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HE KUPU ARATAKI 
INTRODUCTION 

Decision-making is an understudied area for collective leadership generally and Māori leadership 
specifically. Decision-making is a litmus test of collective leadership: Who do decisions serve in the 
context of collective leadership?  

Over a period of three years we gathered the views of hundreds of people through interviews, 
surveys, hui and wānanga. The overarching research questions underpinning this research are:  

1. What are the distinctive dimensions and drivers of innovative Māori leadership and 
integrated decision-making?  

2. How do these characteristics deliver pluralistic outcomes that advance transformative and 
prosperous Māori economies of wellbeing? 

This report is designed to be an easy, relatable and widely accessible summary of our key findings – 
and we thank our respondents whose comments form the backbone of this work. This report sits 
alongside other reports and papers in our Māori leadership and decision-making series. This 
repository of knowledge will continue growing as we refine and deepen our insights; we regard it as 
living knowledge that responds to ever-changing contexts in which leadership is enacted. We 
welcome feedback which will inform the next iteration.  

Each of the five sections in this report is a building block that helps envision an ecosystemic view of 
Māori leadership, decision-making and economies of wellbeing. This report is not intended as a 
detailed prescription in the sense of ‘do this and you will get that’, rather, it seeks to provide 
touchstones that offer pause for thought in your teams as you seek to fulfil your various kaupapa.  

Ngā iho e rima mo te kaihautū ki te whakatau tikanga whaihua –  
Five leadership qualities for effective decision-making 
This section sets out five leadership qualities:  
 Be healthy 
 Be connected 
 Be clear 
 Be grounded 
 Be informed. 

Te whakatau tikanga – Making decisions 
We unpack some key ideas that respondents had about what decision-making looks like from a te ao 
Māori perspective along with some strengths and challenges. 

Ngā mātātoa – Paradigm warriors 
We introduce a way of looking at Māori leadership from an ecosystemic view, using a kauri tree 
metaphor, with three key aspects:  
 activating the knowledge code 
 cultivating ties of affection 
 working the tensions. 
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Ngā peka o te whakatau tikanga – Levels of decision-making 
We add two further aspects to the kauri tree metaphor: 
 calibrating consensus and kaupapa 
 the five leadership qualities.  

We bring our insights together into three broad levels of leadership and decision-making:  
 For the time beings: collective level (roots) 
 Banding together: leadership level (trunk) 
 Branching out: group level (branches and leaves).  

In te ao Māori these levels are more an inter-play than a hierarchy, and people can simultaneously 
inhabit all levels. 

Ngā tohu o te ōhanga oranga tonutanga Māori – Markers of a Māori wellbeing 
economy 
The final piece is to set out the respondents’ ideas about the characteristics of a Māori wellbeing 
economy and key markers to guide decision-makers. 

 

We wish you well and thank you for taking the time to read this report. 

 

Mauri ora! 

Chellie, Rachel, Ella, and Robert 

  

Figure 1: One of our many team hui. Left: Robert, Rachel. Right: Chellie, Ella. 
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NGĀ IHO E RIMA MO TE KAIHAUTŪ 
ki te whakatau tikanga whaihua 

FIVE LEADERSHIP QUALITIES  
for effective decision-making 

Insights from the study reinforce much of what has been previously identified about what constitutes 
Māori leadership. Leaders:  
 are guided by tikanga and values 
 are culturally grounded and well versed in te ao Māori 
 have strong relational skills and help keep communities together 
 are keenly aware and committed to an intergenerational vision that has been laid down in 

the past 
 possess multifaceted intelligence and acumen (not just financial and economic skills).  

Effective leaders are astute and resist co-option into other agendas such as political ideology, 
external forces or pressure from self-interested coalitions within the community. Māori leaders often 
walk between worlds drawing knowledge from various sources to make informed decisions.1 

Whilst these five leadership qualities might not contain any major surprises, as good research is apt 
to do, it affirms what is in the field, and it offers a fresh look at leadership today. The upshot is that 
these five qualities point to leadership for us all, and show that each one of us can develop these 
qualities for the many ways we take up a leadership role, be it in the whānau, at a community hui, or 
in any kind of formal or informal position. We can wish for others to change, especially those holding 
influential leadership roles, or, rather than project blame elsewhere, we can each take up personal 
responsibility, be the leader in our own lives and be the change. 

