanga
and whakapapa as collective developments can,
and do, make a difference in terms of the wellbeing
and success of tamariki Māori (Lee, 2009). Studies
also establish that cultural connectedness makes
a significant impact on Māori wellbeing (Smith,
1997; Durie, 2001). There is thus a dire need for
those working to support tamariki and whānau
to engage with Kaupapa Māori core principles in
the development of approaches to the wellbeing
of our children and whānau (Kruger et al., 2004;
Grennell, 2006). Kaupapa Māori is referred to by
Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012) as providing a cultural
structure and framework through which to create
Māori approaches and initiatives.
Tuakana Nepe (1991) considers Kaupapa Māori as
being informed by Māori epistemologies that are
inclusive of understanding the relational ways in
which Māori society is organised. She emphasised
that Māori relationships are conceptualised around
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both the individual and the collective, with roles
being defined in line with collective wellbeing that
ensured the affirmation of the interconnection
between all members of Māori society, in relation
to the metaphysical, spiritual relationships that
surround us as Indigenous Peoples. Hinemoa
Elder (2018) also presents key components for
rangatahi and mental health interventions: wairua
is fundamental; whānau are the functional unit of
healing; whānau experience the clinical world as
alien; mātauranga Māori has a wealth of resources;
Māori identity is about connection; places have
important healing roles; other trauma is remembered
within whakapapa.
In the section that follows we present evidence from
this research to support whānau as a critical cultural
intervention in mental health and wellbeing for
tamariki by sharing six Kaupapa Māori principles for
transformation and the knowledge and experiences
of whānau kaikōrero as related to these principles.

Kaupapa Māori
Principles for
Transformation
Findings

The key principles of Kaupapa Māori theory,
which underpin this project, are outlined by
Graham Hingangaroa Smith (1997) as follows:
Tahi.

Tino rangatiratanga (the self-determination principle)

Rua.

Taonga tuku iho (the ‘cultural aspirations’ principle)

Toru.

Ako Māori (the ‘culturally preferred pedagogy)
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This principle is defined through the framing of tino rangatiratanga within Te Tiriti o
Waitangi (Treaty of Waitangi, 1840). Tino rangatiratanga has a multitude of translations
including independence, sovereignty, iwi autonomy, chiefly authority and selfdetermination. In summary, Smith (1997) states, “The principle of ‘tino rangātiranga’
reinforces the goal of seeking more meaningful ‘control over one’s own life and cultural
wellbeing’.” (p.466).

Refers directly to all ‘taonga’ or treasures, valued ways of being and practices, both tangible
and intangible, that have been handed down through the generations by our ancestors
and which we will hand to our descendants. It relates to te reo, tikanga, mātauranga and
all cultural ways of being that are encompassed within te ao Māori.

Ako refers to all forms of Māori cultural processes of learning and teaching. As Māori
pedagogical practices we affirm the interconnectedness of all learners and teachers,
and the reciprocal relationship that is central to the learning and transmission of Māori
knowledge and associated practices.

Whā.

Kia piki ake i ngā raruraru o te kāinga
(the ‘socio-economic’ mediation principle)

This principle focuses on providing the ways in which we draw upon cultural understandings
and practices to provide support for those who are experiencing difficulties. It is referred
to as mediating the ill effects of the impacts of colonisation and the means by which we
create forms of intervention that Smith (1997, p.468) states “speaks to the need to alleviate
the negative pressures of the marginal socio-economic positioning of any Māori families
which impacts on learning”.

Rima.

Whānau (the ‘extended family structure ‘principle)

Ono.

Kaupapa (the ‘collective philosophy’ principle)

Whānau is the foundation collective within Te Ao Māori. Whānau provides for the
collective wellbeing of all of its members and is central to kaupapa Māori approaches.
This principle centralises cultural relationships and is the basis for the larger cultural
groupings of whānau and hapū. Collective relationships and responsibility are a key focus
of this project in relation to the wellbeing of tamariki and whānau.

Kaupapa refers to the central philosophy that informs our approaches to particular events,
issues and contexts. It is both a foundation and platform on which our understandings
are shaped and is the basis upon which our approaches are grounded.

Collectively these elements provide principles and practices within which all aspects of te reo, tikanga
and mātauranga Māori can be drawn upon. Pihama (2001) has indicated there are some elements that
require further emphasis or need to be named more explicitly, such as discussions of decolonisation,
whakapapa, te reo and tikanga. It is clear that these are embedded within the principles of tino
rangatiratanga and taonga tuku iho respectively.
Whānau is central to this project. Whānau voices, whānau wānanga, whānau understandings, whānau
aspirations. This report provides a space where whānau voices are highlighted and organised within
these key principles to demonstrate the validity and transformative potential of Kaupapa Māori, not
just in theory, but in the lived realities of Māori lives. In doing so, we provide critical and in-depth
analyses of the intimate and everyday within the macro-scale ideologies and processes of colonisation,
patriarchy, imperialism and globalisation. This is necessitated by the very real fact that these ideologies,
systems and institutions attempt to shape and define our lived realities daily. The work of decolonisation
and transformation, while suggesting an ‘end point’, consists, in fact, of on-going processes that will
evolve and involve continual reproduction in and through the everyday realities of whānau that are the
defining factors of our existence.
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Whānau
The principle of Whānau acknowledges the relationships that Māori have with one another and with the world
around them. Whānau, and the process of whakawhānaungatanga are key elements of collective wellbeing.
This principle acknowledges the responsibility and obligations of individuals to nurture and care for these
relationships. It is our position that when whānau share their stories they are layered, like a well recited cultural
genealogical template that is our whakapapa. Whakapapa is both identity and stories. It is a cultural framework
through which we come to recall who we are, where we are from, the collectives to which we are connected and
to whom we are responsible. It is a series of layers that go as long, as deep, as high, as wide as we determine as Māori.

When I first heard that, the first thing I thought of was the waiata for the kōhanga reo tamariki.
I guess for me it would probably be essentially it's (that) our whakapapa line is our taonga. Our
whakapapa line is the ultimate taonga because we come from somewhere and we are about
to pass down our mātauranga to the next generation who is going to pursue something
eventually. That whakapapa then means that it could be our kuia, our kaumātua, it could
be mum, could be dad, could be your whānaunga, could be your pēpis, they are essentially
going to hold a part of your ngākau. But the thing that binds us all together is our whakapapa
so when I think about that phrase in particular it's something bigger and larger than all of us
to be honest and not necessarily a particular thing or person or item. … Yeah, whakapapa is
the thing I think of when I think of te taonga o taku ngākau. (Whānau kaikōrero)

Whakapapa
Within our whakapapa are concepts, values and
practices that enable us to project ourselves with
confidence into the future. Moreover, whakapapa tells
us that we have a heritage of hardship and richness,
struggle and joy, that we are descendants of creative,
courageous and sometimes outrageous people.
Whakapapa also enables us to feel supported in
being well. More than simply genealogy, whakapapa
is very much a relational and multiply layered term.
Whakapapa is about connections and growth and it
is within our whakapapa that we can find a wealth
of resources that enable us to make sense of and
transform our lived realities.
Ani Mikaere (2011, pp. 285-286) talks about
whakapapa, writing: Whakapapa embodies a
comprehensive conceptual framework that enables
us to make sense of our world. It allows us to explain
where we have come from and to envisage where we
are going. It provides us with guidance on how we
should behave towards one another and it helps us
to understand how we fit into the world around us. It
shapes the way we think about ourselves and about
the issues that confront us from one day to the next.
This point was made in thinking about the ways in
which mokopuna are reflections of their ancestors
and that connecting to those gifts of our ancestors
enables and facilitates wellbeing:
Just a quick example it's like to say mokopuna,
being like the imprint of our ancestors, so as soon
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as I know and understand that, changes it from
being just this is a grandchild, the offspring of my
own child to wow, a connection that is from the
spirit world because this child has come through
from my ancestors who dwell in another place.
Knowing all those stories as well about where
we come from, our connection to the stars
originally and coming through from te kore ki
te ao mārama so just that one word, mokopuna
can help me feel spiritually connected and know
that I am a mokopuna too and my mokopuna,
all our mokopuna are connected spiritually
and our reo and knowledge about cosmology
and all sorts of information from our tūpuna is
incredible for spiritual support and wellbeing
definitely. Karakia of course, absolutely and
recently … using romiromi healing and karakia
within that too but again understanding how
we are influenced by those unseen forces and
sometimes how that can impact our wellbeing
in ways that aren't good, but there is something
we can do about that. (Whānau kaikōrero)
Whakapapa, then, is much more than ‘genealogy’.
It is an intricate web of connections, intersections
and relationships that serve to connect whānau to
enduring lifeways that are ancient in origin but that
will carry them into the future and enable them to
navigate the complex systems of power that are part
of our colonised realities.

One of the key points made by all whānau kaikōrero is that whānau means much more than simply the English
word family. It is multifaceted, complex and broadly defined. Within Te Ao Māori it is understood that children
are born into whānau – not just to a mother and father. This was expressed, in various ways by several whānau
kaikōrero.
For example, as one whānau kaikōrero states:
My concept of whānau I probably draw upon
from my own, which is quite intergenerational
but also not just whakapapa by blood, but
whakapapa by upbringing and support. So, I
have a whāngai sister who is no less my sister, for
example, than my birth sister and her children
are no less my iramutu than my own biological
sibling’s children. So, within my own whānau
context there are my parents, all their parents
have passed on now but like myself and my
siblings and their partners and all our children
are very much a part of each other’s lives. So,
when I talk about whānau I immediately think
about the context of my own, which is not just
me, husband or children. My whānau is me, my
biological siblings, my siblings – who by the
way are divorced and have married again and
have divorced again, but they are still a cohesive
subsystem as parents with a narrowing whānau
context. Then of course we have cousins, some
of which are third cousin twice removed, but
have grown up entrenched within our whānau
system, so they are cousins and they are
probably not even as close as some other ones,
but they are a part of the whānau unit. (Whānau
kaikōrero)
In a similar way, one whānau kaikōrero talks about
the multiplicity of whānau:
I guess I think of whānau in lots of different ways.
Like there is whakapapa whānau that we have
which includes parents, grandparents, siblings,
children, mokos, aunties and uncles, but wider
and broader whānau as well. I guess most of the
time I'm thinking about whānau it's the whānau
that I grew up with that I'm more immediately
engaged with day to day. Like which for me, is
siblings, would be parents if they were around,
and my own child and grandchildren. But I also
think about the broader whakapapa of our
whānau. That's important to me, still working
on strengthening those connections.
I also think a lot, especially I think maybe
because of being a Māori person living away
from our rohe, iwi, rohe and hapū and living in
the urban area, whānau has also become the
connections through other groups, like minded
groups of people. Māori usually, but also some
non-Māori people who supported kaupapa

that I've been involved in. Like through kura or
through farming or through music. Only with
people though who, I guess, have strong aligned
values, usually and broader. I think that whānau
for me in a work sense, is like those groups that
form bonds, especially when that group is highly
personal and working on important kaupapa
like parenting. Something like that becomes a
whānau of its own.
When I think about that, I guess what came to
mind is some of the reading I had done a while
ago around how our tūpuna raised their children
and it wasn’t a nuclear type of families. If you
want to use that term, that we tend to have from a
western perspective, that yes there were parents,
mum and dad acknowledged as important but
the wider whānau were responsible and involved
in raising and supporting those children. That
would include aunties and your grandparents
and siblings of your grandparents and older
cousins and so on. From some of the things I
read from Rose Pere, I think it was, there wasn't
a word for parenting, that it was tiaki tamariki
or tiakitanga might be the closest term to think
of, but that wasn't specific to mother and father.
(Whānau kaikōrero)
What these narratives highlight is that the limited
definition of family and western appropriations of
whānau can be particularly damaging. Leonie Pihama
breaks down heterosexual, colonial and patriarchal
notions of family and argues that whakapapa, whānau,
hapū and iwi are not defined through western
constructions of the colonial, patriarchal, nuclear,
heterosexual family (Pihama, 1998). She makes the point
that: The limited definition of the ‘family’ as nuclear,
heterosexual and constructed within limited gender
roles is not ‘natural’, but is constructed by certain groups
to benefit their own interests … Such a definition is
not only limited but it also imposes restrictions on how
different groups wish to construct their families. With
the nuclear heterosexual family being centred as the
‘norm’, the standardised version of family, everything
else is measured against it and labelled and judged
accordingly. (Pihama, 1998, pp.179-207)

