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ABSTRACT
Whanaungatanga (nurturing of relationships) is at the heart of
wellbeing for rangatahi (Māori youth), yet little research has
considered how rangatahi understand and experience
whanaungatanga. Furthermore, policy makers, organisations and
practitioners have had limited guidance to reflect on
whanaungatanga with young Māori in ways that support rangatahi
wellbeing and aspirations. As part of a broader photo-elicitation
project on whanaungatanga with young Māori, we describe Te
Tapatoru, a model of whanaungatanga based on the experiences
and insights of 51 rangatahi. Using a Māori critical realist approach,
we demarcated rangatahi descriptions of whanaungatanga into
three interconnected areas. The first component, ko wai, a
reciprocal connection, emphasised the importance of a reciprocal
connection with people (or more than people). The second
component, he wā pai, a genuine time/place, spoke to how
contexts, time and places provided the space for meaningful
connections to take root and flourish. The final component, he
kaupapa pai, a genuine kaupapa (activity, process) considered how
rangatahi desired connection which responded to their desires and
aspirations. This approach harnesses rangatahi potential by
creating reciprocal and invigorating supportive environments
based on rangatahi aspirations and insights. Policy and practice
recommendations are made which centre this rangatahi informed
approach to whanaungatanga.
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Introduction

Whanaungatanga as a practice and value has increasingly been discussed within Māori
research as a core part of who we are. Whanaungatanga has been described as the glue
that brings Māori together (McNatty 2001) and the ‘basic cement that holds things
Māori together’ (Ritchie 1992, p. 66). In practice, whanaungatanga is the nurturing of
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relationships, through care, connection, common understandings and shared obligations
(Bishop et al. 2014). Rangatahi continue to emphasise the importance of whanaunga-
tanga with whānau (extended family) in conditions of economic hardship, marginalisa-
tion and colonisation (Edwards et al. 2007; Groot et al. 2017; Hamley et al. 2021).
Institutional racism foregrounds many challenges, enabling contexts of poverty and mar-
ginalisation (Borrell 2005; Reid et al. 2014), experiences of distress, and negative inter-
actions with healthcare and education systems for rangatahi (Clark et al. 2011; Rata
2015). Despite the many socio-political and structural challenges rangatahi Māori1

(Māori youth) face (Reid et al. 2014; Rata 2015), whanaungatanga continues to be associ-
ated with higher levels of wellbeing for young Māori (Clark et al. 2011; Williams et al.
2018; Greaves et al. 2021; Hamley et al. 2021). Thus for whānau, hapū (collection of
shared whānau), iwi (collection of hapū) and broader Māori communities, whanaunga-
tanga continue to contribute to rangatahi identity and wellbeing (Durie 2001; Le Grice
et al. 2017).

The centrality of whanaungatanga aligns strongly with Māori models of wellbeing,
which emphasise the importance of whānau, whanaungatanga and whakawhanaunga-
tanga2 in providing a foundation for wellbeing (Pere and Nicholson 1997; Durie 2001;
Wilson et al. 2021). This focus on relationships supporting wellbeing is also a consistent
theme that weaves across more general youth development models both internationally
(Bronfenbrenner 1995) and within Aotearoa New Zealand (hereafter Aotearoa) (Keelan
2001, 2014; Ware and Walsh-Tapiata 2010; Deane et al. 2019; Tuhaka and Zintl 2019).
Whanaungatanga then has been positioned as central to supporting rangatahi wellbeing
within the Aotearoa Youth Development literature (Ware 2009; Keelan 2014). Other aca-
demic disciplines have also emphasised the importance of whanaungatanga for ranga-
tahi, including psychology (Pomare 2015; Le Grice et al. 2017), social work (Walsh-
Mooney 2009), health (Durie 1997; Carlson et al. 2016), and education (Hall et al.
2013; Bishop et al. 2014; Webber and Macfarlane 2017; Webber 2020). Thus, whanaun-
gatanga is increasingly discussed in a wide range of literature and policies as a vital
process in practice to support the wellbeing of rangatahi. We (the authors), as researchers
and practitioners, affirm this stance.

However, to our knowledge, there is minimal literature that has explored how to help
nurture whanaungatanga for practitioners. Although there is substantive literature situ-
ating whanaungatanga as a central aspect of rangatahi wellbeing, little is available from
rangatahi understandings of whanaungatanga, nor how this may be nuanced differently
across life stages and generations. What literature is available to support practitioners
consistently emphasises the importance of tikanga and mātauranga Māori as therapeutic
tools which can enhance engagement, build trust and help address barriers for Māori
whānau seeking support (Pomare 2015). Relationships in mental health care shape the
confidence and willingness of Indigenous clients and families to engage with services
(Isaacs et al. 2012; Hinton et al. 2015; Pomare 2015).

Yet, there remain challenges in articulating mātauranga and tikanga Māori within
Eurocentric systems and policies (Ahenakew 2016; Hamley and Le Grice 2021). Trans-
lation of concepts in te reo Māori (the Māori language), in policy and practice, risk
becoming diluted or erased through a lack of engaging with the deeper ways of being
and knowing which underpin the concepts in te reo Māori (Mika 2016). Without any
guidance about what comprises a meaningful and reciprocal practice of

2 L. HAMLEY ET AL.



whanaungatanga, there is a risk of whanaungatanga being conflated with Eurocentric
forms of rapport building (Cooper 2021).

While there are similarities in the intended outcomes of rapport building and (wha-
ka)whanaungatanga, we envision the latter as a dynamic and ongoing engagement prac-
tice. Whanaungatanga requires practitioners to reflexively engage with the relational
dynamics that better support Māori whānau, extending beyond an essentialised, one-
size-fits-all idea of ‘being Māori’ (Lacey et al. 2011). The basis of establishing a connec-
tion through whanaungatanga is that this connection endures beyond short interven-
tions. Once ties are made, they are always there ready to be nurtured. In summary,
there is a need for research and practice to guide practitioners in building whanaunga-
tanga with Māori, especially rangatahi.