Ngā pou e rima – The five leadership qualities 
1. Kia hauora – Be healthy  
2. Kia hono – Be connected  
3. Kia pūrangiaho – Be clear  
4. Kia tau – Be grounded  
5. Kia mārama – Be informed 
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1 
Kia hauora 
Be healthy 

Healthy leaders: 
 make good decisions 
 grow others 
 are healthy role models physically, mentally, emotionally and spiritually  
 learn how to better manage stress and burn-out 
 are kind, generous and loving 
 are calm and steadfast under pressure 
 keep their ego in check, are self-aware and possess emotional intelligence 
 are not bullies.  

Many of us are used to seeing our leaders tired, drawn, stressed and on the edge of burnout – 
constantly wrenched from their personal lives to deal with problems. Leaders are called upon to 
respond to community issues, offer ceremonial guidance, and deal with tricky economic, political, 
social and environmental dilemmas. A clear message from the research is that people want their 
leaders to be well – to be role models who are healthy at all levels of being: physically, mentally, 
emotionally and spiritually. When leaders are stressed and burning out, they can’t serve well, have 
poor judgement, and are more likely to be reactive to challenging situations rather than calm and 
steadfast under pressure. 

Strong leaders are also unafraid to show their softer side. Respondents said they want their leaders 
to have ‘soft skills’ of kindness, generosity and lovingness. More bluntly, some comments said that 
leaders need to keep their ego in check and not bully others – they should be self-aware and 
emotionally intelligent, not defensive, closed or resistant to personal change. We pick up on this 
under ‘Kia mārama – Be informed’, which emphasises the need for leaders to be open to feedback 
from others. 

 

Practice point: Take a good, honest look at this list. Take time for reflection. What is one thing you 
can commit to changing? Is there some support you can receive to make this change? How will 
people experience this change in you? 
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2 
Kia hono 
Be connected 

Connected leaders: 
 are of service to their community  
 build whanaungatanga 
 are team oriented 
 model inclusiveness 
 engage whānau 
 are supported by the people 
 are good listeners to all kinds of people 
 can walk in many worlds. 

Respondents gave a clear message: be inclusive, listen well, look to whānau, build community, and 
walk in many worlds but stay connected. 

It takes a community to deliver leadership. As many wise commentators have noted, deeply 
embedded in the word ‘rangatira’ is the idea that strong communities are ones where all people are 
empowered as leaders and take up roles and responsibilities that contribute to the whole. One 
interpretation points to the first part of the word, raranga, which refers to weaving, and the second 
part, tira, which refers to a group. A rangatira leader is someone who weaves people together. 
However, as we have highlighted in other works, this doesn’t mean that one leader does all the 
uniting. Rather, it is a community of people who express leadership in different ways. Every person –
kuia and kaumātua, pakeke, whaea and koro, paepae and potato peelers, kaiako, parents and 
midwives – has inherent dignity, worth and inalienable mana and has something to contribute. 
People come forward at different times to express leadership and move back at other times – we are 
all part of a movement through time in service of something higher than just ourselves.  

This form of leadership, which is in contrast to leadership styles found in some other cultures that 
centre on a dominant figure (albeit te ao Māori too has influential figures and leaders in position 
through succession to the eldest child), there is a deep value placed on belonging as the lifeblood of 
a community. In this view, ‘I belong, therefore I am’, and people self-actualise in relationship.2  

 

Practice point: Reflect on the people you usually associate with. 
 Are you wedged in a tight-knit group?  
 Are you surrounded by a coalition?  
 Are you getting out and listening to people from all walks of life?  
 What are some actions you can commit to taking to strengthen, expand and revitalise 

connectedness? 
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3 
Kia pūrangiaho 
Be clear 

Clear leaders: 
 are effective communicators who deliver clear, unambiguous messages 
 explain things well 
 are honest, open and transparent  
 are a wellspring of resilience 
 are thoughtful, incisive problem solvers 
 have a clear long-term vision 
 are succession-oriented 
 are dedicated to the kaupapa 
 can be flexible and adaptive. 