When I think of te taonga o taku ngākau
I just think of my family cause that's
what makes me happy and that is where
I feel most safe. (Whānau kaikōrero)
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Kaupapa Whānau
Many of the people involved in this research discussed the wide reaches that their understandings of whānau
had, beyond those with genealogical ties to those who had shared values, shared kaupapa and who were part of
a larger network of support.
As one whānau kaikōrero explains:
For me I feel like it's the people that you are going
to let into your life at a particular level I guess, so
I guess a primary example for me would be the
fact that when you are in sports teams and other
things you start to develop a relationship with a
lot of those people that becomes the same type
of relationship that you have with your direct
whānau. People have to make decisions around,
how much commitment I guess they are going to
make to people so, I had this conversation with
my girl yesterday because it was her first day
back at school yesterday and so many people
wanted to talk to her at school and she said to
me, there was just too many people, I couldn't
find the time to talk to them all, I was trying to
be a people pleaser and so I said to her, well
babe eventually you are not going to be able
to please everyone so maybe you should stop
now, because who are the ones that are going to
tautoko you when you need them, I guess that's
the process that I am thinking about whānau.
Whānau to me is not by blood anake, I think of
your hapori that you create yourself in terms of
who you are willing to support in tough times,
who is willing to support you in those times as
well. (Whānau kaikōrero)
This point was reiterated by another whānau
kaikōrero:
Whānau, I've experienced whānau in different
shapes and forms and so have my kids.
Back home in the Pā, whānau is whānau.
So that term really applies to all my cousins
and aunties and uncles and stuff like that
so even though we belong to different hapū
groups within our tribe, whānau is whānau.
I can go anywhere in the world and ring up
someone and say hey cuzie, and to me that's
whānau. That line of whakapapa connection
I suppose, there is no term for it, it's just we
are whānaunga, we are part of the same
collective. But in terms of being away from
the centre back home, I've had to create
what I call whānau up here with people who
aren't even whakapapa, don't ā-toto, they are
not linked to me by blood. But in terms of a
collective kind of thought and for example our
kids all went to kōhanga, so for us whānau
was the kōhanga whānau. Then you move
from the kōhanga into a kura and then you
have another whānau, and then you move
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from the kura into, one of my kids went to a
mainstream kura so we had a whānau there
and my other youngest daughter went to kura,
so we had a whānau there. (Whānau kaikōrero)
The different kind of work required to establish
and maintain these relationships was discussed by
some whānau kaikōrero as examples of establishing
connections and the ethics of care that they saw as
important within a ‘whānau’ unit.
The following comment was made that highlights
this point;
It means, obviously first and foremost it's my
family, my mum and dad, my husband, my
sons, grandparents, my cousins and also my
husband’s family but then to take it out in a
broader sense it's people that I'm associated
with that I consider whānau are the people that
support me, that lift me up like my waka ama
club, my sports team, my kura, it's all extended,
te whānau whānui and I think working in the
environment that I'm in and doing the sport that
I am doing fortunate because it's all whakaaro
Māori. We follow Te Aho Matua at school and
Māoritanga is all embedded in that, te ao Māori
but also in our sport of waka ama our tikanga,
we follow tikanga, karakia and then there's ture
o roto i te waka and those sorts of things, it's just
fortunate that I'm on that journey or on that
road at the moment, it could be any other sport
that doesn't have the same sort of tikanga.
Kaupapa whānau, those are a lot more difficult
and the first place that comes to mind is when
I worked up at Massey High School and we
had strong kaupapa up there. Whānau that
would come together in a place but holding
those kaupapa whānau together requires a
whole different kind of energy than we do in our
families aye. You know we've got an autonomous
ancestor that we connect to; we've got a marae
that we go back to. With kaupapa whānau I
think that it's so much about the relationships,
the friendship relationships or whatever those
relationships are and when some of those start
to fall apart or are damaged or people move on
and the energy goes with it then those kaupapa
whānau can kind of fold, which is sometimes
necessary too, sometimes things have to sort
of pass on and get re-shaped in a different way.
(Whānau kaikōrero)

He tino rerekē ō mātou mātua i kaha a dad,
kaha tonu a mum ki te haere ki te whare karakia
o te Katorika i ia wiki, ā, i pērā hoki mātou ngā
tamariki i ā mātou e tupu ana. Haere tahi me dad
ki te karakia. E kore rawa e mahue ahakoa kāore
mātou e tino aru ana i te hāhi Katorika i tēnei wā
kua mau tonu i a mātou ngā whakaakoranga o
te hāhi me ngā tohutohu o dad hei aratakinga
i a mātou koirā nō reira tēnei mea te pono ērā.
(Whānau Wānanga 3)
Whatever way whānau is defined, and this is an
important point – whānau is multiply defined and
should be in order to fit the needs of each collective –
there is little doubt that the whānau unit is pivotal to
wellbeing and to mental wellbeing. Daniel points out
the changes that have occurred to collective ways of
defining whānau over time, stating:
I guess when thinking about our tūpuna we
think of things as a large collective, so I think
the concept of whānau was probably based on
our hapū approaches. Everyone played a part
in the development of the pā I guess and I think
in the modern day there are still some of us who
lived that same lifestyle and I think particularly
in the urban environment that's probably a little
bit different but when you do have different
things like [Kura] and the movement of kapa
haka you can also get that hapū or pā lifestyle
in those urban settings now. I think those that
are disconnected from it for many different
reasons I think are missing out on quite an
important part of their identity I feel so when I
think about how our tūpuna did things, when
I think about the concept of wellbeing I guess
that was just a secondary outcome for them,
all of their kaupapa was just based on I guess
survival and so being out and about was part of
them being able to feed themselves and create
housing, create waka, being able to transport
themselves from places and the outcome was
they were getting stronger, they were getting
faster, they were getting fitter but that wasn't
quite the primary goal of each of those things in
my opinion anyway. (Whānau kaikōrero)
The broad and inclusive nature of whānau was also
reflected in the discussion:
I think that's a good question, I wonder how
the word whānau was used and how it came
up in conversations, your whānau, my whānau
we were all whānau. I have on a number of
occasions thought about how the term and the
idea of whānau has been appropriated and used
in so many different ways and misappropriated,
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In this way a multiplicity of collectives is required
and finding lateral connections as opposed to just
generationally is important. This was stressed in the
Whānau wānanga 3 who spoke of the importance
of the church in providing a gathering space for
whānau relationships for their parents:

mispronounced, 'far-now' and how it's become
almost one of those words that's part of our
New Zealand English and how when a word
is used over and over and over and over again
in different context how it starts to shift and
change its meaning. For our tūpuna I am not
sure how our tūpuna might have understood it, I
guess I can only go from what some of our other
words tell or indicate that whānau might have
been understood, the idea that a whaea can
be a mother and an aunt, it's not just one role
or a matua. There weren't words for step sister
or half-sister, I imagine that you would have just
been part of the whānau without those terms
that somehow seem to exclude in different ways
or put on another label or something like that
that in my experience those labels are often
used to put you in your place, you know, you are
the half-sister, or you are the so and so. I would
imagine that our tūpuna would have used
whānau as a really all-encompassing kind of
term and in that way if I think about these things
here, tamariki, wellbeing and mental health
that by having an encompassing term like that
there isn't an exclusion, or if there was there was
probably a really good, I don't know how people
might of been excluded from that but you know
without question that you are part of this thing,
this collective, this concept. (Whānau kaikōrero)
This is an important point with regard to the
wellbeing of individuals, that perhaps this wasn’t
the primary goal but instead the necessary work to
live, learn and love collectively was a much healthier
(physically, spiritually and emotionally) way to live
than current lifestyles.

So te taonga o tōku ngākau … was my mum
because she gave birth to me ... I spent a lot
of time with my dad, then he became the
taonga o tōku ngākau because he was my
dad. Then when I went to the marae, those
kuia and those kaumātua they became te
taonga o tōku ngākau and then when I met
Faith, she became te taonga o tōku ngākau,
then when we had kids… te taonga o tōku
ngākau was anyone who has touched me
and my ngākau. … it's my partner and my
kids, especially my kids. I love my kids to
death, even though they say I've got no
dress sense and they often say I'm an oldschool, old fella. At the moment we've got a
dog, so that dog is te taonga o taku ngākau
now. Me and my dog go everywhere
together and we even go away together by
ourselves and the whānau go, oh man, you
and your dog and I'm like te taonga o tōku
ngākau, you guys were but… (Whānau
kaikōrero)
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Taiao
Definitions of whānau extend beyond the realm of people and when discussing wellbeing many whānau kaikōrero
talked about the environment as part of their whakapapa network and thus part of the equation when it comes
to wellbeing. There is a growing body of Indigenous work that considers the dialogic relationship between land,
the environment and ancestral places and the health and wellbeing of individuals and collectives (Kimmerer, 2013;
Schultz, et al., 2016; Simpson, 2017). Indigenous knowledge frameworks that sit within the land were undermined
and cast as ‘inferior’ to western biomedical and biophysical approaches to health. The dominant ideology that
people and land can be treated as separate is challenged through Indigenous knowledge frameworks that
demonstrate the inextricability of human wellbeing from the health of our lands, waters and environment
(Moewaka Barnes et al., 2018; Simpson, 2017).
Indigenous health researchers continuously affirm the relationship to ‘all of our relations’ as a critical indicator
of health and wellbeing. Embedded within significant places are a multitude of interventions that can serve to
transform physical, emotional and mental wellbeing for our whānau (see Le Grice & Braun, 2016; Moewaka Barnes
et al., 2018; Pihama et al., 2017; Simmonds, 2016). Māori models of health emphasise holistic understandings
and multiple dimensions that cannot be separated. In 2018, Mental Health Awareness Week, the Mental Health
Foundation and Hapai Te Hauora selected the theme.