As such, this article provides a guide for practitioners through developing Te Tapatoru
model. This model centres rangatahi experiences of whanaungatanga to better articulate
how to build whanaungatanga with rangatahi, and what systemic and policy changes may
been needed to support this. Importantly, we want to offer a model that can guide prac-
titioners, organisational policy, codes of practice, and services to consider how youth ser-
vices can engage with rangatahi in ways that are informed by rangatahi perspectives. We
hope through this process to expand understandings of whanaungatanga and develop
considerations for broader system change, occurring through a focus on rangatahi
insights.

Materials and methods

This research draws from a Health Research Council Kaupapa Māori funded project,
‘Harnessing the Spark of Life’, that explores how whanaungatanga supports rangatahi
wellbeing. Kaupapa Māori research centres Māori ways of knowing and being as the
foundations for the research questions, approach, analysis, and outcomes, alongside an
agenda for Māori self-determination, of Māori being Māori, and living in health and
prosperity (Walker et al. 2006). The broader project aims to explore the potential for
mātauranga Māori (Māori knowledge, culture, values and worldview; Hikuroa 2017)
to strengthen positive social, health and educational outcomes for rangatahi. Ethical
guidelines for Indigenous research were engaged with (Smith 2006) and approval was
obtained from The University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee
(Reference number 020085).

Participants

We draw on interviews with 51 rangatahi aged 12–22 years. This included 34 ranga-
tahi wāhine (young women), 16 rangatahi tāne (young men), and 1 young person who
did not disclose their gender. Rangatahi were from across the Aotearoa regions of: Te
Tai Tokerau (Northland), Tāmaki-Makaurau (Auckland) and Waikato. Most (28)
lived in rural areas, 17 in urban areas, and six in semi-rural areas. The majority
were in intermediate and secondary education (42), with three in tertiary education,
and six not in education. Recruitment focused on rangatahi who were doing well
in their lives to highlight their accounts of how whanaungatanga supported rangatahi
to flourish.
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Five wāhine Māori researchers conducted the recruitment and interviewing process.
Researchers travelled to meet the young person at a location of their choice: often at a
whānau home, or a community location such as a school or community centre. Each
used existing networks to recruit participants with the aid of partner organisations
(schools and youth organisations), which align with a kaupapa Māori approach, high-
lighting the relational nature of research with Māori communities (Walker et al.
2006). Researchers gave participants a portable electronic tablet as a koha (an offering
for their contribution) they could also use to take photos to illustrate what whanaunga-
tanga means to them and how it supports their wellbeing. A video including instructions
about the photo-elicitation task were provided on the tablets. This video highlighted that
we (the researchers) were interested in rangatahi insights into specific practices of wha-
naungatanga that support the wellbeing of rangatahi and their whānau. Specifically, the
video asked that they take photos that highlighted their understandings of whanaunga-
tanga, that they could then bring to the photo-elicitation interviews.

Each researcher met with the young person and whānau at least twice: first, to build
relationships, share kai, and provide the tablet; the second acted as the interview.
Whānau could opt to be involved with the interview process if they chose, and 26 ran-
gatahi interviews had whānau present. This included parents, siblings, grandparents,
cousins aunts and uncles across the interviews. There was a rich narrative added by
whanau hearing rangatahi persectives, with whānau expanding on the stories of
rangatahi.

Photo-elicitation is widely recognised for bringing perspectives of minoritised groups
to the fore and facilitating social change (Harper 2002; Groot et al. 2017; Vandenburg
et al. 2021). Rangatahi led the photo-elicitation interviews with the images they produced
to direct researcher attention to specific issues regarding their understandings of wha-
naungatanga. This process discussed in turn the different photos rangatahi had taken
and how these photos highlighted whanaungatanga for the rangatahi. Rangatahi on
average took twenty photos, with the fewest number of photos taken being nine, and
the highest being fifty-one. Interviews were audio-recorded and then transcribed.
Names and specifying information have been pseudonymised. Photos included in this
analysis have also been digitally modified to preserve anonymity. Consent was sought
for any quoted material or photos used in publications.

Model creation and analytic methods

The model creation began with the first author engaging with the different photos and
descriptions of whanaungatanga that were storied by rangatahi and whānau. This
engagement was guided by a Māori social constructionist epistemology and Māori criti-
cal realist ontology (see Le Grice 2014) under a broader conceptual frame and tradition of
Kaupapa Māori (Pihama et al. 2002) and qualitative research (Denzin and Lincoln 2018).
Social constructionist epistemologies attend to participant descriptions of their lives and
ideas about the world, to explore how knowledge and experience are dynamically shaped
by historically and culturally situated social formations. When paired with a critical
realist ontology, researchers regard participant experiences as real and valid yet also
seek to draw out the contextual specificity and multiplicity of participant experiences
(Willig 1999).
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A Māori critical realist ontology provides researchers with a way of attending to,
articulating, and highlighting distinctly Māori ways of being that are imbued in Māori
language, and informed by Māori culture; but acknowledging that may be shaped and
constrained by the colonial context. Through this initial analysis, the first author ident-
ified a consistent pattern across rangatahi photos and interview transcripts. Primarily,
intergenerational support, meaningful places, and resonant activities became co-consti-
tutive aspects of what rangatahi described as meaningful whanaungatanga.

This initial analysis was then presented to the broader research group of 10 Māori aca-
demics and practitioners during a two-day wānanga (research group forum) centred on
creating a rangatahi health model. Across this wānanga, the research group decided to
shift the focus to creating a model of whanaungatanga based on the first author’s
initial ideas about inter-generational support, meaningful places, and resonant activities.
Additional potential components were considered to include within the model, however,
it was decided at the conclusion of the wānanga that a three-component model held the
most potential for implementation in practice and policy.