The respondents said they want leaders to be clear, like water, and lead in an honest, open and 
transparent way. There is a sense that many leaders are obscuring matters, protecting hidden 
agendas, shrouding decisions in ambiguity, and some are locked in a black box of ‘old school’ 
thinking. Without clarity, openness and transparency, mistrust and suspicion can brew and erode 
good work by leaders. 

People want to be on a journey with leaders but need to see and feel a clear vision and understand 
what is needed to realise the future in the present. If things are going awry, they want to know that 
too. Some leaders were perceived as being rigidly fixed on a strategy or kaupapa, which can veer into 
becoming a ‘vanity project’. Leaders are expected to be able to flex with change, adapt and innovate.  

As with being a healthy, connected leader, a clear leader stands up for succession and helping the 
next generation grow into a healthy, thriving community where leadership is vested in the people. 

A clear leader works on their communication and messaging so it is accessible and relatable. They 
explain things well and are able to sort complex information and make it clear for others. Again, 
using water as an analogy, they cut through messy situations without being wishy washy or 
muddying the waters – they are a crystal-clear wellspring of strength and resilience. 

 

Practice point:  
 Can you be clearer and more open?  
 How?  
 What will you commit to do about it? 
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4 
Kia tau 
Be grounded 

Grounded leaders: 
 are culturally grounded and have a sound knowledge of tikanga, values and te ao Māori 
 live their values, especially kaitiakitanga, manaakitanga, pono, and tika  
 are humble, respectful, trustworthy, unifying and courageous  
 keep the culture and its manifestations alive, such as mahinga kai, te reo and the arts  
 are connected to a source of ahi kaa 
 strengthen Māori identities 
 avoid ‘elitism’  
 are non-hierarchical and non-judgemental. 

By far, culture was seen as the source of strength for Māori that traverses all five leadership 
qualities. Some Māori leaders are groomed by dint of birth and the whānau they have around them; 
others make their way deeper into the culture. Whatever the case, grounded leaders are champions 
of culture that uphold Māori ways of leading, such as a deep appreciation for symbiotic relationships, 
whakapapa, mana, tapu, mauri and hau. These leaders uplift and strengthen Māori identities. 

Some leaders were perceived as having a poor understanding of tikanga and te ao Māori ways. There 
was concern expressed about colonised mindsets and a lack of discernment between tikanga Māori 
and te ao Pākehā – especially in corporate and Crown settings. Having ‘status’ conferred by the 
Crown and being a leader in politics were not viewed as particularly important.  

There is dismay at what appears to be a sense of elitism, entitlement, privilege and superiority – 
elevating of self and others, not valuing the contributions of all. Grounded leaders know they are a 
‘work in process’ and that the leadership journey is an evolutionary one.  

As with healthy, connected and clear leaders, grounded leaders live their values. In particular, 
respondents mentioned down-to-earth values such as humbleness, kaitiakitanga, manaakitanga and 
being pono, tika and respectful. It takes humbleness to step closer, listen carefully, judiciously take 
advice, allow others to shine, be challenged, not let personal ego eclipse one’s ability to see, and 
understand the realities of a situation.  

 

Practice point:  
 Even if you are extremely well versed, articulate and deeply steeped in te ao Māori, when 

you reflect on what people are wanting from their leaders, is there an opportunity to learn 
something afresh?  

 Can you help someone else who needs more self-belief and confidence as they strengthen 
their identity?  

 Do you need a wise coach or mentor alongside you to help you better discern between te 
ao Māori and te ao Pākehā? 
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5 
Kia mārama 
Be informed 

Informed leaders: 
 have relevant experience 
 are analytical, strategic, consistent and methodical  
 are financially literate  
 have governance skills 
 consider long-term consequences 
 champion Māori intelligence across a broad spectrum, i.e. kaumātua/kuia knowledge, the 

arts, and practical knowledge, as well as education 
 have influence and are politically astute without being ‘politicised’  
 possess a willingness to develop their skill sets  
 are coachable spirits who can receive support, advice and feedback 
 appreciate the need to develop good followership. 