“Let nature in, strengthen your wellbeing – Mā te taiao, kia whakapakari tōu oranga!”
(Mentalhealth.org)
This was a resounding theme across whānau
kaikōrero. The relationship between the environment
and the wellbeing of whānau was highlighted by the
following comments:
So, an example for us on the awa is when the awa is
sick like it is now, our tuna is dying in the tributaries
cause the water is too warm, we are still unwell.
So, there’s that reciprocity of not just looking after
ourselves, but looking after ourselves and our
tūpuna for the sake of being able to have that
collective wellness. It's not just about tuna dying.
(Whānau kaikōrero)
I think being connected that would tie into being
connected to our land, our waters. Definitely like
our view of wellbeing generally as Māori is like our
health and the health of our land are completely
connected, our environment, not just the whenua
but our rivers, our awa, our moana and our kai,
all of those things, cultivating gardens, if our
environment was healthy then we could be healthy
and vice-versa, so I guess you could look to the
environment as a sign of whānau wellbeing too.
(Whānau kaikōrero)
Yeah for sure and I think you know we played a big
part in developing that based on I guess where you
reside. For me the taiao plays a really important
part in supporting that wellbeing system so when
you go to the moana, when you go to the awa,
when you go to the maunga, to the ngahere I guess
there is a, not necessarily unexplainable but there
are things that happen there that you wouldn`t get
sitting in the urban jungle. The wairua aspect plays
a big part in it over there but when you go to those
places you just feel rejuvenated at the place where
you get to connect with the other mokopuna of te
ao Māori, ie the manu, the ika, the rākau. (Whānau
kaikōrero)
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So we tried to think of lots of things... and it
kind of came out from the things that were
really important and valued by us, and we
talked about self-worth and belonging
which you guys had on yours. We talked
about something that had unconditional
love for, or that we would drop everything
for, or that we care about deeply. We
talked about hauora, and that led us into
thinking about wairua as well. And we
made, we talked about the fact that here
is a good example of how awareness of
what’s good for us not only physically,
but for Papatūānuku and all of that is
growing, and we’re starting to change
some of the ways that we do things as a
result of that. Whānau obviously, moving
out to hapū and iwi. Our tūpuna and how
they inform us in what we do and how we
do things. Connectedness, relationships
and whakawhānaungatanga, all sitting
within mātauranga Māori. And our
tamariki, I guess all of those things being
strong. And we talked a little bit about
how your ngākau is your most important
organ and without that being strong
and well the rest of you falls to bits a bit.
So, just thinking about how that looks
for us in terms of keeping us strong…
Problem-solving within our whānau and
I think the communication stuff links in
there too, but I think talking about things
and solving them together as a whānau.
(Whānau kaikōrero)

This was clearly expressed as follows:
All the indicators or sign posts, the blue prints that
I have the privilege of operating on are all sourced
slowly and gradually from what I can claim
back from tūpuna and so whānau wellbeing is

also making sure my tamariki understand the
presence of Papatūānuku and our taiao and
understanding the difference between why we
don't place our parapara on the ground and why
we try as much as possible to live in a way that
is respectful to her, to our big māmā and that's
difficult because we are in a life that wants us
to do exactly the opposite and we are all held
hostage to that and those indicators and sign
posts are all from tūpuna. (Whānau kaikōrero)
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There is a responsibility that comes with upholding
the relationship that we have as people with the
environment as our whānaunga (our relations).
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Taonga Tuku Iho
The cultural aspirations principle asserts the centrality and legitimacy of Te Reo Māori, Tikanga and Mātauranga
Māori. Within a Kaupapa Māori paradigm, these Māori ways of knowing, doing and understanding the world are
considered valid. Acknowledging their validity and relevance also allows spiritual and cultural awareness. It is
argued that within mātauranga, tikanga and te reo the central position of children within whānau, hapū, iwi and
wider communities is affirmed and celebrated.

For me te taonga o taku ngākau means that every little characteristic that they have each been
gifted by their tūpuna, by their whakapapa and that have come through into te ao mārama is
unique and special to them and that loving them for who they are and everything that they
are is so important to me, and uplifting their unique differences; and understanding that those
tūpuna markers that have come through with them are there for a reason… Especially when
they frustrate us, especially when they seem like they are hōhā and understanding that they
are gifts, they are their unique moko, they are the moko they are the puna of moko and they
are reflecting their whakapapa through every little thing that they are and that they do and
also looking at them as the strength and looking at their unique ways as their strength and
their gift and their beauty. (Whānau kaikōrero)
Taonga tuku iho are those treasures handed down to us from our ancestors. They provide a set of principles
by which to live our lives and include (but are not limited to) Māori language, mātauranga, culture, values and
tikanga (Bishop and Glynn 2000). The argument is that the cultural aspirations principle should be normalised in
the lives and wellbeing journeys of whānau and tamariki.

Mātauranga
Mātauranga Māori, Mātauranga-a-iwi, a-hapū, a-whānau has been gifted across generations. These knowledge
systems provide a foundation for wellbeing that fosters an empowering and collective approach to caring for
children and for ensuring the wellbeing of tamariki Māori within the context of whānau. The ways in which
mātauranga creates a sense of unique cultural identity are seen as critical to good mental health. Foundational to
resilience and recovery are the cultural connections that exist within whakapapa, mātauranga and tikanga Māori.
Reflections from whānau kaikōrero about
mātauranga and identity as part of wellbeing
ranged from specific knowledges shared as part of
their upbringing to principles and values that they
believed were important. It was stated:
In terms of the pre-colonial times, I think our
tūpuna just had a real understanding in terms
of a system of care for whānau. There was a
system of knowledge and education which
contradicted our current education system.
(Whānau kaikōrero)
Another Whānau Kaikoreo shared:
Three things that we encourage in my home
that I know was important mātauranga that
my grandmother passed onto me. So, I talk to
my children about kia māia, kia mohio - to be
learned. I want to make sure that you can be
learned and be learning about the things that
you need to know in this world so that you can
thrive. Kia manaakitanga. Yea so, those are
three principles that have been well embedded
in my whānau. (Whānau kaikōrero)
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In many discussions mātauranga was considered
across a range of contexts. For example, Raniera goes
on to note:
I think at its simplest mātauranga Māori
underpins everything that we do. Irrespective of
the context … as an example there is a difference
between health and hauora even though they
get interchangeably around the place to have
a Māori concept of health like tapu and noa
and even the word hauora when you break that
down and where that sort of comes from. Mauri
ora is the giving of life, that just has a different
kind of meaning and understanding and I
think the challenge for us is really to be able to
articulate it for the context that we require them
for, if that makes sense…. Like in a sports context
taking those mātauranga Māori and being able
to articulate them for the athletes that I work
with in that context and how it would apply to
them. So that example earlier about clay doesn't
stick to steel, that's a mindfulness concept but
it's also a mātauranga Māori concept. (Whānau
kaikōrero)

Included in the applied practice of mātauranga is the
use of te reo Māori and the significance and unique
perspective of wellbeing that is enabled through
the Māori language. Te reo enables the expression
of mātauranga and tikanga in a unique way. This is
of significance to tamariki wellbeing as expressed by
Rose Pere, who states (1991, p. 9):
Language is the life line and sustenance of a culture.
It provides the tentacles that can enable a child to
link up with everything in his or her world. It is one
of the most important forms of empowerment that
a child can have. Language is not only a form of
communication, but it helps transmit the value and
beliefs of a people.

In considering the linkages between tangible
and intangible gifts, whānau kaikōrero noted that
knowledge, held in names, events, landmarks and
ecosystems were critical to ensuring a connected
sense of identity to family, hapū, and iwi.
Yet our tātai is fundamental and naming our
children, making sure that they get river names
or making sure that they have northern names
for specific reasons. So, it is a deliberate act
of whānau practice developments. Much as
resisting everything else to name your child.
(Whānau kaikōrero)
Joeliee Seed-Pihama (2017) writes about the
transformative potential of Māori names and
identifies the mana that comes with naming children
in te reo Māori and in uniquely Māori ways not just for
the individual but for the wider whānau. Mātauranga
and te reo Māori helps in the development of tikanga
and kawa to govern relationships and to provide
evidence that wellbeing is grounded in the collective,
in the lands and waters of our ancestors and in the
intangible through wairua and emotions.

Wairua
Wairua is a critical site of wellbeing for tamariki and for whānau. The importance of wairua to mental wellbeing
cannot be stressed enough. We contend that the spiritual realities of whānau are inextricable from their physical
realities. This is a consistent and unwavering theme that runs through expressions of wellbeing from whānau. As
one Kuia states when asked “What mātauranga did your tūpuna leave you as guidance to keep you well and your
whānau well?”
I am going to say this, nā Papatūānuku, nā
Ranginui very simple you can't face the day
without facing those two every day so one of the
things I taught myself and since my car accident
I've got to say this is that my connection with the
spirit world is probably greater than ever it has
been when things are going on in my life and
I have to make a connection somewhere and I
go to the spirit world. A lot of this has happened
because I don't have anyone to teach me, I don't
have anyone to guide me, I don't have books that
I can go to so I have to rely on that connection
and the revelations that they make to me so I
then put it into practice and then normalise it.
(Whānau kaikōrero)

As a cultural value and practice, communing with,
and creating personal links to the environment
and aspects of wairuatanga (esoteric practices)
strengthened the unity of families and was a gift that
had intergenerational implications:

She commented that wellbeing required the ability
to step outside the presumption that the mind
alone was responsible for decision making, when
listening to physical and esoteric messages was also
important:

Closely connected to the spiritual significance of
wellbeing for whānau are the emotions and sense
of wellness that come through kare-a-roto – the
ripples within – or Māori understandings of emotions
and feelings. Whānau wellbeing for some whānau
kaikōrero was something they ‘felt’ as opposed
to something they might tangibly quantify. For
example:

I continue to maintain that it is vitally important
that we stop intellectualising … and we become
more spiritually connected, and more connected
consciously that we talk puku-to-puku on a daily
level. (Whānau kaikōrero)

It doesn't sound like being well but that kawai
tangata thing like that connection is like you
are mirimiri-ing your kids in a certain way, you
are connecting them to that line, that ancestral
support line but it's like, not a production line but it's
like a line that they contribute to but I think they feel
included and feel well that way but maybe there's a
wairua thing as well about being connected in that
bloodline. (Whānau kaikōrero)

It would look like children who are growing,
who are physically healthy, who are happy. Just
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Mātauranga Māori, and more specifically
mātauranga-a-hapū are the unique knowledges
of the hapū that support the ability of whānau to
ensure the wellbeing of tamariki. This knowledge
is intergenerational in nature and is as deep as it is
wide.
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joy, the word joy has come up for me so many
times in the last few weeks you know just seeing
joy on a person’s face in particularly a child.
They're laughing, they're listening and talking
and engaging they feel 100% connected and
safe. It is adults around those children who
are also experiencing joy and calm and quiet
and are happy and are physically well who are
challenging and provoking things in different
ways all for the good of the collective. (Whānau
kaikōrero)
Similarly, it was pointed out:
I think the biggest thing is seeing people being
harikoa, if your tamariki are like that you
automatically vibe off them. I think the wellness
thing is creating an environment where tamariki
are happy and able to thrive so I guess from my
Pāpā pōtae it's us getting out of our house, enjoying
each other's company and not necessarily having to
make plans to enjoy each other's company I guess.
When I think about the taha wairua we are just
all in sync, we are enjoying the ngahere together,
we are enjoying the moana together, when you
are out in those environments there are, like I said
sort of secondary outcomes so if we were walking
in that ngahere we get to breath in the fresh air of
the ngahere as opposed to the smog in the urban
environment, if you are thinking fitness you can do
that anywhere but you can't connect the ao wairua
to the environment anywhere, so for our whānau
in particular it's us being able to make awesome
memories in places and a happy unit. (Whānau
kaikōrero)
Māori and Indigenous views of emotions can be
harnessed in contemporary and future contexts
to understand emotional and physical wellbeing.
There are unique ways of ‘feeling’ within Indigenous
worldviews that can serve to decolonise current
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understandings of emotions and emotional
wellbeing. International literature also indicates
that emotions are culturally framed and informed
through collective knowledge and practices (Ahmed,
2004; Bhugra & McKenzie, 2003). Te reo Māori is
replete with emotional expression that is more than
simply ‘emotive’ or ‘metaphorical’; rather, there is a
deep ontology of emotions within te reo Māori and
mātauranga Māori that transforms how emotions
are understood and expressed. Wider Indigenous
research highlights emotional wellbeing as essential
to overall wellbeing and healthy relationships
(Brown, 2004; Duran, 2006). Duran and Duran
(1995) emphasise that Indigenous understandings
of wellbeing prioritise the need for balance and
connectedness between emotions, spirit, mind,
body and our environment. We argue that emotional
wellbeing, through the ability to recognise and
communicate emotions, is central to wellbeing and
critical to maintaining healthy relationships.
It was noted that it is vital for parents to have a
healthy and well understanding of their own values
and emotions for tamariki to also be well and secure.
I think, our tamariki are a direct reflection of us
and so what are we reflecting and we can't share
something with others that we don't already
have ourselves, so that kōrero we were just
having over the last few minutes, how do you
share aroha when aroha isn't already here, how
do you share awhi when awhi isn't already here,
how do you share tautoko when it isn't even
already here, we try to but then we wonder why
it falls over cause the foundation isn't strong
enough and by the foundation I mean us, we
are meant to be the solid foundation and if
our foundation is solid then we can help others
with building as we build with them we build
ourselves up. (Whānau kaikōrero)
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Tikanga
Whakapapa and whānau are rich sources of applied
principled practice and this is reflected in the tikanga
that are gifted to us. Ani Mikaere makes this point:
Part and parcel of looking at the world through the
prism of whakapapa is the imperative to treasure
those physical manifestations and expressions of
ancestors that connect us to our origins and enable
us to project ourselves with confidence into the
future (Mikaere 2011, 298).
This was also iterated by one of the whānau kaikōrero
who shared:
In our whare we have tukutuku panel and
each one of those tukutuku panel represents a
philosophy and a tikanga in a way that you do
things, or the way that our ancestors have done.
I was fortunate enough to learn all those things
and I've taken those and that's what's guided me
right through my life. (Whānau kaikōrero)
As gifts handed from ancestors, the act of giving and
receiving conveyed the value of manaakitanga - a
key cultural practice that several whānau kaikōrero
said was important to their wellbeing.
And I think the art of giving is one of the things
that we all must learn to do, giving and receiving
are important otherwise you can't give to the
universe and you can't give to the spirit world,
and you can't give to Papatūānuku if you aren't
in that frame. (Whānau kaikōrero)
It was evident that within whānau there is variation in
the uptake and practice of tikanga. Several examples
were shared through the research. These varied from
the tikanga of sharing kai, to bodily health tikanga,
through to values and practices of Manaakitanga,
creation of oriori and pūrākau amongst others. A few
examples are provided below:
I kaha kawea e mum, rāua tahi i ngā tikanga o
ō tātou tūpuna mātua, mehemea he tāne koe
kaua e whakamahi ēnei tāora mō ngā wāhine
anake ngā tāora, i te kāinga ka noho ngā tāora
mō ngā tāne i roto i tēnei kāpata mō ngā tāne
anake, ā, ko ngā tāora o ngā wāhine tētehi atu,
maumahara au i ērā momo whakaakoranga o
te kāinga, he maha. (Whānau Wānanga 3)
So, plenty of mokopuna. Plenty of healthy mokopuna
running around and growing up. It would be around the
ability for the whānau to provide kai …To be able to learn
old ways or the traditional ways …To recognise that talent
from the mokopuna to grow them. (Whānau kaikōrero)