Through collaborative engagement, areas of interest were refined into the final model
of whanaungatanga, Te Tapatoru, that is the focus on this article. This included two
writing retreats where the research team ensured the model resonated across the full
dataset of rangatahi photos and interviews, and could respond to the diversity of ranga-
tahi within the dataset. This process also highlighted a particularly salient photo and nar-
rative from one rangatahi wāhine that now informs the introduction to the model. When
selecting accounts to highlight components of the model, participants have been pro-
vided with pseudonyms to preserve their confidentiality. The model has been shared
with Māori health colleagues, academics and young people – it’s simplicity and centreing
of Indigenous knowledge seems to resonate with them.

Notes on the model

Before we outline this model, we feel it important to preface two interconnected notes.
Firstly, this model sets up some of the conditions which can support whanaungatanga.
It is not intended to be a complete picture of whanaungatanga for rangatahi: three com-
ponents will never capture the complexity of whanaungatanga for all Māori. The model
draws on insights from Te Ao Māori (the Māori world) but seeks to respond to rangatahi
aspirations, and how practitioners can practically engage in whanaungatanga with them.
We hope the model serves as a flexible and practical guide for practitioners, organisations
developing youth services, funders and planners and policymakers to think about a more
expansive approach to conceptualising whanaungatanga, instead of the best way of
doing so.

Secondly, rangatahi are embedded within complex and diverse realities (Borrell 2005;
Kukutai andWebber 2017). Colonisation and urbanisation have led to varied expressions
of rangatahi and whānau identity: there is no fixed concept of what it means to be a ran-
gatahi (Cram and Vivienne 2010). Thus, a core challenge was ensuring that the model is
not read as a template to uncritically follow when engaging a process of whanaungatanga
with all young Māori. We see the solution to this as similar to recommendations made by
Pitama et al. (2007), who urged practitioners to centre clients’ experiences of their iden-
tity over and above predominant assumptions of what Māori culture ‘is’. Any
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engagement with the model must engage with this complexity of Māori identities and
practitioners can fluidly respond to the needs and aspirations of rangatahi.

Results

The Tapatoru model

Three components (described fully below): ko wai, a reciprocal connection, he wā pai, a
genuine time and place, and he kaupapa pai, a genuine kaupapa (topic). These form three
sides of a tapatoru (triangle). The triangulation of these components in our model is tan-
gibly illustrated by Pania, a seventeen year old wāhine, who grew up in rural Northland.
During her interview she shared a tapatoru symbol she created with her two closest
friends, Kahukura and Manu (Figure 1).

The tapatoru was a symbol of their relationship and enduring whanaungatanga. Pania
described difficulties in one particular class at school and how Kahukura had immedi-
ately come to her house to support her. This reciprocal connection meant a lot to her

Figure 1. Tapatoru image taken by Pania which informed the Tapatoru model of whanaungatanga.
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in a time of need. The tapatoru spatially connects Pania to where she grew up and had
whakapapa (ancestral connections) to, as Kahukura and Manu’s three houses formed a
triangle filled with places, people and memories that were important to her. Finally,
Pania described various shared interests with Kahukura and Manu: time on school
trips, hanging on the field, and being together. She described the strength this pro-
vides for her while at school where she is not scared to be someone like I can be
myself cause I’ve known them my whole life growing up. Pania’s account encapsulates
the possibilities that can occur when recognising the importance of people, time and
place, and kaupapa in creating contexts that enable rangatahi to flourish. We now
provide more in-depth descriptions of each part of the model and recommendations
for incorporating these insights into policy and practice to support rangatahi
wellbeing.

(1) Ko wai? A reciprocal connection

This first component of this model describes the centrality of rangatahi connections to
whānau, communities and places. Traditionally, rangatahi and tamariki (children) are
viewed as the central element of whānau, nestled within complex networks of whanaun-
gatanga with elders (Pihama et al. 2015). With relevance to our conceptual model, inter-
generational support provided rangatahi with scaffolded skills and support as they
developed and grew (Marsh et al., in preparation). This was illustrated in rangatahi nar-
ratives about their everyday lives, including Heremaia, who reflected on a photo to
describe how whānau meaningfully cultivated contexts where new skills and talents
could be embraced.

“Heremaia: So I’m really into cooking and I think a few weeks back, I was making pancakes.
Like, I’m really into cooking, it’s really fun… Last night I cooked dinner for my aunty and
my cousin coz these guys were all at dinner, at the graduation of my brother.

Interviewer: Oh yep, where do you think… how did that start?

Heremaia: Mum does a lot of baking, I just liked helping. And then, I used to just like
cooking just eggs and not even eating it. Coz I started cooking in Australia. Uncle taught
me how to cook scrambled eggs.” (Heremaia, 12, tāne, urban)

Heremaia describes their joy in preparing meals for his whānau, referencing particular
occasions where he has been able to learn, assist and share his talents. Further research
has also illustrated how rangatahi connections to the broader whānau are essential to
development and wellbeing (Clark et al. 2011; M. H. Moeke-Pickering 1996; Durie
1997; Edwards et al. 2007; Le Grice et al. 2017). Other rangatahi identified non-familial
mentors and support people who had an important role in their lives, in cultivating their
talents and facilitating their wellbeing. These included teachers, coaches, neighbours,
tutors, and tohunga (people with expertise in an area) who were influential in their
lives, and friends (as in the first narrative of Pania) with whom rangatahi shared experi-
ences and reciprocal connections. Thus, similar to other research with young Māori
(Clark et al. 2011; S. Edwards et al. 2007), both whakapapa whānau (whānau connected
by shared genealogy) and kaupapa whānau (whānau connected by a shared purpose/
interest) resonated with rangatahi.
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Equally, many rangatahi also extended experiences of whanaungatanga beyond
human relationships, to include atua (sacred and revered being), whenua (land),
moana (a large body of water), awa (river) and maunga (mountain). This component
therefore also can include the relationality many Māori have to the environment, as a
living and deeply connected part of their networks of whakapapa relationships
(Boulton et al. 2021; J. Graham 2005; Roberts 2013; Le Grice et al. 2017; Moewaka
Barnes and McCreanor 2019).

