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Nā tō rourou, nā taku rourou, ka ora ai te iwi

With your food basket and my food basket the people will prosper

AN INTRODUCTION TO 
HEALTHY FAMILIES NZ       

MĀORI APROACH 



KA MUA, KA MURI.
Māori look to the past to inform the way to move into the future. We learn from those who have 

gone before us. We regard the past and present as a single, comprehensible ‘space’ because that 

is what we have seen and known. We walk backward into the future with our thoughts directed 

toward the coming generations... but with our eyes on the past.

We believe that innovative practice to attain good health for Māori is embedded in the cultural 

knowledge and concepts of wellbeing that we hold. This is a ‘systems return’ approach – return-

ing to our traditional practices and cultural frameworks that sustained our whānau in times of 

challenge and prosperity.

Many of our whānau experience difficulty in trying to traverse two worlds – one world where 

identity and culture are interwoven with a sense of place and belonging, and the other world 

which is empowered by legislation, policy and practice. For whānau trying to prioritise their 

health in today’s world, this often means navigating unfamiliar systems and overcoming the 

tangible and intangible barriers that cause disconnection from the environment, increasing their 

social isolation and disadvantage.

Yet, if we look at health prevention through a Te Ao Māori lens we are able to rethink the way 

our ecosystem influences our health, because of the long-held belief that the connection to our 

environment plays a critical role in our overall well-being.

The work of Healthy Families NZ is part of the growing movement to place indigenous knowledge 

and practices on an equal level with western epistemologies. This means privileging the views of 

Māori as principle bearers of our knowledge, rather than as a drain on the health system, or a 

financial cost for New Zealand to bear.

The purpose of this paper is share our intention to bring to life the aspirations of Māori peoples’ 

health and wellbeing, by leveraging the approach of Healthy Families NZ.

A SYSTEMS RETURN APPROACH IN ACTION
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CONTEXT

On 1 February 2018 Healthy Families NZ presented examples of our work to the Iwi Chairs Forum (ICF) at Waitangi.

A resolution was passed at this meeting requesting Healthy Families NZ become a standing item on the Iwi Chairs Forum 

agenda, with the further resolution by Rahui Papa to have Healthy Families NZ categorised under the Pou Tangata. Healthy 

Families NZ undertook to provide the Iwi Chairs Forum with further information about the Healthy Families NZ movement. 

This document is an introduction to the Healthy Families NZ approach coordinated by our Māori Community of Practice.

THE ROLE OF HEALTHY FAMILIES NZ

Healthy Families NZ is a large-scale initiative that brings community leadership together in a united effort for better health. It aims 

to improve people’s health where they live, learn, work and play by taking a dynamic systems approach to preventing chronic 

disease. The Healthy Families NZ approach is underpinned by a set of principles including an explicit focus on equity, improving 

Māori health and reducing inequalities for groups at increased risk of chronic diseases.

Healthy Families NZ locations do not fund, or deliver services, or interventions within their communities, but accelerate and 

mobilise action within the health system and beyond. This has been a crucial difference by Healthy Families NZ compared to 

previous initiatives funded by the Ministry of Health.



COLLABORATION FOR 
COLLECTIVE IMPACT

EQUITY OF OUTCOME
Health equity is the attainment of the highest level 
of health for all people.

Healthy Families NZ has an explicit focus on 
improving Māori health and reducing inequalities 
for groups at increased risk of chronic diseases. 
Māori participation at all levels of the planning and 
implementation of Healthy Families NZ is critical.

LEADERSHIP
Leadership is supported at all levels of the 
prevention effort including senior managers, 
elected officials, and health champions in our 
schools, businesses, workplaces, marae, sporting 
clubs and other settings in the community.

IMPLEMENTATION AT 
SCALE
Strategies are delivered at a scale that impacts 
the health and wellbeing of a large number of the 
population, in the places where they spend their 
time – in schools, workplaces and communities.

LINE-OF-SIGHT
The line of sight provides a transparent view on 
how investment in policy is translated into 
measured impacts in communities, ensuring best 
value from every dollar spent on prevention.

ADAPTATION
Strengthening the prevention system requires 
constant reflection, learning and adaption to 
ensure strategies are timely, relevant and 
sustainable.

EXPERIMENTATION
Small scale experiments provide insight into the 
most effective interventions to address chronic 
disease. These experiments are underpinned by 
evidence and experience, and are monitored and 
designed to then be amplified across the system, if 
they prove effective.

HEALTHY FAMILIES NZ PRINCIPLES
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Long term commitment is required by multiple 
partners, from different sectors, at multiple levels, 
to generate greater collective impact on the health 
of all New Zealanders. Knowledge is co-created 
and interventions co-produced, supported by a 
shared measurement system, mutually reinforcing 
activities, ongoing communication and a backbone 
support organisation. 