I know and I've worked with a lot of women
who have done raranga but this is what it does
for me, when you are sitting on a whāriki it's
totally different to sitting on a mat of any other
kind, the whāriki in some way grounds you quite
differently to sitting on this... and I this is what
I think weaving has done for me, it's given me
a, I want to put it into a real meaningful way,
it's given me that 'thing' and I'm trying to think
of what the 'thing' is which makes me a Māori
woman so that's what it's done for me … More
than purpose, it's like that's my role, [that's your
aho tapu] yes indeed, it could well be [and your
connection to the tūpuna is through weaving]
absolutely. (Whānau kaikōrero)
The conceptualisation and performance of tikanga
is an intimate experience but also a collective one.
Tikanga must also be fluid and dynamic if it is to
account for the diversity of whānau experiences.
Ani Mikaere (2012) explains that tikanga is humanmade and while it provides a blue-print created by
our tūpuna it is not, and should not be, rigid or fixed
in its expression. The underlying kaupapa of tikanga
reminds us of the purpose and intent of the embodied
practice, this should always be remembered. Tikanga
itself, however, can adapt to the changing realities
of whānau. In fact, it must if it is to continue to be
relevant to the lived realities of Māori today and into
the future. As Ani Mikaere (2012, p. 18) observes:
It was our tūpuna who developed it, confident
in the expectation that the generations to come
would continue to utilise and adapt it to meet their
needs. They had faith in the theory of existence
that they inherited from their tūpuna. They were
secure in their knowledge that the tikanga they
implemented as a practical expression of that
theory can deal with life’s daily challenges … we
are the inheritors of that tradition.
In this sense several whānau noted the role of tikanga
in providing routine and rhythm in their everyday lives.
This was explained with regard to sharing food daily.
Ki au nei ko tō mātou mātua te kaha o tō māua
māmā kia kaitahi ai te wā parakuihi, whakarite
kai mō te kai o te rā me te nohotahi te wā o te
pō kai-ā-whānau. I au e tamariki ana i tū tonu te
whakaaro ā Pāpā mēnā e kī kī ana te kāpata he
tohu o te atua tēnā. (Whānau Wānanga 3)
Similarly, it was stated that to learn karakia, waiata and
other tikanga forms gives us insights into how to live our
lives and that such knowledge is awe inspiring. As one
whānau member states “it's just amazing when you look
at the wisdom that our ancestors had”.
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Ako
Ako is the culturally preferred pedagogy principle. In simple terms this principle is about the teaching and learning
practices that are unique to tikanga Māori (custom). Across the narratives there was an expressed preference for
Māori cultural frameworks for learning and teaching. Traditionally, understandings of wellbeing would have come
from experiences, relationships, storytelling, dreaming, observation and participating in ceremonies. It came from
atua, tūpuna, even from children and from the biophysical environment. Furthermore, it was knowledge that was
at once individually and collectively produced.
Within the principle of Ako we contend that reclaiming how mātauranga is learnt and shared is just as important
as, and inseparable from, reclaiming the knowledge itself. Traditionally there was a tacit and implicit pedagogy
that came from being a collective oral culture or what some have termed a ‘listening culture’. Reflecting on the
notion that traditionally iwi and hapū were a ‘listening culture’, knowledge was imparted from generation to
generation implicitly – it was lived and embodied in the everyday and therefore may not have needed to be
spoken.

The nature of living collectively and intergenerationally is vital to the culturally
preferred pedagogies of Ako. A number of whānau stressed this point:
I think that intergenerational environment is
crucial for Māori families, well for all whānau
but particularly for Māori families because we
are so communal orientated anyway. (Whānau
kaikōrero)
They understood that that was how life should
be and that was how you pass the knowledge
on from one generation to the other. It must
have been a lot easier, it would have been a lot
easier, back in the old days when they just lived
at the pā and there were no external influences
overall whānau thing. But I think that as we’ve
become more modern it’s become a lot harder
to continue to practice that so that there’s that
intergenerational learning and discovering and
things between everybody. (Whānau kaikōrero)

the best form that we are to support our children
and the rest of our whānau, 3) how can we
physically traverse the social consciousness that
sustains the level of thinking within government
and their organisations that continue to drive a
wedge between whānau. (Whānau kaikōrero)
Several whānau kaikōrero have made decisions
to reclaim this way of living and learning and the
benefits and challenges were shared.
Intergenerational living is teaching both me and
my daughter strong whānau values - in ways
that it would not possible for me to teach her if
we were living on our own. Also, my daughter is
in an immersion Māori unit and whilst I struggle
to speak to her in te reo, I am grateful that her
granddad can kōrero Māori to her at home.
Every morning when she wakes - she reads to her
granddad and this is a very special time for them
both. (Whānau kaikōrero)

After some 170 years of imposed systems, ideologies
and practices, the reality today is that for several
whānau, knowing and learning through osmosis, as
our ancestors did, is simply not possible. This was not
lost on whānau kaikōrero who understand that the
social, cultural, political and economic conditions
that facilitate this way of ‘knowing’ have all but been
destroyed:

The ability for whānau to have grandparents
around even if they weren’t living intergenerationally
was also a special part of wellbeing for whānau.

The reality of it is that on the ground what we
need as people is to be teaching, re-teaching,
remembering what it is to be and have a
collective 1) idea of what wairua is and 2) how to
emotionally stabilise ourselves so that we are in

I whānau mai āku pēpi i reira tonu te kaha o
tōku whaea te pupuru i āku pēpi kia tupu tonu
te whānaungatanga i waenganui te kuia me te
mokopuna ka noho tonu tērā aroha mōna mō
ake tonu. (Whānau Wānanga 3)
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The concept of tuakana–teina is not new, and within a kaupapa Māori context it literally means an older sibling
looking after a younger sibling, but it also refers to learning that comes through a relationship between older and
younger siblings. Reciprocal learning between generations is also reflected in the whakatauki “Mā te tuakana ka
tōtika te teina, mā te teina ka tōtika te tuakana – Older and younger siblings contribute equally to each other’s
growth and learn from one another”. As described by Pihama et al. (2015, n.p):
The tuakana - teina relationship is a reciprocal one with each having responsibilities for, and learnings from, the
other. While the older sibling may often be a role model or example for the younger sibling to follow, there will
still be things that they can learn from their younger whānau members.
This was also expressed by several whānau kaikōrero.
It was stated that when whānau are connected:
There's an element of safety and coming back
when anything goes wrong so it feels right to
come back in to the family so I think connection
within the family is really important and then I
think role is really important so a well whānau
has roles like I think, cause I have six children it's
all based on responsibility and maturity and the
tuakana always give more opportunities to their
teina. (Whānau kaikōrero)
This style of learning and support for the wellbeing
of whānau can also inform the day-to-day activities
of whānau. Another whānau kaikōrero points this
out for his whānau, stating:
I think in the modern day there can be things like
chores and that, that tamariki tend to pick up
that play an important part in how the whare
flows when it comes to the morning and that
sort of stuff and I see my big girl is really, she
is 13 now, her mind-set has changed, I guess
she's gathered a bit of maturity over being able
to see how much of a role that she can play
in, I guess the hauora of our whānau when
we go from transitioning from the moenga to
trying to get out the door how smooth it can
be when everyone is contributing and looking
after themselves. So when I think about that
collective responsibility in our whānau we tend
to try and tautoko each other as much as we can
in different processes and our big girl is really big
on that so if she sees baby is having a tangi and
we are still trying to get ready, she will take baby
away, so I guess it's that tuakana-teina mentality
which is really, really, you don't necessarily to
teach that, they will learn eventually but we
have just sort of supported that along the way
but I think it's something that comes naturally
as being a sibling because they actually do love
their teina, they do get hōhā with them as well
sometimes but I guess in thinking about our
whānau in particular we actually all know the
roles that we need to play to make things run
smoothly and when it runs smoothly, when

we get out that door and we get to go on our
haerenga everyone is in a good mind-set, in a
good space so it allows for us to have the fun
that we intended to have, and if we don't pick up
that responsibility that can often turn the other
way. (Whānau kaikōrero)

He aha te taonga o taku ngākau he
rerekē pea te taonga ki tētehi ki tētehi.
Ki ahau ko te mea nui ko te aroha ko te
whakawhenuatanga o te tangata me te
aroha ki āku tamariki, ki a Tiare, ki tāku
whānau kia mōhio au, me kōrero pono
au, i roto i au ko te mea pai ki au mēnā
kāore au i kōnei ka pai kua tau i roto i au
ka tipu pai āku tamariki, ka mōhio rātou
me pēhea te whakatika i ngā mea kino
o ngā āhuatanga rerekē taumaha ka pā
ki roto i a rātou heoi anō ko te aroha ko
te mea nui o te taonga o taku ngākau.
(Whānau kaikōrero)

The importance of whānau working collectively and
having roles and responsibilities was also clearly
articulated by whānau kaikōrero.
There must be a tuakana and a teina relationship
and that as mātāmua you have responsibility.
Just as pōtiki, you have responsibilities, and
mātua you have responsibilities. It is our
responsibility to make our whānau well.
(Whānau kaikōrero)
This cultural pedagogy for learning also shared by a
range of people in this project as a means by which
to speak to the creation of Ako within their lives.. The
developers and leaders of a Waka Taua programme
for rangatahi discussed the value of working together
as brothers and the example that provided for the
rangatahi they mentored.
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Their exchange highlights this:
One things been really cool is that I've really
just loved working with my brother and we just
bounce off each other you know and we've got
each other’s backs and we do the tuakana teina
stuff and sometimes he's the tuakana and I will
just kick back but I also remember [one of our
elders] saying, I didn't realise what a influence my
tuakana was on me until he died, until he wasn't
there anymore and I thought well that's probably
what will happen to us too but I could see the stuff
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that was happening they used it really positively
and encouragingly and I thought it was really
awesome so I think I've been lucky for that kind of
stuff too and in saying that we have all our other
whānau they are quite respectful especially our
boys. (Whānau kaikōrero)
I love my tuakana he does a lot for me, leads me,
shows me a whole lot of things, pulls me up when I
need pulling up about one of the only people that
does so I am quite fortunate to have a tuakana
like him. (Whānau kaikōrero)

This principle asserts the need to mediate and assist in the alleviation of negative pressures and disadvantages
experienced by Māori communities. It also acknowledges the relevance and success that Māori-derived initiatives
have as intervention systems for addressing socio-economic issues that currently exist. This section explores the
ways in which whānau speak to the tikanga practices, initiatives and support processes that they have instigated
and experienced, which have supported their mediation of issues and difficulties that arise. As one whānau
member emphasised, the idea of working together within and across whānau to resolve issues is something that
is embedded in Māori practices.