“Rahiri: Then this picture here is my friend in the bush and I thought this was just so beau-
tiful seeing Papa [Papatūānuku – the Māori god associated with the Earth]3 thrive in this
sense. Just being able to see papa thrive is just like a beautiful thing, just embracing her,
walking in her presence and walking in Tāne Māhuta’s [the Māori god associated with
the forest] presence. Not like walking on a track that has been designated for [anyone]
… just being able to embrace it all, embrace the taiao [the environment].” (Rahiri, 20,
tāne, urban)

This participant reflects on a deeply spiritual moment of re-storing hauora for some
rangatahi, where connecting to ngā Atua Māori (Māori Gods) as parts of the land (such
as Papatūānuku and Tāne Māhuta) enabled them to be well. Equally, this account high-
lights the reciprocal nature of wellbeing through whanaungatanga. These connections
provided support and opportunities to reflect and re-centre during challenging times,
which can facilitate a deeper appreciation for te taiao and its richness. The physical
environment (i.e. ngāhere, awa, moana, maunga) has deeply associated narratives relat-
ing to Māori ancestors and important histories which occurred there (Lee-Morgan 2019):
in seeing Papa(tuanuku) thrive, Rahiri was able to also experience a heightened sense of
joy and connection in a way which moved beyond aesthetic pleasure or a one-way
engagement, to a reciprocal relationship of respect.

Relevance to policy and practice

Ko wai, a reciprocal connection, emphasises the importance for policy and practice to
recognise rangatahi as nurtured within reciprocal relationships. Our model echoes
research exploring youth development, which asserts that whānau contexts are crucial
to youth wellbeing (Bronfenbrenner 1995; Keelan 2014; Deane et al. 2019). Equally,
this emphasis on recognising rangatahi as nourished by reciprocal relationships resonates
with other research which asserts that rangatahi wellbeing is embedded within whānau
and community wellbeing (Durie 1997; Kara et al. 2011; Pihama et al. 2015).

Importantly, the insights of rangatahi further extend on Eurocentric approaches
that emphasise family in youth development, to shift beyond just those who would
be considered biological (nuclear) whanau to include a wide variety of elders, ances-
tors and atua/environments which support them. Rangatahi insights highlighted
diverse networks of people who supported their wellbeing through practices like
shared cooking, cultural practices such as mau rākau (Māori weaponry), waka ama
(traditional outrigger canoeing), kapa haka (Māori performing arts), manu kōrero
(a Māori speech contest held for secondary school students), farming, hunting,
sports and an array of other activities. Rangatahi engaged in whanaungatanga with
a wide array of people: whānau, tohunga (cultural experts), teachers, mentors and
community leaders. This practice of rangatahi whanaungatanga in turn supported
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rangatahi wellbeing through having a strong network of elders/adults who could
nurture them.

In particular these practices highlighted how whanaungatanga works best when ran-
gatahi engage reciprocally with people to enable collective wellbeing or achievement of a
goal. For practitioners, exploring with rangatahi the reciprocal relationships that matter
to them, and how they can be involved in supporting wellbeing, is an important impli-
cation. In particular, this may involve thinking about how particular tīpuna (ancestors)
or Atua Māori may be involved in this process as well as usual support systems. This per-
spective presents an essential and often unconsidered layer of whanaungatanga to
explore to foster wellbeing for rangatahi.

For policymakers, we assert that work with rangatahi must clearly outline how prac-
tice and resourcing is informed by an approach to rangatahi wellbeing which reflects this
interconnected sense of self. Policy that supports mātauranga Māori as a core component
of working with rangatahi to resource Indigenous modes of healing must be prioritised.
This could look like, for example, engaging with Mahi a Atua (Rangihuna et al. 2018) to
explore how Atua Māori can support flourishing. Equally, organisational policy may
need to be expanded to reflect the people who rangatahi have alongside them in journeys
of wellbeing, and employ Māori who are able to draw on this Indigenous expertise.

(2) He wā pai, a genuine time and place

The second component of the model explores the ways in which time and place are
connected to whanaungatanga. Māori scholars have written about the interconnections
of space–time within Māori ways of knowing and being, captured by the concept of wā
(Paewai 2013; Mika 2015). For this model, we (the researchers) are therefore using wā to
stimulate thought about how honouring time and place can support or constrain wha-
naungatanga with rangatahi and their whānau. Connection to place for Māori is well
documented across research which emphasises the importance of tūrangawaewae (a
place to stand informed by whakapapa), and how attachment to places through whaka-
papa are captured in interrelated sets of practices, thoughts and relationships (Teddy
et al. 2008; King 2019; Boulton et al. 2021; Hamley et al. 2021). Similarly, a Māori
view of time emphasises relationality between past, present and future, encouraging
intergenerational thinking and relationship building (Burgess and Painting 2020).
Moana Jackson (2013) describes this perception as a view where ‘time turns back on
itself in order to bring the past into the present and then into the future’ (pg. 59), empha-
sising the interconnectedness of people, places and events within time and whakapapa.
Thus, Māori conceptualisations of time and place exist in relation to whakapapa, and
the sense of intergenerational connection and reciprocity.