THE WAY WE WORK

THE APPROACH OF HEALTHY FAMILIES NZ CAN BE SUMMARISED INTO 
FOUR CRITICAL FUNCTIONS:

TAHI
To influence the health prevention system across 

the population by focusing on the environments 

where whānau live, learn, work and play. To do this 

means working collaboratively with communities 

and system stakeholders to think differently about 

the underlying causes of poor health.

RUA
Utilising the process of co-design to test new 

ideas, assumptions and prototypes, which aim to 

strengthen the prevention system and normalise 

positive health behaviour.

TORU
Convene and support collaborations to safely 

experiment in prevention, to accelerate progress, 

identify levers for change, ensure sustainability, and 

share the learning across sector and regions.

WHĀ
Support regional leaders to unlock support and 

provision for improving health equity in Aotearoa-

New Zealand.
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The initiative is in 10 locations, in areas with 

higher-than-average rates of preventable chronic 

diseases, higher-than-average rates of risk factors for 

these diseases, and/or high levels of deprivation. The 

locations are geographically spread and are a mixture 

of urban and rural areas that cover a population of 

over one million New Zealanders.

Healthy Families NZ lead providers were chosen on 

the basis they are best placed to lead transformational 

change in their communities. These organisations 

include Councils, Māori organisations, Pacific 

organisations, and Regional Sports Trusts.

The Healthy Families NZ lead providers have 

partnerships with key organisations and local leaders 

to influence transformational change in their 

communities. Regional strategic leadership groups 

have been established for each location and include a 

range of system stakeholders, from iwi, public, private, 

and not-for- profit sectors. Their primary function is 

to influence the conditions and drivers that unlock 

opportunities and support for better health across the 

Aotearoa.

- FAR NORTH DISTRICT  

- WAITĀKERE WARD 

- MANUKAU WARD 

- MANUREWA-PAPAKURA WARD

- ROTORUA DISTRICT 

- EAST CAPE REGION 

- WHANGANUI DISTRICT 
(INCLUDING RUAPEHU AND RANGITĪKEI DIS-

TRICTS) 

LOWER HUTT CITY 

CHRISTCHURCH CITY  

INVERCARGILL CITY

OUR LOCATIONS

LOCATIONS
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OUR CHALLENGE
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OUR OPPORTUNITY

Healthy Families NZ aims to impact the health 

and wellbeing of entire populations. This 

provides us with an opportunity to positively 

disrupt the negative trajectory of Māori chronic 

disease both now and for future generations 

to come.

The approach of Healthy Families NZ enables 

Māori leadership, is prioritising Māori, and is 

directly focusing on improving equity. Healthy 

Families NZ is working with Māori leaders at 

all levels to explore how the revitalisation of 

traditional Māori concepts can inspire new 

thinking and action. We are learning how a Te 

Ao Māori approach can also create positive 

health outcomes for non-Māori. 

“Take care of our children. Take care of what they hear. Take care of what 
they see. Take care of what they feel. For how the children grow, so will the 
shape of Aotearoa.” Dame Whina Cooper

OUR KEY FOCUS AREAS ARE:

KAI SOVEREIGNTY

Kai sovereignty and addressing 

the food insecurity challenge 

and malnourishment of our 

people.006

THE VALUE PROPOSITION 
OF WAI

Increasing the value proposition of wai, 

not only as a first-choice drink, but also the 

importance of caring for our natural 

environment.006

INTEGRATION OF MĀORI 
FRAMEWORKS IN AN 
EDUCATIONAL SETTING

Co-designing the integration of Māori 

frameworks in educational settings to 

better engage students and whānau in 

applied holistic learning of health and 

wellbeing.06

Integrating physical activity, digital 

technology, and mātauranga Māori in 

our natural environment to encourage 

whānau to move / play more.06

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY, 
DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY, 
AND MĀTAURANGA 
MĀORI

MARAMATAKA
Using Maramataka to shape major urban developments and place-making approaches 

to encourage a deeper connection to our environment.
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No one organisation can do this work alone - it requires a whole-of-systems approach and 

authentic partnership to reflect local knowledge and experience. Iwi play a critical role as 

connectors to hapū and whānau, and conduits between traditional and contemporary 

systems. This as an opportunity to utilise the insights, evidence, and actionable intelligence 

for Iwi developments in health equity and wellbeing.

WORKING WITH IWI
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OUR PAPA TIKANGA
MĀORI SYSTEMS RETURN
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EXAMPLES OF MĀORI SYSTEMS RETURN

Healthy Families Far North is working to integrate local 

expertise in the practical framework of maramataka, 

community engagement and an iwi-led nursery resource to 

establish and sustain the first hospital- based community 

garden in Aotearoa. The garden will be based at Te Roopu 

Kimiora – the hospital’s facility for mental health and youth 

services – and feature kai māra, rongoā Māori and areas for 

contemplation and reflection. The initiative has the support 

from the Northland District Health Board to be scaled up 

to other Far North-based sites, including the Bay of Islands 

Hospital and Whangārei Hospital.