Systemic Racism, Poverty and Violence
The fact remains that too many of our whānau remain in crisis, in poverty and in abusive situations (remembering
that the State is the biggest abuser of our whānau). One of the ongoing issues is that we are confusing the culture
of poverty with what it means to be Māori. Whānau kaikōrero have clearly identified the systemic racism, systemic
poverty and violence issues that whānau continue to face.
The role of colonial violence and ongoing colonial
oppressions was expressed by all whānau kaikōrero
in various ways.
As one whānau kaikōrero points out:
There are lots of barriers and all under the
umbrella of colonisation I mean it all falls under
that, interestingly enough even the kuia and
kaumātua, the pakekes they acknowledged
and recognised colonisation as being a cause
of dementia and they are right in actual fact
because you have the loss of a language, the
loss of our traditional rongoā, the loss of our
land and a change in kai and stuff like this which
are all I think risk factors that lead to dementia
so disconnection with culture I think, poverty
which obviously correlates with anything that is
negative. (Whānau kaikōrero)
It was also pointed out the barriers that whānau face
in trying to achieve wellbeing as individuals and as a
collective.
I think whānau free from stress, I think that stress
and sometimes it's the financial stress that comes
from living today and then how that then impacts
on the whānau cause it filters down that concern,
so the poverty, yeah financial stress. I think
support, you know people are away from some
of their support networks because they are living
away from whānau in other areas or the whānau
has got a whole lot of issues and challenges to
deal with be it financial, be it a break down in
relationships and things like that so not having
the support and tautoko to wrap around them.
Even what I mentioned around the kai, the diet
and the exercise I think that getting people out
into the environment is really important but it's
hard when they live in an environment that's a
concrete jungle and there is big trucks and it's
not pleasant and they are working long hours so
having really good quality time and having the
means to be able to go to some of these beautiful

places outdoors because if they don't have the
means or the time or the knowledge of where to
go or the support. (Whānau kaikōrero)
The lack of traditional support systems and the
dislocation from whānau is seen as a challenge for
many whānau.
As highlighted in one of the whānau wānanga:
[Traditionally] there may have been people that
were struggling and I remember when we were
growing up but there were always whānau
members who would take them in and there
were other extended family who were there in
need of support but now we are more and more
seeing families come in here who are desperate
and have young children but they can't seem to
think beyond their immediate, who I grew up with
and so in those times of need and desperation
they don't have the people to kind of prop them
up and it's actually not normal that we as an
organisation are more and more becoming that
prop up for them. (Whānau Wānanga 2)
Colonisation has created with in Aotearoa a system
that reproduces oppressive structures and practices
that are grounded upon the dispossession of
whānau, hapū and iwi. It is even more devastating
for whānau when society’s response is to off-load
blame onto whānau who are living the effects
of colonialism; those who may not have access
to adequate law enforcement protection, timely
criminal justice measures that effectively protect
children, or culturally sensitive resources to keep
themselves or their children safe. These belief
systems and oppressive ideologies also manifest
in the institutional, systemic racism that denies our
rangatiratanga, marginalises the place of te reo and
tikanga Māori in Aotearoa, reproduces inequities in
education, creates disparities in access to health care,
and informs systemic racism in the police and courts,
which sees the over-incarceration of Māori people.
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This has led to State impositions on whānau affairs,
which often continue to reinforce colonial-imposed
racist laws and continued systemic racism across
sectors. This was raised on several occasions by
whānau kaikōrero with regard to the removal of
tamariki Māori by Child Youth and Family Services.
But we just must go knock on the door of
Oranga Tamariki to go – hey, you got some of
our kids? I said we don’t have to go far to know,
to find where those lost kids, or you know kids
who have been taken out of their homes are,
because there are CYFS sites or Oranga Tamariki
sites everywhere. I think that is the antithesis of
collective responsibility of whānau, hapū, iwi…
(Whānau kaikōrero)
That is not that I blame us as a people, I mean
– come on, colonisation, case in point. But at
the end of the day who is going to love these
tamariki mokopuna more than us? Sure as hell
not the system. (Whānau kaikōrero)
Whānau kaikōrero also explained the systemic issues
in legislation and policies.
Simply it's this; we lose our sense of whānau
agency when the State bullies us in its legislation
and policies to assume that our kids are better
off with the State, knowing full well that the
State’s history with our kids is atrocious, that
we have a living legacy of really unwell harmed
injured adults and old people as a result of
that State care. … So, for me, it is about the
challenge for the State will be always to let go
of its resources. Because they will probably
hand our kids back if they didn't have to hand
back the money. They would give them back to
us tomorrow, but because our tamariki are 5060% of that population that is a huge amount
of resourcing that would have to go back to
our people as it should. … Typical colonial
machinery was actively at work seeking to break
down Mātua Whāngai and it did it successfully.
However, what it's left us with is a pathway of
destruction cause now we've got disconnected
children, and for me they save money when
they adopt them out to other people. That's 18
years of money they can spend somewhere else.
(Whānau kaikōrero)
Further, there are issues with regard to funding for
programmes that help whānau in meaningful ways,
which is often often inconsistent, inadequate or not
secure.
This was raised by as follows;
You've got to go back and then you've got to fit
it into their box to be able for them to go, yup,
and I hate it, there has been programmes that
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I've seen that have worked and you see that
our whānau have come from one space into
another in a really positive way and it works
and it works and it works and then someone
at the top goes, oh nah, let’s take that funding
away from them and put it over there. I think
there's been four programs that I've been
involved in and they were so good and the data
and the evidence that we've produced was
so good and then some dickhead two levels
above our manager go, oh no I can't do that,
that's working, let’s take that funding and shift
it sideways. The last time I was employed by a
government department they did that to our
program and dis-established us even though
the evidence was saying do more of this, so that
really annoys me, [really frustrating, crazy]. It's
not annoying for me personally because I know
that's the machinery of government and that's
how it works. I'm annoyed because the whānau
that I work with, I can see that they are thriving
and wanting to do more and hungry and I must
turn around to them and go, aroha mai e hoa
mā, and they know it's not me, they don't take it
personally against me. (Whānau kaikōrero)
It can be difficult to even articulate wellbeing and
wellness – and understand the vision that tupuna may
have had for thriving whānau – when poverty and its
symptoms are still encompassing communities. This
was expressed in a whānau wānanga when asked
what their ancestors’ vision for them would be:
it's hard to say what they envisioned for us
cause automatically we go to what we know
they didn't want for us and because that's what
we have and that's what's every day in front of
us and so it's easier to say they didn't want us
drinking, drugging, killing ourselves, beating
each other up and living in poverty than for
us to say what actually did they want for us
because it's kind of hard to articulate something
like what is the vision of wellbeing and healing
when you are still kind of in that recovery mode.
(Whānau Wānanga 2)
I don’t want them to have the stress of paying
someone $400 bucks for a rent… It doesn’t
bother me that our house is overloaded and
there is mess everywhere, but we are together.
… I love that we bowled the fence down and I
love it – the kids can go from one house to the
other. You know the old fashioned big sections?
They are probably not as big as it could be, but I
got sick of mowing the lawns so we put another
house out the back of next door. (Whānau
kaikōrero)
For some it was poverty of opportunity that was
an issue for achieving wellbeing for whānau. She
also found it difficult to define wellness beyond

So, I guess to me the fundamentals are there in a
well whānau and they are secure, there is safety –
both physically as well as psychologically, sexually
and/or wairua safety. On top of the fundamentals
is I guess a lack of poverty or opportunity to thrive
and the means to thrive. That might not just
be about financial means but just opportunity
in abundance and enabled individuals and
it enabled whānau to take opportunities
that come their way. When I think about the
interactions between whānau members, how
their opportunity to hear, to listen as well as be
heard for the objects of that whānau, and most
pertinently aroha. Aroha interwoven between
and in amongst each heart, each tangata, each
pepi, each tamaiti within that whānau context.
Individuals within that whānau context each can
experience self-efficacy and a sense of self and
pertinence within the interdependence in that
system. (Whānau kaikōrero)
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the measures of poverty that were imposed on
whānau Māori, but did discuss the importance of
relationships, aroha, and self-efficacy as ways to be
resilient.

I mean trauma is, is a concept that is talked about
very significantly in terms of intergenerational
impact in successive generations. But I don’t
think that we look enough at the positive
strains of our whakapapa that is also passed on
intergenerationally. I think we’ve put too much
onus and hara on all of the bad intergenerational
stuff. I guess where I was going with that is I
think now we need to do more of amplifying
those stories and that toto is passed onto us
from our tupuna that we know was beautiful
and strong and rich and intelligent and brave
and courageous. We have a lot of that, but a lot
of that whakapapa and narratives are lost to
our whānau and to our mokopuna. (Whānau
kaikōrero)
While there was a focus in the findings on the obstacles
and challenges, each person talked about the creative
solutions: manaaki, coming together for meals, the
values, wairua and mauri still being preserved. We
haven’t lost the narrative of the importance of our
mokopuna and children, and in fact it is in whānau
and in mātauranga that confidence and resilience and
transformation are sourced.

Tū Māia
Knowledge of whakapapa and tikanga can instil whānau with a sense of confidence in themselves and can
provide them with a range of coping strategies and support to achieve wellbeing. Moana Jackson (2011) says
that we need to be brave, to know who we are, where we have come from, where we are going and what we need
to do to get there. He says: “there are many ways to transform once we identify what we need to transform, and
we will each find our own way in which to do it” (Jackson, 2011, p. 76). Similarly, Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012, p.
175) explains that decolonisation is multiple; “it’s not just political; the political does not exist out there. It’s tied
to decolonisation of our spirit and about letting our spirit free”. Ani Mikaere (2011, p. 51) argues that we need to
have courage: Courage to question genuinely held but deeply colonised assumptions about what it means to be
Māori; courage to determine whether dubious interpretations of tikanga serve us well or whether they further an
agenda that puts our long-term survival at risk; courage to confront those of our own who might have a personal
stake in perpetuating such damaging interpretations.
One whānau kaikōrero noted the changes that he
wanted to make for his whānau and understood
the phrase Te Taonga o Taku Ngākau in this way. He
states:
My experience of whānau back then is not how
I think whānau should be today, so I've been
brought up in that sort of environment, so I know
what whānau in my experience can be and what
it can't be, what it shouldn't be. And then I know
what I know now so that's what we're working
towards now. And in terms of my own whānau
I've got two daughters and four mokos and that
Te Taonga o Taku Ngākau mō taku mokopuna I
wanted to touch on that, that waiata. Straight
away I was reminded of our mum and what I
want for them is that they experience life, but
they experience life without all the nasty bits
that we had to endure when we were children.
(Whānau kaikōrero)