However, in contemporary times, colonisation and neoliberalism have tried to reshape
Māori connections to place and time. In particular, colonial and neoliberal practices have
attempted to disrupt Māori connection to place (and vice-versa) through the erasure of
Māori histories embedded within the physical environment, to enable it to be available
for settler-colonialism and production of capital (Kidman 2012; Pihama et al. 2014;
Kidman et al. 2021). Similarly, colonisation and neoliberalism have reconfigured our
relationship to time to prioritise productivity, efficiency, and control over relationality
which supports wellbeing (Sugarman and Thrift 2020). Together, these shifts in time
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and place have constructed systems which constrain the ability for Māori to engage in
whanaungatanga, and to live well lives (Bennett and Liu 2018; R. Reid et al. 2014;
Graham and Masters-Awatere 2020). Thus, within a socio-cultural context of colonisa-
tion and neoliberalism, there are serious obstacles for Māori to engage in our ways of
understanding time and place. This challenge has been highlighted by Māori across a
range of systems and organisations (Mooney 2013; Berryman et al. 2017; Bennett and
Liu 2018; Came et al. 2019).

Despite these challenges, rangatahi accounts emphasised the importance of a genuine
time and place in fostering whanaungatanga and wellbeing. One rangatahi, Kimiora,
included photos of a whānau walk around his community which represented an impor-
tant experience of whanaungatanga with his whānau Figure 2.

“Kimiora: This photo is when our family planned to go for a walk around our community
and we really encouraged my Dad and sister and brothers to come for a walk and spend
some family time.

Interviewer: Did they want to? Did they want to walk?

Hera, Kimiora’s mum: It’s just our way of encouraging them to ‘cos my husband’s got dia-
betes and my sister-in-law had diabetes but she’s now off it. So it was all about hauora and,
you know, doing it together as a whānau.

Kimiora: Summertime’s a big time, like we play basketball or anything. Beach, walks around
the basin, yeah.” (Kimiora, high school aged tāne, urban)

Figure 2. Image of Kimiora with some of his whānau in their community.
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Exploring the meaning of a photo that showed a family walk, elicited further discus-
sion about whānau hauora and taking time ‘whenever we can’ to be outdoors and be
active together. This cultivated a more expansive notion of time – beyond a carefully
scheduled practice – to instead articulate a flexible approach to time that supported
whānau wellbeing in constrained circumstances. Although there are hints of the
impacts of neoliberalism and colonisation on whānau hauora, collectively they have
come together to look after one another. Equally, the suburb where their extended
family all lived, was a place which was layered with memories. Despite the displacing
impact of government housing policies and the gentrification of their area, the
whānau has been able to secure housing there again, and were able to continue their prac-
tice of whanaungatanga with people and place. This importance of time and place echoes
across various accounts. Rangatahi described the time spent doing everyday practices of
whanaungatanga: being picked up from after-school activities, cooking together, playing
games, or going for walks together highlighted how time spent together mattered. The
reliability and ongoing nature of reciprocal relationships for rangatahi helped to foster
wellbeing for rangatahi and whānau.

Rangatahi also highlighted how a variety of different places (i.e. awa, moana, maunga,
schools, local community spaces, churches) could facilitate whanaungatanga. Schnell and
Mishal (2008) stated that places can act as powerful nurturers of identity for rangatahi,
shaping and forming their identities as cultural agents. The marae (a Māori cultural
complex connected to specific whānau, hapū and iwi) was one space where place-
based identities were embedded within networks of whanaungatanga, enacted through
time spent looking after the marae and reciprocally being looked after as well (Adds
et al. 2011). Schools were another important space that created whanaungatanga, particu-
larly through class trips such as for Ngā Manu Kōrero, kapa haka, school camps and
different national competitions. Churches and spiritual spaces (including youth
groups) provided another opportunity for creating a space that facilitated whanaunga-
tanga. Some spaces made rangatahi feel comfortable and safe, and enabled them to
explore different parts of their identity collectively.

Many rangatahi notably described how whanaungatanga could be facilitated by the
taiao (environment). Participants spoke to the role of place and time within the taiao
as formative within the context of whanaungatanga – being on the moana or awa as
part of doing waka ama, being on the maunga while hiking with youth groups, or appre-
ciating the distinctiveness of whenua while travelling and exploring overseas. Paraone
described how the ngāhere (forest) played a key role within his leadership role in a ran-
gatahi group.

“Interviewer: Very important mahi. Restoring mauri (vitality and wellbeing) into the
whenua (land) aye? The awa me te whenua (the river and the land).

Paraone: We always go into the realm of Tāne (atua of the forest) and take rākau (sticks) for
mau rākau purposes. This is another way of us giving back. You give and you take. You don’t
just take, take, take and all those moumou korero (phrases). (Interviewer: The balance you
were talking about i te ao Māori (in the Māori world)) Yeah. Maintaining te mauri o te
ngahere (the vitality and wellbeing of the forest). All those things”. (Paraone, 22, tāne, rural)

Here, Paraone described taking a rangatahi group to the ngāhere to collect the rākau
needed for mau rākau. Paraone illustrated how this enabled rangatahi to appreciate the
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vitality of the forest and how they were responsible to engage reciprocally with the forest
and with one another. This kaupapa also took place across several days, where the group
would stay in the ngāhere, learn stories about it and the relationships the ngāhere has
with their community. As such, the kaupapa was afforded both the time and the place
to enable the group to come together and learn skills they needed for mau rākau. This
improved the whanaungatanga within the group and with the ngāhere, as well as
enabling them to develop skills as a group relating to mau rākau.