Informed leaders gather and discern information from a rich variety of sound sources and judiciously 
take action. They are aware if they lack certain skills, experience and capabilities and do something 
about it. Even if they are seasoned ‘warriors’, they remain open to being coachable spirits and 
receiving feedback from others. They are continuous learners. Respondents emphasised the need for 
skills in financial literacy, governance capabilities, and technology and innovation. 

Notably, the insights go beyond personal leadership and point to followership. For example, leaders 
need the support of followers when they are helping people in the community accrue knowledge and 
assemble sound arguments based on evidence for what they want. Informed leaders grow informed 
followers. They also encourage others to learn and grow confidence in taking up leadership roles. 

 

Practice point:  
 What skills and capabilities do you need to develop further?  
 Are you growing good effective ‘followers’ who have the tools and confidence to challenge 

the thinking of the leadership in a helpful, thoughtful and powerful way?  
 What actions can you be taking right now to become a more informed leader? 
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TE WHAKATAU TIKANGA  
MAKING DECISIONS 

In this section we focus on decision-making itself. Very clear views were expressed by respondents 
about what decision-making from a Māori perspective ought to be.  

Unsurprisingly, the feedback from respondents highlighted a preference for consensus, which aligns 
with earlier studies in this area.3 Harmsworth has noted the need, amongst other values, for 
“whakakotahitanga – respect for individual differences and participatory inclusion for decision 
making”.4 Tupara’s research also reveals the importance of participation and inclusion through 
manaakitanga, which recognises diverse perspectives and “does not discriminate on the basis of age, 
gender, financial status, education, or personal persuasion” and privileges “a right of entry to 
whānau decision processes by the fact they belong to the whānau”.5 Kotahitanga promotes an 
inclusive approach that can hold diversity in unity. Mika and O’Sullivan note that decisions by 
majority vote are seen “as a last resort, or necessary because of some administrative imperative or 
because an organisation’s policy requires it”.6 Even the wider body of literature on consensus 
suggests it is a form of decision-making that, although raised as an egalitarian process, can be fraught 
with coercion (perceived or real) and excessive persuasion tactics by people with an agenda. Trust 
can be severely eroded in the course of this process.7  

As we drilled deeper and fleshed out what we noted in our ‘Paradigm warriors’ article,8 it is ever 
more apparent that consensus is hardly neutral, and it is vital to scope this out more carefully. Broad-
brush expressions such as ‘consensus’ and ‘participation’ belie the nuances, complexities and 
tensions that exist. 

In this section we scope out the characteristics, strengths and challenges of decision-making in Māori 
contexts before moving to recommending some ways forward. 

He tiro whānui mō te whakatau tikanga – Overview of decision-making 
1. Te korahi whakatau tikanga Māori – Scoping Māori decision-making 
2. Ngā whaikaha o te whakatau tikanga Māori – Strengths of Māori decision-making  
3. Ngā wero o te whakatau tikanga Māori – Challenges of Māori decision-making  
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1 
Te korahi whakatau tikanga Māori  
Scoping Māori decision-making 

Characteristics of Māori decision-making: 
 me whakamana te kauae runga me te kauae raro 
 people who are knowledgeable 
 participatory and inclusive 
 transparent 
 requires intergenerational input 
 non-hierarchical  
 time to do things properly  
 future focused, visionary and aspirational 
 brave, instinctive, resilient 
 considers who will be most affected, and how  
 places whakaaro on the floor so it can be considered by the collective  
 does not push an agenda 

A striking thing about this list of characteristics, as you may notice, is it aligns very closely to the 
qualities expected of leaders. This suggests a congruency between effective leadership and effective 
decision-making – they are reflections of each other. If leadership is collective, per raranga-tira, then 
when we follow good leadership guidelines from within te ao Māori, we can expect effective 
decision-making as understood from a te ao Māori perspective. Values and tikanga Māori in decision-
making is an expression of culture in its own right – it’s not simply to ‘get somewhere’. In other 
words, the decision-making journey has an importance, as does the destination. Leaders and 
followers need to become these values – it is not some separate ‘thing’ designated like a tool to aid 
decision-making. 