Through this research and thinking pragmatically
about how we prepare our tamariki for a future as
confident and analytical people, whānau kaikōrero
all reflected on the strength and resilience within
Kaupapa Māori approaches and mātauranga Māori.
Several people reflected on whakatauki as beacons of
light and strength to demonstrate the resilience and
confidence that can be provided to tamariki Māori
and the collective responsibility for those tamariki.
Ehara taku toa i te toa takitahi engari he toa
takitini … rather than thinking about individual
achievement … our tūpuna saw [that] children
are not just the responsibility of mum and
dad. That any and all members of whānau
can support each other and their tamariki. …
Our siblings, children, our grandchildren are
everybody’s business. It’s everybody’s business
to share their thoughts, their wisdom and their
support when, and where they can, and we do
that as a whānau. (Whānau kaikōrero)
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Another whānau kaikōrero said:
I also use the whakataukī whāia te iti kahurangi,
ki te tuohu koe me he maunga teitei, let everybody
aspire to their highest aspirations, it's very
important and if you do bow down let it be to the
highest mountain only. But also the whakataukī
we have in Ohomairangi about ehara taku toa i
te toa takitahi engari he toa takitini, the collective
strength is really important rather than thinking
about individual achievement. To me it means
that is that again our tūpuna saw children are not
just the responsibility of mum and dad, that any
and all members of whānau can support each
other and their tamariki. If we see that we can
help, or someone might need our help, we can
offer that. Sometimes in our whānau that might
have meant strongly suggested, not just you
know, ‘oh well that's their child, their business’.
Our siblings, children, our grandchildren are

everybody’s business; and it’s everybody’s
business to share their thoughts, their wisdom
and their support when and where they can, and
we do that as a whānau. (Whānau kaikōrero)
In terms of setting goals and inspiring tamariki one
whānau kaikōrero made the point that feelings
of self-efficacy and belonging were important in
overcoming challenges and that the ability to live
collectively helped to facilitate that.
It's not about having to go out and be rocket
scientists but there's just something about when
you've got goals and you work together on the
task and then you achieve something to get
that feeling of efficacy. I think all those things
build the individual up but then also build the
whānau up and if we look at traditional tūpuna
and living arrangements all that stuff was just
part of the course. (Whānau kaikōrero)

Kāinga
Reclaiming home and kainga as safe and empowering spaces was discussed as an important factor in helping
with whānau wellbeing and importantly with the wellbeing of tamariki. One whānau kaikōrero reflects on this
in quite some detail. Referencing a range of taonga tuku iho, such as home, marae, belonging, values, tikanga,
creative practice and more, as it was noted:

For me, when I think back to spending time on the marae with our kuia and our kaumātua, to them it was
all about wellbeing. Not just wellbeing of whānau, but wellbeing of the hapū, wellbeing of the iwi, wellbeing
of, not only our core base who are living our marae, but all our connections to another iwi, other whānau
around the motu and overseas. For them whānau wellbeing was ensuring that as a collective that we're
supporting those that are not in the hub. If you are there, you are there amongst your whānau. You can walk
down the road, and you can go into aunty so and so's house and have a cuppa tea and then walk up the road
and go to cousins house and it's like that when you are brought up in, I suppose Pākehā terms, a village, when
you are brought up in the Pā.
But when you step outside of that realm the dynamics change. You don't have your centre, you don't have
your kaumātua and your kuia around you. For our kaumātua was to always keep in touch with those outside
and make sure that they are always reminding them to come home, come home, come home. One of the
great things about growing up in the Pā is wherever you are in the world and you say you are from the Pā
people know that and people understand that even though things in the Pā aren't, they are not all roses and
flowers and stuff like that. There are issues in the Pā, within a Pā context and with a whānau, hapū and iwi
context you have a collective voice that can deal with that kaupapa.
You have strong values and ngā mea mātāpono, ngā waiaro those kinds of things that bind you together so
that the wellbeing of the collective comes down to individual people as well. I suppose our whare is the centre
for me. In our whare we have tukutuku panels and each one of those tukutuku panels represents a philosophy
and a tikanga in a way that you do things, or the way that our ancestors have done. I was fortunate enough
to learn all those things and I've taken those and that's what's guided me right through my life. One of the
things that my kaumātua said was, learn these boy. This is the tikanga. But in situations you are going to be
challenged about those tikanga within yourself, so part of your wellbeing is to, you decide about how you
apply that tikanga in your life. This is A, B, C of the tikanga but how you apply that is up to you and how you
live your life.

38

Te Taonga o Taku Ngākau

I've tried to do that, in terms of the wellbeing of my own whānau is to adopt all those teachings but adapt
them as my whānau grows and matures and develops. One thing that has grounded me though is I always
go home, I go home at least once or twice or once a month maybe, every couple of months. I always go home
and when I go home the first thing, I do is I go, and I sit in my whare and I centre myself and I look around
and it reminds me of who I am. If I'm feeling crap or shit doing that it brings me back to my centre. Then I
will go out … and I will jump in the water even though it's freezing and that wakens me up. Then I will go to
the mountain and I will so … I will go oh yup, I'm here. So, I go and do all those things on regular basis for
my centre and for me that's a teaching that the old people have taught me, is like come back to the centre.
For your own wellbeing. Sometimes Tāmaki is a hard place to live and there are lots of things here that can
absolutely destroy someone’s wairua, so for me to centre myself it's always to go home and centre myself. I
have my teachings and that around me all the time, every day.
So that's a hard question about wellbeing, there are so many elements. One of the things that I've found
about Tāmaki and it's just getting worse and worse, is the amount of exposure to negativity in Tāmaki. Like
in terms of whakaaro, wairua, you can kind of feel it. As soon as you pass the Bombay Hills it’s kind of lessens
but the closer you get to the puku of Tāmaki the worse the taumaha gets. Well I find anyway. I can hear, and I
can feel all the negativity and the taumaha on our whānau in Tāmaki as soon as I get here.
That's why I have to go home and kind of lift that element because I can feel, and I can hear and I've seen in
my career the struggles that everyone is going through, and no one can put their finger on it and go, oh that's
the cause of it, cause there are so many causes. There are so many things that are affecting and effecting and
influencing our whānau. (Whānau kaikōrero)
There is much that could be discussed in this
statement above. But perhaps most importantly it
speaks to the necessity of ‘home’ and places and their
associated knowledges to ‘fill up’, to be cleansed and
to gain strength, knowledge and resilience; to be well
in a world that often makes it difficult to maintain
wellness in everyday life. This is an important point
and is reiterated by Anishinaabeg scholar Leanne
Simpson, who writes:
Our elders and knowledge holders have always
put great emphasis on how things are done. This
reinforces the idea that it is our own tools, strategies,
values, processes, and intellect that are going to
build our new house. While theoretically we have
debated whether Audre Lourde's statement "The
master's tools can dismantle the master's house"
is correct, I am interested in a different question.
I am not so concerned with how we dismantle the
master's house-that is, which sets of theories we use
to critique colonialism-but I am very concerned with
how we (re)build our own house, or our own houses.
(2013, n.p)
It is also acknowledged that home is not always a
‘safe’ or even desirable place for some tamariki. For
many home can be experienced as a site of abuse,
suffering and discrimination. Whānau shared their
experiences as follows:
We talk about poverty back home. It's an
interesting one because poverty, from what
I have seen from a distance here, is often 10
people in a house and there is food and there
is money there. But there aren't the tools or the

conscientiousness to kind of understand how to
use what’s coming in, or to break some of those
cycles. So, you've got 10, 12 people living in the
house, and that can be overlaid with sexual
abuse, that's rife up there as well, poor nutrition.
A lot of these things that are wrapped up within
that poverty. (Whānau kaikōrero)
Pihama, (2001) notes that the internalisation of
colonial relations has had particularly destructive
impacts upon whānau. Internationally the impact of
colonisation is also noted by bell hooks, (2008),
For those who dominate and oppress us benefit
most when we have nothing to give our own,
when they have so taken from us our dignity, our
humanness that we have nothing left, no ‘home
place’ where we can go to recover ourselves.
(p.213)
For many whānau, home, kainga, and tūrangawaewae
represent critical sites of decolonisation, resistance
and recovery. Many of the whānau kaikōrero referred
more to home as their ancestral lands and waters
as opposed to their place of residence; however,
they also noted the values that they took from their
tūrangawaewae back to their everyday homes.
For our kaumātua was to always keep in touch
with those outside and make sure that they are
always reminding them to come home, come
home, come home. One of the great things
about growing up in the Pā is wherever you
are in the world and you say you are from the
Pā people know that and people understand
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that even though things in the Pā aren't, they
are not all roses and flowers and stuff like that,
there are issues in the Pā, within a Pā context
and with a whānau, hapū and iwi context you
have a collective voice that can deal with that
kaupapa, you have strong values and ngā mea
mātāpono, ngā waiaro those kinds of things
that bind you together so that the wellbeing of
the collective comes down to individual people
as well. (Whānau kaikōrero)
This was also highlighted by others, for example:
I think that a place like the Pā that you can
call home and know it’s home and know that
nobody else can deny you a right to go home I
think is always fulfilling in one’s life to know that
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at the end of the day no matter what we do to
our own individual homes we know that we can
go back to a place that is home and will always
be home. And that it will be there for the next
generation and the next generation. (Whānau
kaikōrero)
For these whānau there is a role for home or
tūrangawaewae in the wider context of whānau
ora as they are considering the place of collective
wellbeing for whānau. The place of tūrangawaewae
is often difficult to live in a daily way for those whānau
that live within urban contexts or away from their iwi
regions however the place of tūrangawaewae and
the cultural relationships that are inherent to those
relationships remain important to many.

The 'Kaupapa' refers to the collective vision, aspiration and purpose of Māori communities. In this research the
kaupapa for well tamariki and the collective responsibility to ensure their wellbeing was the focus and this was
discussed in a range of different ways. The interdependence and interconnectedness of whānau is central to
wellbeing, both individually and collectively. Although underpinned by a philosophy of collective wellbeing, the
diversity within whānau is also recognised and celebrated.
This was reinforced by other whānau kaikōrero:
For the collective to work, we each need to value
and respect our role, our mana and uniqueness.
That no matter what happens to us, and what
has happened, we still stand to look after each
other. (Whānau kaikōrero)
Similarly, in one of the whānau wānanga this was
also expressed:
I guess it's ensuring our tamariki can maintain
the identity that is specific for them. Everybody
is unique, but it's also carried on the mahi of our
tīpuna and ultimately being able to provide the
right pathways for them to be the best they can
be. (Whānau Wānanga 2)

What this reinforces is that we are inevitably shaped
by this whakapapa whether it’s at the fore of our
consciousness or not. Whānau kaikōrero also noted
that we do not exist alone and in our own time only.
There is something about a responsibility to our
past and to our future in terms of whānau. If I think
back to just the little that I know and the little that
I've read and understood about historical trauma,
that can go seven generations into the past and
seven into the future so what responsibility do I
have to my whānau which isn't just in this time
and space, it's the past, it's the future to affect some
change in that. I know that I am my great, great
grandchildren's tūpuna, so how am I acting in a
tūpuna way that recognises that my whānau-āwhakapapa has come from somewhere and is
leading somewhere as well. (Whānau kaikōrero)

Collective Responsibility
Wellbeing exists in being connected – to each other, within and outside of whānau, to our lands and waters, to
our pūrākau, to our mātauranga, tikanga and the values that underpin them, to the stars and the skies. What
were/are those connections and interconnections? And where do our tamariki sit within these connections and
interconnections. How are they maintained/restored/enhanced?
A few whānau kaikōrero reflected on the responsibilities
that we have as collectives, as whānau, hapū, iwi, and
wider communities.
It was highlighted by whānau that proactive and
purposeful action is needed:
Well I think we would flourish. The current
rhetoric is we might flourish. We might, and I say
that quite cynically, because I think a lot of the
Māori social workers are legislatively driven, not
whānau driven. It's not an easy fix, but I think
two or three generations if there can be some
pro-active development in terms of papa kāinga
in terms of whānau really committing to a
collective wellbeing and collective responsibility
of one another then you could seek some quite
critical changes. (Whānau kaikōrero)
This also means that whānau need to feel supported
in their roles in caring for tamariki – that it cannot be
lumped on a few, or just the parents, or as the case is
in many whānau, on mothers or grandmothers.