Relevance for policy and practice

Threaded across all these accounts was a recognition of how particular places and the
provision of time create enhanced possibilities for whanaungatanga. In particular,
being outdoors, in the environment, and spending considered time with people help
to foster whanaungatanga. However, the ongoing neoliberal structuring of time/place
that emphasises productivity and is so often premised on efficiency, constrains the pos-
sibilities for engaging with places and time in a way that supports whanaungatanga
(Lindsay Latimer et al. 2021). Services within Aotearoa require bold restructuring to
enable whanaungatanga to flourish within Indigenous understandings of time and
space (Smith 1999; Lindsay Latimer et al. 2021). The insistence on appointments
within an allocated time (when professionals have an appointment available), within
office walls (clinics, processes and people that rangatahi do not know), and with refer-
ral-based agendas (often based on risk, deficits and problems requiring specific
outputs) are in opposition to rangatahi accounts of the contexts that nurture their
wellbeing.

There are many practitioners that dedicate time and effort to engaging with whānau in
community and outside of regular work times (see Pomare 2015 Lindsay Latimer et al.
2021;, for examples). However, policy and structures need to create possibilities for wha-
naungatanga to flourish by negotiating time and place with rangatahi and their whānau,
while resourcing practitioners to do this crucial work without sacrificing their wellbeing.
This can enable stronger whanaungatanga with rangatahi (Carlson et al. 2016) and enable
staff to be responsive to the needs of rangatahi without having this work be unrecognised
and undervalued. Being flexible and responsive to the needs of rangatahi and whānau
indicates an appreciation for the relationship and can be an important element of build-
ing whanaungatanga.

Another important consideration for organisational policy and practice is the recog-
nition that sometimes it is not the right time to have a particular conversation around a
topic which may be viewed as time-sensitive. Space needs to be afforded to whanaunga-
tanga and how this relationality can enable this conversation to occur when the time is
right. When time, effort and resourcing is put into developing meaningful relationships
these enable positive engagements with rangatahi. This could include non-Māori prac-
titioners building relationships with Māori communities, iwi, hapū and whānau, along-
side Māori practitioners (Isaacs et al. 2012; Hinton et al. 2015).

Alongside these considerations, there is ample space for practitioners and organis-
ations to think about possibilities for practice within a culturally suitable environment.
Isaacs et al. (2012), highlighted that Indigenous clients and families felt more optimistic
about their service engagement when assessments and interventions occurred in an
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environment that reflected their worldview. Connection to whenua can give rise to
different practices than those of clinical settings or even community-based centres. In
particular, being outside can activate different senses and experiences in contrast to
dominant spaces of confinement. In particular, practitioners can take an active interest
in areas where rangatahi have whakapapa connections. These often have specific
environmental markers that resonate with rangatahi and may include stories associated
with their ancestors and whānau. As such, these spaces provide opportunities to connect
with rangatahi meaningfully. Spaces of this kind can open up new ways of exploring con-
nections and interests to enable whanaungatanga.

(3) He kaupapa pai, a genuine kaupapa

This final component of the whanaungatanga model relates to the different kaupapa
(practices/activities) that enable whanaungatanga. In particular, we emphasise the
importance of kaupapa which are rangatahi-led and centre their interests, aspirations
and potential. Research published about rangatahi often focuses on their disparities in
relation to other youth in Aotearoa (see Berryman et al. 2017; Henwood et al. 2018;
Hamley and Le Grice 2021, for discussions of this). More broadly, Māori have often
been positioned as inherently lacking, inadequate or requiring Eurocentric interventions
(Groot et al. 2018). Ironically, many of these inequities Māori face stem from colonisa-
tion and neoliberalism, which are both rooted in particular forms of Eurocentrism that
are now embedded within systems in Aotearoa. Subsequently, Māori must navigate a
context of policy and practice where the strengths, knowledge frameworks, histories,
capacities, and solutions that Māori have are often absent or ignored (Groot et al.
2011, 2018; Le Grice 2014; Pomare 2015; Came et al. 2019).

However, rangatahi in their accounts of themselves, their whānau and their commu-
nities emphasised lives filled with skills, wisdom and joy. In particular, rangatahi high-
lighted an array of customary practices like kapa haka and or helping on the marae or
contemporary practices like sports, pig hunting, or baking as kaupapa which enabled
them to contribute to the collective. Tied to these accounts were admiration and
affection towards people who had reciprocally engaged with them in these kaupapa like
older siblings, parents, coaches, and members of their marae. Rangatahi also discussed
other more informal practices like board and card games, shared kai, or driving places
which also helped create whanaungatanga between rangatahi and those around them.
Whanaungatanga could also be generated through smaller and more intimate moments,
such as sharing a cup of tea, watching movies, and hanging out together. What threaded
through all of these different practices was the way in which they resonated with rangatahi.

Anaru spoke of his passion for Māori customary practices and how these had been
fostered by his whānau and his teacher, Matua Ruwhiu Figure 3:

“Anaru: So (photo) number 8 was the whaikōrero (formal speechmaking), which brings me
back to [Ngā] Manu Kōrero, and how te ao Māori (the Māori world), te reo Māori (the
Māori language) are just flowing within me. Just yeah, whaikōrero is just another one of my
passions I love doing. Whenever I get the chance I am just trying to improve my kōrero skills.

Interviewer: Yup, who taught you how to do whaikōrero and tauparapara (formal introduc-
tion of a speech) and things?
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Anaru: Matua Ruwhiu he helped me a lot when it came to the kōrero side of it, when it came
to the way you present yourself, he was a really big inspiration, a really big impact on that”.
(Anaru, 13, tāne, rural)

Anaru in this account highlights how his relationship with Matua Ruwhiu is informed
by their shared passion for te ao Māori, te reo Māori and whaikōrero. Matua Ruwhiu, as a
teacher and mentor has been able to provide inspiration, knowledge, and support to help
Anaru grow in this space. In turn, Anaru has been able to help Matua Ruwhiu in support-
ing younger students who are learning whaikōrero. This framing emphasises a central
need to engage in the needs and aspirations of rangatahi through whanaungatanga in
a way which highlights their strengths and potentiality.