This seems straightforward enough, but of course matters get confounded in a complex world where 
different forces ply the field of leadership, such as competitive market realities, political 
manoeuvrings, different interest groups clamouring for support, and disparate ideas of who needs 
what, when, how and why. 

Being guided by tradition might help ameliorate hidden personal agendas and colonising mindsets. 
For example, a respondent noted that for centuries Māori have debated, discussed and argued issues 
in the whare tupuna based on tikanga Māori processes – where everyone has a right to speak and 
participate, and dissension should not come from personal interest but be the voice of the majority 
and in the best interest of the people. Values and tikanga might sound like a culturally stepped and 
harmonious process; however, as the respondent comments highlighted, reality is difficult. 
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2 
Ngā whaikaha o te whakatau  
tikanga Māori  
Strengths of Māori decision-making 

Strengths of Māori decision-making: 
 focus on future generations 
 bound by whakapapa 
 upholds te ao Māori tikanga, practices, values and processes 
 uses kaitiakitanga approaches  
 is wairua based 
 gives effect to self-determination 
 grows capacity 
 provides strength for the hapū and whānau 
 has a collective to do the mahi 
 willingness to bring people on board 

Respondents identified a number of strengths of Māori decision-making. In particular, the values, 
practices and processes embedded within te ao Māori are a source of strength, and as noted in the 
previous section, the making of decisions is an act of cultural expression and grows capacity in the 
process.  

Hapū and whānau, bound by whakapapa, are a source of strength for decision-making. When 
decision-making is effective, it grows rangatiratanga in the collective and empowers members to 
have capacity to enact that rangatiratanga – for example, as kaitiaki. That there is a collective to ‘do 
the mahi’ is a clear strength, and overall, despite the challenge, there was a sense that there is a 
willingness to involve people and bring them on board with important kaupapa.  
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3 

Ngā wero o te whakatau  
tikanga Māori  
Challenges of Māori  
decision-making 

Challenges of Māori decision-making: 
 overly time consuming 
 blurred roles and responsibilities 
 poor information  
 lack of evidence-based arguments 
 hierarchies around knowledge 
 lack of understanding of cultural capital 
 who gets mandated to make decisions? Who are the ‘right’ people? 
 overly nepotistic 
 need more women in leadership and decision-making roles 
 lack of transparency and openness 
 ignorance by the people, not just leaders 
 power imbalances 
 decisions usually benefit a few, not the many 
 not resilient to other perspectives 
 lack of vision  
 lack of competency 
 lack of governance  
 self-interest is rampant 
 lack of kindness 
 unclear understanding of what are colonised processes and what is Māori 

Respondents had a lot to say about the challenges of Māori decision-making. Notably, the qualities of 
leaders tie in with the quality of decision-making, which highlights the need for healthy, connected, 
clear, grounded and informed leadership. For example, a healthy decision-making process would be 
kind. A connected decision-making process would have whānau and hapū at the centre. A clear 
process would be open, honest and transparent, have a strong vision, avoid hidden self-serving 
agendas and not be a ‘closed shop’.  

Concomitant with a preference for consensus is a wariness about what was really occurring and to 
what extent self-serving interests (hidden or explicit) drive the consensus process. People were 
frustrated that many decisions take place in closed hui or at marae, which can alienate whānau who 
are not present or have lost connection to whakapapa. The findings, which reflect the strong 
presence of wahine respondents, point to the need for more women and rangatahi, as well as 
members of society who may be disenfranchised for various reasons: they may not speak te reo, 
they may not live at the papakāinga, they may have professional skills that are not highly valued as 
cultural knowledge. Military personnel were also noted as being a group to connect with more. 
There was a sense that the number of disconnected whānau was growing with each generation and 
concern about what strategies leaders had to engage them. 