This was emphasised in the following comment:
Te taonga o taku ngākau also means that I feel
a little bit mamae a lot of times and this might
be common for wahine Māori in roles and
positions where we understand we are a part
of a collective working for a wider kaupapa and
that that means often balancing our role to
whānau and balancing our role to community
and te taonga o taku ngākau means that I have
had to come to terms with a lot of help actually
that even when I am away from tamariki that
the work that I am doing is still a part of them
and is still a part of their life and that while
there are some things that I will miss out on
there are other things that they will also get
because of me and as with many other Māori
women choosing to do the work that we are
doing for our community and for our kaupapa
and so that actually took a long time for me to
come to terms with and has helped me re-frame
how I approach my work instead of seeing it as
a tradeoff, even though I feel that on a day to
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day basis in the larger picture understanding
that my mahi is not separate from who they are
and from what they understand of me and so it
is part of their upbringing that I am doing the
mahi that I am doing. Te taonga o taku ngākau
also for me has meant that I have had to learn to
be present and to be in the moment which is so
very hard for all of us and that has helped me so
much to understand that the best thing I can do
to honour my tamariki when I am around them
is to be with them in that moment and that has
actually helped me segregate and be better at
my mahi as well. (Whānau kaikōrero)

I think it's sort of about how tamariki
and mokopuna, our children are an
absolute invaluable treasure, you know if
you want to put that way, closest to our
hearts. I know it says te taonga o taku
ngākau but I always think about, as well,
he taonga tuku iho, they are a gift that
we are privileged to be allowed to raise
and have them, that they have chosen to
come to us. (Whānau kaikōrero)

Kim Anderson (2006, p. 775) offers a powerful
statement of the need for collective responsibility in
relation to Native mothering in Canada. She writes:
Taken uncritically, ideologies of Native mothering
run the risk of heaping more responsibility on
already overburdened mothers. With so many Native
mothers struggling to raise their children in poverty
or in situations of abuse or neglect, we must question
the logic of asking mothers to ‘carry the nations’ ... we
must ask ourselves: Where are the men? Where are
the communities? Where is the nation and where
is the state? And – not to forget – where are the
children?
The concept of the pā harakeke is useful to
demonstrate the significance of the whole to the
protection and affirmation of individuals, specifically
our tamariki. The pā harakeke is a metaphorical
concept referring to the whānau unit that looks to
the form and function of the harakeke plant as a
metaphor for collective and empowered parenting
and childrearing. Kirsten Gabel (2013, p. 205) states:
Literally it refers to the structure of the flax plant which
reflects a child/parent/extended whānau structure,
with the young shoots at the centre of the bush
which are surrounded, protected and nourished by
the older leaves of the flax around them. The young
shoots and the leaves immediately surrounding
them (ngā matua/parents) are never harvested as it
would stifle the growth of the entire plant.
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Isolation is a devastating outcome of colonisation
and one that is particularly damaging to experiences
of mental health and wellbeing for tamariki in
Aotearoa New Zealand. Children are part of a wider
whakapapa and the responsibility of many. Our
tamariki deserve to feel safe – physically, spiritually,
emotionally and intellectually safe – not just within
whānau but across all spaces and if not, we must
equip them with the skills and strategies to respond.
For one whānau kaikōrero, reclaiming the collective
units of whānau and hapū is the only way forward.
So, this is what if you look at traditional
whakapapa kōrero, if you look at traditional
knowledge we were never alone, we were always
in groups, collectives and mostly whānau and
then hapū. So, it's that thing about having
faith. But, now there's enough evidence to say
this is the only way we are going to look after
ourselves. This is the only way we are going to
become healthy when we learn to look after one
and other in our whānau/hapū setting, cause
they're workable units. (Whānau kaikōrero)

Te taonga o taku ngākau to me means
coming together as a whānau to take
care of our tamariki, our mokopuna
to ensure that they have healthy
futures as Māori. So we all come
together and work in a collective
way with unconditional love, we are
knowledgeable, we are informed as
adults then we are going to produce
tamariki, mokopuna who are healthy,
who can forge their way and are
successful in life as Māori …. So
collective definitely and it's not rocket
science it makes sense to me that the
more people who are invested and
you are taking part of the caring of our
young people, the better chance they
are going to have of succeeding in life
and having a happy life identifying as
Māori. (Whānau kaikōrero)

She writes:
I want you to give up on me.
What can I figure out what I can give them/show them to make them feel assured?
We drive. I wanted to. Get away from the quiet. But all I see is life and light. I want the dark.
You talk to me. Work lights me up. Anything else I cannot even want to care.
I cannot even drum up the animation to pretend.
You keep talking. And wait. And sit … waiting.
For what? You have your own life and living.
How selfish am I? wallowing. Drama queen. Weak.
Snap out of it!
People go through this. They go through so much worse. Lots of women experience this.
Not me though. Not me. That’s not something I do.
But I did.
The pain writhes in the pit of my puku trying to push its way out. I starve it.
Literally and emotionally. I keep it trapped in the darkness. Until it becomes too much.
They say – positive self-speak. Mindful colouring. Try a puzzle. Fuck that! But even in my darkness I
still want to be the best – the best ‘depressed’ person there is – so I colour in and spend days trying
to find that last puzzle piece of the fucking dolphin’s tail.
You say – karakia, kai, taiao and whānau.
I open my eyes slightly and try to see beyond the hour – but it is hazy. Hinepukohurangi
encompasses me. Beyond the seconds seems incomprehensible.
There are no footprints in front that I can see, to track for me to follow.
You know your environment will heal you – this is what you shout from the rooftops any chance
you can. I need water, the ngahere. Yet, I resist.
I go – reluctantly to the waters and ngahere. Hinemoana please, I plead, carry me away to the
depths of your womb. Hinerauwharangi cover me in your leaves so I can curl up in the damp, dark
cold of your wharetangata. E kui, please I beg let me stay in the darkness.
But damn it you all see me. You make me keep walking on the track. You push me back into shore.
You all keep coming and messaging. You see through my skin and into the rawness below. You
feed me! You force me to weave! You make me walk the tracks of our ancestors! Force your tamariki
on me! Put my tamariki, my light sources in front of me! Force yourself into my darkness! (our
darkness sits with you there if you can) You carry on with living.
I am not ready but I realise now the haze will lift, light will come again.
It is okay.
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The responsibilities of whānau have very real implications for
whānau wellbeing and for the ability of individuals to be supported through
mental ill health. One whānau kaikōrero wrote a poem about her journey with
mental illness and described the ways in which it was her family that pulled her
out of the darkness she experienced.
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This piece of writing demonstrates not only the
support that whānau provide to individuals in times
of need but also the impact that mental illness can
have on wider whānau. This was also emphasized by
the Mental Health Commission, who write: People
with serious mental illness are not ill in isolation.
Their families, extended whānau, and significant
others, whatever they think about the illness, cannot
escape being affected by it. The lives of people with
serious mental illness are inextricably involved with
the lives of those they love and care for, and the lives
of those who love and care about them. (Mental
Health Commission, 1998 p. 9)
Whānau kaikōrero all reaffirmed the need for
collective and purposeful action both within whānau
and within programmes to support whānau.
It was stated that:
It's not an easy fix, but I think two or three
generations if there can be some pro-active
development in terms of papa kāinga in terms
of whānau really committing to a collective
wellbeing and collective responsibility of one
another then you could seek some quite critical
changes. Will government resource it? No, they
won’t want to. But they want our taxes so there's
always that kind of challenge for us in terms
of what they're saying and what they will do.
(Whānau kaikōrero)
Not all agreed that responsibility was the right word.
In the Whānau Wānanga one whānau kaikōrero
notes:
Absolutely but responsibility isn't quite the right
word to me it's just a natural thing and it just
happens. I want people to feel free to contribute
to my children and the closer they are the more
they can but even then, aunties and, so they do it
often by example. (Whānau Wānanga 3)
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Other whānau thought that accountability was an
important part of their role in the collective. As was
noted:
So I guess for me the collective responsibility
of whānau is expressed by saying my pepeha,
when I stand to do my pepeha I am claiming
connection to a particular place and I have
that responsibility to that place but then I am
also remembered for being from that particular
place and so if I am to takahi mana or whakaiti
mana it's like oh that's that one from …, and
that can be the same with our kaupapa whānau
too I guess you know if we have our girls in the
netball team are clearly identified as being from
that team in their uniform or whatever and they
are misbehaving in a particular way it will come
back to that wider whānau. (Whānau kaikōrero)
Reciprocity was also discussed as a concept and
practice that is important to whānau wellbeing.
That collective responsibility around keeping
our tikanga stuff alive and paying back, and it's
not even paying back, that's a kind of Pākehā
term, it's more like honouring your ancestors,
honouring your tūpuna, or honouring your
whānau, honouring all your aunties and uncles
because that's the journey they took, and they
helped you along the way. (Whānau kaikōrero)
Furthermore, for many whānau the strategies
around enacting collective responsibility were
real and not just theoretical.
For example:
We very much have expectations on each other for
collective responsibility in bringing them up. So, if a kid
is not doing well in something it is not OK in my whānau
for you to wave your finger at that parent and go you
should be doing it better. You must be able to go, oh I
don’t like what is happening there and this is how I’m
going to help. (Whānau kaikōrero)

This principle is fundamental to the individual and collective wellbeing of tamariki Māori. Tino rangatiratanga
involves reinstating the collectivism of whānau and contains a political imperative that the policy environment of
Aotearoa New Zealand must recognise this and provide for it in meaningful ways. It also, however, contains a social
imperative in that such an approach to wellbeing can transform tamariki experiences of mental wellbeing.
All whānau kaikōrero highlighted the need for
autonomy and control over their wellness as individuals
and as whānau. Whānau talked about wellbeing, about
being well as a sign of rangatiratanga.

The rangatiratanga of the collective was recognised
as important; however, one whānau kaikōrero also
reminded us that the sovereignty of individuals, their
mana, also needed to be recognised and upheld.

For example:

It was stated:

I know that our tupuna would represent
wellbeing to some extent as rangatiratanga.
And, a representation I think of rangatiratanga
is mokopuna oranga. I think if our babies were
well and thriving and happy and well-nourished
and connected with their whānau, hapū, iwi well.
It was probably the indication that the whānau
is well and when the pepe are not thriving, not
flourishing. I think that was probably a real
good indication that all is not well. I think about
the concept of mokopuna, the reflection of the
tupuna, I guess that is why I’ve drawn to reflect
them very directly on the wellness of the tamaiti
of the mokopuna being an indication of whānau
ora. (Whānau kaikōrero)
Whānau kaikōrero also emphasised that models
of well-being from our ancestors’ time desperately
needed to be brought forward to today.
I can only imagine it was about a number of
different dimensions, you know, being well in
terms of having kai and fresh water and being
physically sustained, about being connected
and understanding where they are from and
their histories. I can only imagine it's not like I am
now sort of scrambling around trying to find and
reclaim a lot of these things. Even when I think
about that, the impact of that on my identity,
wellbeing and my mental health, and knowing
that there is this connection and wanting to
pursue that but just coming up against all
these blocks. For our tūpuna the deep sense of
connection to people, place and time and space,
and I would like to imagine that it was also about
what contribution. When I look back through
some of the literature around our arts, for
example, or even before babies were born, they
were identified as being kairaranga or kaiwhatu.
So once that baby is born, they are nurtured in
those whare wānanga. I can imagine the tūpuna
were very careful about how they spotted these
attributes and pūkenga for the wellbeing of the
whole wider whānau. We need this to develop
some more. (Whānau kaikōrero)