Relevance for practice and policy

Rangatahi and their whānau are often anxious, afraid, or unsure of what to expect during
clinical interactions. Practitioners should engage whānau around a kaupapa that makes

Figure 3. Photo Anaru took of students at his school practicing whaikōrero.
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sense to them, is familiar, and enables whānau and rangatahi to have some self-determi-
nation (Lindsay Latimer et al. 2021). Mooney (2013) discussed the need for a clear
kaupapa for successful engagements with rangatahi where rangatahi and their whānau
have agency about what is being discussed (alongside at what time, at what place and
with whom).

Further, while formalised practices of whanaungatanga like mihimihi, whakatau,
pōwhiri (various Māori practices used to bring people together) and pepehā (a stylised
introduction often centred around whakapapa/geographic relationships) are important,
they are not the only ways of building whanaungatanga. Informal moments of connec-
tion also create ample possibilities for whanaungatanga, especially when outside the con-
straints of time/place within a service. In particular, there is room to consider more
expansive creative practice to foster whanaungatanga – using different modes and
ways of engaging with rangatahi beyond the dominant forms of engaging with people
in therapeutic contexts (Ware and Walsh-Tapiata 2010; Fanian et al. 2015). While
mātauranga Māori is anchored to the past by te reo Māori, it is also re-created and re-
produced in flux with a dynamic and ever-changing sociocultural context. Engaging
with genuine kaupapa enables a flexible reworking of established therapeutic practices,
can present opportunities to foster better whanaungatanga and creatively re-imagine
what qualifies as best practice.

Important too, is also making room for rangatahi to highlight where they are going
well. Holding space for rangatahi to bring their kaupapa, show off their skills, or
develop themselves further, can help foster whanaungatanga and highlight possibilities
for practitioners to learn from rangatahi through ako (reciprocal teaching and learning).
Durie (2001) reminded researchers and practitioners to move beyond simply exploring
what is going wrong to shifting to a consideration of what is going right. These areas
of strength are important levers for intervention and engagement. Practitioners need
to think carefully about the kaupapa they choose to engage with rangatahi, and how
these can foster a sense of rangatahi as filled with potential, skills and talents which
can be engaged to support wellbeing.

Policy needs to affirm this shift away from deficits towards the potential of rangatahi
and whānau. This approach to whanaungatanga recognises rangatahi for who they are
beyond the problems they seek support for, and attends to their potential and possibility.
Rangatahi have many talents both within te ao Māori and te ao Pākehā (the Western
world/knowledge system) that can be brought into a practice space to inform engage-
ment. Equally, policy and service-delivery outcomes may be different to whānau aspira-
tions for their rangatahi. Therefore, policy and service deliverables which prioritise
whānau outcomes, as opposed to dominant Western perspectives of ‘positive’ outcomes.
For example, whānau aspirations may not be captured by easily captured output metrics.
Rather that expecting the complexity of whānau realities to be captured by Western
metrics, we require policy and service deliverables to be responsive to Māori realities.

Summary: Te Tapa Toru

Te Tapa Toru is a model of whanaungatanga that is informed by rangatahi preferences,
realities and understandings. There are three interconnected areas, the first component,
ko wai, a reciprocal connection, emphasises the importance of a reciprocal connection
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with people (or more than people). The second component, he wā pai, a genuine time/
place, speaks to how contexts, time and places provided the space for meaningful connec-
tions to take root and flourish. The final component, he kaupapa pai, a genuine kaupapa,
considers how rangatahi desire to connect which privileges their desires and aspirations.
This approach harnesses rangatahi potential by creating reciprocal, and invigorating sup-
portive environments based on centring rangatahi aspirations and insights Figure 4.

Discussion

Whanaungatanga is about looking after and respecting people (Durie 1997; Pere and
Nicholson 1997). This process needs to be contextually responsive, reflecting on how
people (atua and tūpuna), time/place and different kaupapa contribute to building wha-
naungatanga with rangatahi. The accounts from rangatahi highlight how whanaunga-
tanga is nurtured within rich networks of intergenerational support, the environment
and practices that connect people. From these narratives, we have synthesised ko wai,
he wā pai, and he kaupapa pai as a tapatoru model to inform whanaungatanga for prac-
titioners. Whanaungatanga for rangatahi is dynamic and includes a wide array of ances-
tral and contemporary activities to nourish their wellbeing. This highlights the persistent
importance of te ao Māori to rangatahi, while also recognising the fluidity with which

Figure 4. Tapatoru model.
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rangatahi engage with cultural ways of being. This article serves as a wero (challenge) to
practitioners and organisations to consider how services and systems can reorient to
prioritise the insights of rangatahi.

Whanaungatanga is also connected to supporting rangatahi wellbeing (Mooney 2013).
As such, we see this model as able to work in conjunction with Māori models of health to
promote rangatahi flourishing (Durie 1984; Pere and Nicholson 1997; Pitama et al. 2007;
Lacey et al. 2011). In terms of this integration, we see our model as supporting whanaun-
gatanga with rangatahi, which can create the space necessary to explore and support well-
being articulated in Māori models of health. This integrated and holistic approach is
essential to providing appropriate Māori service across all systems and sectors in
Aotearoa. We see our approach within Te Tapatoru as part of the broader reform
needed to foster an integrative, rangatahi and whānau-centred approach to wellbeing,
where Māori ways of knowing and being are integral to services of care.