Exploring the food system in Kaikohe using social design, in 

partnership with local stakeholders and community, to test 

prototypes that aim to improve and sustain accessibility to 

healthy kai. By undertaking an extensive process of social 

innovation - involving one-on-one interviews, focus groups 

and shared community meals – the Healthy Families Far 

North team has arrived at a number of insights that will 

inform the work going forward, with Kohewhata Marae 

emerging as the initiative’s test site.

KAITĀIA KITCHEN TABLE TALK

Live to Learn is a co-design framework to create learning 

environments that meet the needs and aspirations of Māori 

students, while seeking to create a blueprint for change for a 

national education system that improves hauora Māori. The 

framework is being developed in partnership with Healthy 

Families Manukau, Manurewa-Papakura, Manurewa High 

School and Toi Tangata in conjunction with a series of online 

video resources that support and guide a community of 

practice across south Auckland.

 Exciting technology is helping bring mātauranga Māori and 

physical activity together as a new, augmented reality app for 

Manukau—the first of its kind for the region. The Journeys 

of Manu prototype, made by Conical Interactive Studios, 

was activated at the Puhinui Stream Challenge 2017 and 

superimposes the animated Māori youth (avatar), ‘Manu’ on 

participants’ devices when they use them to view their local 

routes and engage with their environment. Healthy Families 

Manukau, Manurewa-Papakura, The Southern Initiative 

(Auckland Council), AUT University, are currently prototyping 

the concept with Manukau Beautification Trust to gather 

rangatahi insights on the technology, the levels of knowledge 

gained of mātauranga Māori, and whether the experience 

creates a greater connection to the environment.

HE KĀKANO THE JOURNEYS OF MANU
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Healthy Families Whanganui, Rangitīkei, Ruapehu 

collaborated with the Whanganui District Health Board and 

local kura to implement a traditional Māori physical activity 

systems framework across the community in schools, 

organisations, workplaces and at events. Eight wānanga held 

with over 100 community leaders trained to deliver kēmu; 

Ngā Taonga Tākaro is now implemented in 14 education 

settings, an undefined number of workplaces and at youth 

events, such as holiday programmes and local rangatahi 

leadership programmes.

 Healthy Families Whanganui, Rangitīkei, Ruapehu in 

collaboration with Te Puni Kōkiri, the Heart Foundation 

and Ruapehu REAP, a rural cluster of five kōhanga and ECE 

centres are being supported to create sustainable on-site 

māra kai, with access to NZQA food handling unit standards 

and healthy kai workshops for kaiako and whānau. With 

a renewed focus on indigenous knowledge systems and 

practices moving forward, the opportunity now exists to 

explore maramataka in the local context as a way to move 

Māori systems as prevention solutions within this cluster.

NGĀ TAONGA TĀKARO EARLY YEARS EDUCATION 
SETTINGS KAI PAI

Sparked from the Ohomauri Collective, Healthy Families 

Lower Hutt co-designed this initiative to pass on the 

mātauranga to the next generation on how to tiaki our 

hua rākau and māra kai across marae, kura, rangatahi and 

community groups. Through seasonal hands-on workshops, 

over 30 people from three generations are learning not only 

how to grow a resilient and healthy sources of kai, they are 

also reconnecting with the taiao and building relationships. 

Healthy Families Christchurch is strengthening the local food 

system to creating a more coordinated joined up approach 

for addressing the food insecurity challenge. This includes 

connecting local Iwi and Māori food system champions with 

the Food Resilience Network to build greater understanding 

and knowledge of Māori mahinga kai and how this can be 

applied in the city’s re-build. The collective are working to 

regenerate the Ōtākaro Avon River Corridor seeking to put 

the wellbeing of people and the environment at the centre 

of decision- making and to support Māori with integrating 

cultural food systems into the renegeneration of the 

Corridor.

FRUIT TREES 4 MARAE MAHINGA KAI

The aim of this wānanga is to develop a community of 

practice that guides and supports the application of 

Maramataka across a range of settings that include Te 

Pakarito – ECE, Te Koutu and Whakarewarewa Kōhanga Reo, 

Te Arawa Whānau Ora Collective, workplaces and Te Arawa 

FM/The Heat Radio station. This collaboration is with Healthy 

Families Rotorua, Te Arawa Whānau Ora, Te Pūkenga Koeke o 

Te Arawa, Department of Conservation - Ngā Whenua Rāhui.

Healthy Families Rotorua are facilitating the co- design of 

the return to the use of principles of Hapū wānanga and 

wahakura to positively affect the needs of hapū māmā and 

whānau in Rotorua. This is a collaborative effort between 

organisations; Lakes District Health Board, Sport Bay of 

Plenty, Te Arawa Whānau Ora Collective, Women’s Health 

League, Local Lead Maternity Carers and Apumoana, a local 

marae. The focus of this collaboration is to grow workforce 

capability in Māori systems of maternal care which include 

safe sleeping, smoke free environments, breast feeding, 

nutrition, and physical activities aimed at hapū māmā.

MARAMATAKA - BUILDING A 
COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE

WAHAKURA AND HAPŪ 
WĀNANGA
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