That's what we need to do for our whānau.
Let them know that, yes, your tamariki are
important. But nobody is saying to them, you're
very important as a parent you are extremely
important as a parent. We need to shore you
up. We need to be able to give you some stuff
and tools, a booklet, a kit that says how to make
you the sovereign being; how to recognise your
sovereign light; how to recognise that when you
are standing in your sovereign light, you then can
be a great individual. … (Whānau kaikōrero)
She goes on to talk about system transformation
across the health sector, and the education, law,
management and environmental sectors. As one
whānau kaikōrero explains:
What I am trying to do is transform for example
the entire economic model that has dominated
us for centuries, generations around the world; it's
colonialism, it's imperialism but it's a framework
that puts individuals against individuals and
against the environment and te taiao and
Papatūānuku in the interests of profit and power
to the few and so if we are really, if we really are
concerned about addressing what we need to
have to ensure that we have well tamariki it
would be a model of tino rangatiratanga and
mana motuhake that transfers that power
back to community and whānau in a way that
safeguards us from an oppressive model that
concentrates wealth and power in the hands of
a few. For me that's at the core of what we need
and we have to continue to aspire for true tino
rangatiratanga. (Whānau kaikōrero)
Tino Rangatiratanga is evident in more overt collective
arrangements of policies such as Whānau Ora and
other Iwi programmes, or kaupapa Māori services,
and through movements such as the Kōhanga reo
movement, and kura kaupapa. But it is also evident
in the subtle expressions of whānaungatanga,
manaakitanga and aroha that were demonstrated by
whānau kaikōrero in this research. As Kirsten Gabel
(2013, p. 161) so eloquently writes in relation to Māori
mothering:
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Tino rangatiratanga is the language that we
speak to our children, it is the names we bestow
upon them, the songs we sing to them, the
whānau and the individuals that we surround
them with, the tikanga we immerse them in, the
educational experiences we choose for them. Tino
rangatiratanga involves the decisions we make
around our birthing experiences, the tikanga we
follow during our pregnancies and during our
mate marama. It is the choices we make every
day, whether consciously or subconsciously. We
should not underestimate the impact of these
everyday actions on our children and more
importantly on our future generations. Our
everyday survival, resilience and persistence as
Māori mothers is a marker of our resistance.
What all these statements of wellbeing and of
rangatiratanga exemplify are the relationships
between the macro processes and the more intimate
and familial processes and the need for autonomy,
freedom and transformation across all areas. An
important point then is that our rangatiratanga
doesn’t just radiate externally but internally as well in
our minds, bodies and spirits.
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I think that that particular whakataukī is
about us being present to our whānau
capacity and our capacity as a very
strong collective. But I also see it as being
a whakataukī about looking after our
mokopuna who are here and those who
are yet to come because that is about
talking about how do we look after our
whenua. Who is going to be the guardian
of all the karakia and the mōteatea and
the whakapapa for our whānau? How
do we keep disseminating that through
our mokopuna or through uri to ensure
that this is our life, this is our oranga?
So I see that in two things: he taonga
o taku ngākau ko ngā mokopuna, but
those ones here and those ones that
are still coming, they rely on us, and he
mokopuna he tūpuna, he tūpuna he
mokopuna. To prepare and make way for
their arrival as we would expect them to
prepare and make way for the arrival of
others, and we can only accomplish that
in those very strong whānau collectives.
(Whānau kaikōrero)

Conclusion
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Conclusion
This project presents a Kaupapa Māori principled framework that provides evidence about how mātauranga
Māori, centred on an empowering collective approach to caring for children, is imperative to transformation for
whānau wellbeing. For Māori there is a need to provide clear understandings about the advantages of returning
to traditional practices of ‘matua rautia’ where children are parented and cared for by communities as well as their
direct whānau. This is a move away from individualised approaches that focus on the deficits within communities
and brings positive change by drawing upon our collective strengths within whānau, hapū, iwi and community.
As Taina Pohatu (2003) has stated, we have both the definitions and the answers; we are all mokopuna and tupuna
and we are all kaitiaki of each other. A critical part of research related to the wellbeing of tamariki Māori is the
expectation that the research will be transformative. This requires strong connections to whānau, hapū, iwi and
broader Māori communities. Research shows that cultural connectedness makes a significant impact on Māori
wellbeing (Smith, 1997; Durie, 2001). There is an urgent need to use mātauranga Māori in the development of
approaches to the mental and physical wellbeing of our children and whānau (Kruger et al., 2004; Grennell, 2006).
Hinemoa Elder (2018) points out that developing mechanisms to help whānau with practical supports is most
relevant and that we “need to consider how cultural factors or philosophies can be used for therapeutic benefit
and lead to more innovative interventions” (148).

Oh well, well first and foremost the taonga for me is definitely the mokopuna. Because
when you think of your own life and when you start it off as a mokopuna to the kuia/
koroua back in those days, and then follow the pathway through to where now you’re
looking at yourself again really, and seeing how they managed to cope in this vastly
different world from when I was a mokopuna. If we could, if we could all recognise how
much that mokopuna is a taonga in their own right because they’re not of just us as an
individual but they’re of so many other different parts of the universe really. The place
of being, the place of who we are and so there’s that real special taonga sense and when
you look at them you do see yourself in them because it’s like. Yeah, in all shapes and
sizes and warts and all cause you can see that some of the things that they do are the
things that oh well you can see where they get that from … we have a purpose on this
earth we’re not meant to be able to – we’re not meant to change the whole world. That’s
not what our role is, that’s not what our task is that’s not the reason why we’re here, it’s
about just being. That’s a big take that one, it’s not about material wealth or financial
wealth or it is about the intergenerational things that have gone on in your life that you
know what will continue (for) the mokopuna. (Whānau kaikōrero)

‘Te Taonga o Taku Ngākau’ provides an overview of traditional cultural approaches to child wellbeing and ways
in which mātauranga Māori can increase awareness and contribute to the wellbeing of tamariki and mokopuna.
The White Paper and the Children’s Action Plan highlight a need for collective responsibility; however, there is no
culturally defined indication of how that may be achieved in ways that align with a collective consciousness about
the place of Māori children within this society. For Māori there is a need to provide clear understandings about
the advantages of returning to traditional practices of ‘matua rautia’, where children are parented and cared for by
communities as well as their direct whānau. This is a move away from individualised approaches that focus on the
deficits within communities and brings positive change by drawing upon our collective strengths within whānau,
hapū, iwi and community. This is a critical issue that needs to be engaged in even more depth given the current
issues of the removal of Māori children by State agencies. It has been emphasised by a range of organisations
that whānau must be seen as the solution not as the problem and that the deficit-focused approaches being
implemented by the Ministry of Children must stop (https://www.handsoffourtamariki.org.nz/) within whānau
we need the collective to be the ‘champion’ or advocate for all our children. Therefore, we need to provide
understandings and information about how we can achieve that collective movement. The development of
mātauranga Māori frameworks is critical to making that shift and is the key output of this project.
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It is a harsh but very real fact that our worlds continue to be shaped by the colonial, patriarchal and racist
oppressions that have led to this situation. This research report is a cautionary and challenging tale of the work
that is still needed. The distance between theory and practice still seems vast. This is because the systems of
power remain largely unchanged. We teach our children, and tell ourselves, that we are born of a long line of
ancestors who have gifted us mana; then those children are launched into a world that is set up to tell them the
opposite is true. We teach our girls and boys that who they are is important and they can succeed because of
this (not in spite of it) – only for them to be told they are ‘too staunch’ ‘too passionate’ ‘too spiritual/superstitious’,
‘non-compliant’ or ‘too subjective’, as if the only people entitled to ‘know’ and ‘succeed’ exist solely within the
confines of rational, disembodied, masculine thought. Our children learn from a very young age about resilience,
resistance and resurgence. Despite this, cultural definitions and measures of wellbeing and the central position of
tamariki continue to be of central significance to the lives and lifeways of many whānau. The whānau kaikōrero in
this study demonstrate a strength and collective action that provide an important pathway into transformation.
There is no doubt that all whānau engaged with this project consider whānau to be at the centre of the
solutions for the wellbeing of our tamariki and mokopuna. At the core of whānau is our own understandings
of how whakapapa relationships have multiple layers and stretch across generations. Whānau is both vertical
and horizontal in form, it includes our direct whakapapa lines and our inter-relationships across generational
connections. For example our tūpuna, our grandparents are not only those that are the parents of our parents,
but also includes their brothers, sisters. As such the western notion grandparents is a linear construction fails
to recognise all of the grandparent generation that takes cultural responsibility for all tamariki and mokopuna
within and across whānau. It is the multi-layered understanding that colonising ideologies and practices fail
to acknowledge or to give validity to. However, the whānau that participated in sharing their thoughts for this
research are very clear that all layers and relationships within and between whānau are essential to the wellbeing
of our tamariki.
The need to return the definition of whānau to a Kaupapa Māori, mātauranga Māori understanding is critical to
this project. Whānau is not, and has never been a nuclear family colonial model and the colonial obsession with
reducing whānau to family must stop. The reclaiming of whānau definitions for Māori is ours to do and is for the
Crown partner to accept and affirm as a part of the wider Treaty relationship. It is not for the Crown or its agencies
to define what whānau is or to continue to impose a definition that denies involvement of whānau in the wellbeing
and decisions about our tamariki and mokopuna. Alongside whakapapa is the notion of Kaupapa whānau that
has been discussed in the report. Kaupapa whānau is that which enables for support and relationships to be
forged around specific kaupapa in ways that enhance the wellbeing and care for our tamariki. Whānau then is
the centre, it provides the care, nurturing, sustenance and protection of current and future generations. What
we must do is to support our people to access the knowledge, language and cultural understandings that can
empower and embolden their lives.
‘Te taonga o taku ngākau’ is a whakataukī that reminds us daily of the treasured position of our tamariki and
mokopuna. It is a knowledge base and a practice. It is embedded within tikanga Māori that calls upon us to place
layers of wellbeing, learning, nurturing and protection around our tamariki. This requires us to challenge any
structures, systems or agencies that work against the wellbeing of tamariki and whānau. Whānau is identified in
this research as a Māori framed and determined cultural intervention which is inclusive of: tangata, our human
relations; atua, our spiritual guardians; and taiao, our environment. All of these relationships are critical to whānau
wellbeing and support our spiritual, emotional, cultural and material wellbeing as a people.
Whānau is a framework of collective responsibility. Supporting the wellbeing of whānau brings intergenerational
impact for all who are a part of that collective grouping. The Kaupapa Māori principle of ‘kia piki ake i te raruraru
o te kāinga’ articulates the need to create cultural interventions that provide economic and material support for
whānau. This is fundamental for the care of tamariki and mokopuna. As the practice of Te Pā Harakeke shows
us it is important that layers of support are wrapped around all tamariki. That is the collective responsibility of
whānau, hapū and iwi first and foremost. It is the obligation too of the Crown and its agencies to ensure that
their engagement and processes do no impede upon whānau to do what is needed to maintain the wellbeing
of tamariki within their whānau context. The assertion of tino rangatiratanga and the need for Māori to be selfdetermining is not new in regards to whānau. This was a central recommendation in the ‘Puao Te Ata Tu’ report
in 1988 and to date successive governments have failed to have the courage to implement the recommendation
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What we know in theory needs to be put into practice. In times of high stress or crisis or illness/darkness/stillness/
poverty this is not always possible. The pervasiveness of colonial ideologies is such that even when we try to
saturate our tamariki and our whānau with all the things we can (and I say can because what is possible and
probable for one whānau is not for others), they still are subject to the discourse that somehow they are ‘less than’
or ‘not quite’.
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of that report. The result is that whānau continue to struggle with issues of systemic racism, deficit approaches,
punitive interventions, poverty and violence. To not recognise that whānau is the answer and not the problem
sits at the core of the failure of government agencies to adequately support whānau wellbeing. The whānau that
shared for this project are clear that notions of self-determination and cultural revitalisation are critical in order for
us to operationalise our cultural obligations that are integral to the practice of collective responsibility.
What whānau are advocating alongside groups of Māori scholars, researchers and practitioners is that Kaupapa
Māori provides an opportunity for both knowledge generation and the development of clear principles and
practices, based upon mātauranga Māori, to be affirmed within broader approaches for the wellbeing of our
children and the necessity to decolonise wellbeing discourses and mental wellbeing within the context of
whānau. Specifically, the research has signalled that tamariki cannot be positioned alone in considerations of
health and wellbeing and that in order to decolonise approaches to mental health and tamariki, we must support
whānau to take control of their own transformations (in the plural) and provide the cultural, economic, spiritual
and material resources that are required for that to happen.
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