Future research and limitations

We deliberately chose rangatahi Māori covering a wide age range (12–22 years) consist-
ent with Indigenous understandings of this developmental period, ensuring diversity of
experience was represented. The project also purposely recruited rangatahi who were
flourishing in their lives to illustrate case studies of excellence rather than deficits for ran-
gatahi Māori. As such, we recognise there may be contexts in which safety considerations
and developmental needs must take priority when working with rangatahi (for example,
in emergency rooms or crisis teams) and Te Tapa Toru may not be easily implemented.
Nevertheless, we argue that whanaungatanga and relationships should be prioritised to
the fullest extent possible given the body of literature showing the connections
between whanaungatanga, wellbeing and rangatahi and whānau success (M. H. Durie
1997; Clark et al. 2011; Curtis et al. 2015; Pomare 2015; Carlson et al. 2016; Bryers
et al. 2021; Greaves et al. 2021). Further, the underpinnings of Te Tapatoru are
aligned with the calls of Māori who work in (mental) health services to support rangatahi
wellbeing through an integrated and holistic approach to care (Bennett and Liu 2018;
Came et al. 2019; M. H. Durie 1997; Pomare 2015; Waitoki 2016; NiaNia et al. 2017;
Wilson et al. 2021).

Future work is required to explore implementation of Te Tapa Toru into practice and
whether the model is acceptable to rangatahi Māori. Work is also needed to explore how
to build whanaungatanga with rangatahi who have had negative experiences with organ-
isations and systems of power. Many Māori are enmeshed within various colonial
systems of harm, whether in the justice system, in state care, or coercive engagement
in education or health (Mooney 2013; Henwood et al. 2018; Tupaea 2020). Many of
these rangatahi may have a strong mistrust of services and practitioners or have experi-
enced various forms of institutionalisation. A simplistic model of whanaungatanga may
not contain the necessary complexity to support the needs of these rangatahi who have
experienced this cruel edge of colonial harm. We see this work as a crucial future contri-
bution to heal intergenerational trauma wrought by the Crown and a variety of Crown
agencies and organisations.

One area of whanaungatanga that also requires further research relates to digitally-
mediated whanaungatanga. Although our research focused on face-to-face relationships,
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with the proliferation of social media, online whanaungatanga has increased the possi-
bility for whakapapa and kaupapa whānau to maintain connections across time and
space (O’Carroll 2013; Waitoa 2013). Whanaungatanga in these contexts can create pos-
sibilities for resilience where Māori may be physically isolated from other Māori, and
enables Māori to unite in collective action (Waitoa 2013). This online connection is
crucial in the broader online contexts where Māori, especially young Māori, Māori
women and takatāpui (Māori of diverse genders, sexualities and sex characteristics),
experience higher rates of online abuse and harassment (Manaaki Collective 2021).
Recognising the connections and divergences between in-person and online whanaunga-
tanga may require different imaginings of the relationship between people, place/time
and kaupapa.

Conclusions

Whanaungatanga is a dynamic, fluid and active process for young Māori (Bishop et al.
2014), an assertion affirmed by rangatahi narratives within our study. We have privi-
leged rangatahi insights in conceptualising our model, and we hope this will inform
practice in concrete and tangible ways. While whanaungatanga may seem like a
complex process to grasp for the uninitiated, rangatahi illustrated how expressions
of whanaungatanga were an everyday, mundane aspect of their lives. This was aptly
summarised by Mikaere:

“Interviewer: When I told you to go take the photos of whanaungatanga or those practices
that your whānau do that support you, how did you interpret that or how did you find
meaning from that?

Mikaere: I just tried to take the ways they supported me in everyday life, rather than I guess
one big action. Just do the things that they always do for me.

Interviewer: I suppose those little things are important, hey?

Mikaere: Yeah, they all add up.” (Mikaere, 17, tāne, rural)

Attending to everyday practices raises important considerations for whānau Māori,
practitioners, services, funders and planners and policymakers alike. For whānau
Māori, we hope this example provides reassurance that what rangatahi want is people
who care and support them with small gestures of aroha (compassion and love) and man-
aakitanga (nurturing and care). For practitioners, rethinking the way that we engage with
rangatahi Māori in ways that are centred on rangatahi needs, not ours, will require some
radical changes in practice and service delivery. As services seek to make themselves
more equitable and accessible for rangatahi Māori, moving beyond the confine of
clinic walls and deficits/safety centred, time constrained consultations is urgently
required. This is reinforced by the perspectives of Māori practitioners/youth workers
who work with rangatahi, actively resisting mainstream/Western systems that constrict
their holistic practices (Lindsay Latimer et al. 2021). Funders and policymakers must
ensure that providers have the resources, training and ability to work innovatively,
and can report on outcomes that matter to rangatahi and their whānau. Through attend-
ing to the relational lives of rangatahi, a greater sense of who rangatahi are as people with
skills, talents, and aspirations beyond their problems can be gained.
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In this way, policy transformation must be rangatahi and whānau-centred. It further
must be underpinned by Te Tiriti o Waitangi, with Māori self-determination being
central to the driving system-level transformations that can enable equity for Māori.
Western mainstream services are resistant to change, and policies that seek to increase
Indigenous decision-making and divest power away fromWestern norms are often posi-
tioned as ‘idealistic’ or ‘divisive’ (Lindsay Latimer et al. 2021). However, there is a clear
need and desire for policy and practice to change to be response to rangatahi. Through
privileging whanaungatanga within care, we hope that practitioners, funders, policy-
makers and organisations will be able to flexibly adapt their practices to support the well-
being of rangatahi, their whānau and their communities.

Notes

1. Rangatahi Māori refers to the developmental stage between childhood and adulthood. For
the purposes of this paper, this is defined as 12–22 years, however we acknowledge there is
great variability in Indigenous understandings of this period.

2. Whakawhanaungatanga is sometimes used to describe the establishment of relationships.
We want to emphasise whanaungatanga as an ongoing relational process.

3. Square brackets have been used to denote when the authors have explained Māori language
terms or to modify a quote to preserve confidentiality.
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