Grounded decision-making is egalitarian, culturally aware and discerns between colonising processes 
and Māori ones. A clear trajectory of concern is detected about the extent to which non-Māori 
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processes muddy Māori decision-making, either consciously or otherwise. A decolonising 
mindfulness needs to be brought to the fore such that people are more aware of when they are 
following other ways of making decisions that are not Māori ways – such as is levelled at corporatism 
and its ‘best-practice’ decision-making tools and processes. The friction between culturally grounded 
values and commercial imperatives, between law and lore, has a long, relentless and thorny history. 
So too does the co-option of good people with good intentions by bad systems. 

An informed decision-making process is open to other perspectives, gathers robust information and 
evidence, and cultivates capable followers who can have meaningful input. Informed decision-
making has clearly defined roles and responsibilities, with strong governance skills. 

Some of these insights reinforce earlier works that highlight the challenges of Māori decision-making. 
Te Puni Kōkiri noted the high level of consultation required in Māori approaches and that conflict can 
occur between decision-makers and the community if appropriate consultative processes are not 
maintained. Undertaking consultation, however, can cause delays and lost opportunities. To 
confound matters further, ‘consultative burnout’ and poor attendance levels at consultation hui are 
also problematic.9  
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NGĀ MĀTĀTOA 
PARADIGM WARRIORS 

In an article called ‘Paradigm warriors: Advancing a radical ecosystems view of collective leadership 
from an Indigenous Māori perspective’, published in Human Relations,10 we explain what we mean 
by a paradigm warrior. We orient to the creation story: Ranginui (sky father) and Papatūānuku (earth 
mother) were bound in such a tight embrace that there was no light in the world. Their offspring, the 
gods, were trapped in perpetual darkness between their parents. One of the children, Uepoto, saw a 
crack of light and told his siblings, who all went to look. The children (except Tāwhirimātea, god of 
the wind) sought to separate their parents. Eventually, it was Tāne, god of forests, the progenitor of 
humans, who pushed Ranginui and Papatūānuku apart, thus letting in the light, and ushering in a 
new paradigm of existence on Earth. Humans reside within the domain of Tāne and trace their lines 
of descent to Tūmatauenga, the warrior god. 

With that whakapapa established, we then deepen the kōrero to lay down a radical ecosystems view 
that calls for leaders to be paradigm warriors who see beyond the current reality through shafts of 
enlightenment. They fearlessly pursue enlightenment, oftentimes amidst great struggle and 
darkness. Paradigm warriors do not settle for an existing reality if it does not serve the wellbeing of 
people and planet. They push the boundaries to make a change for the better, and in doing so they 
make difficult decisions. Being a paradigm warrior involves doing battle with oneself to fully realise 
one’s own potential and to help others achieve theirs. 

This whakaaro draws upon the wise words of Temuera Hall of Ngāti Tūwharetoa, who looks at 
warriorship as Tū-mata-uenga, referring to facing one’s demons and taking a good, hard look at 
ourselves, and even to do battle with ourselves. True warriorship, says Tem, is about selflessness and 
to take the journey to a state of rongo – of peace and balance.11 This is reinforced by Pokaia, who 
also speaks about returning to rongo, and the power of listening to our heart. He says that together 
Tūmatauenga and Rongo (war and peace) are “key pillars in our house, in ourselves and within the 
families”.12 

Honouring our whakapapa to the domain of Tāne, the god of forests, we portrayed a collective view 
of Māori leadership through the following kauri tree illustration in Figure 2. As a guide for leadership 
practice we present three key dimensions that emerged from our analysis:  

 activating the knowledge code 
 cultivating ties of affection 
 working the tensions.13 
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Figure 2: Collective Māori leadership ecosystem framework. Adapted from Kauri Dieback Management Team.14.  

The following explanations are extracts from the ‘Paradigm Warriors’ article: 

Activating the knowledge code 
“The ecosystem is held together by a ‘knowledge code’ that is transmitted throughout the networks 
in circularity. The knowledge code contains meaning as expressed through practices such as ritual, 
ceremony, proverbs, art, and performance, which help guide leadership action. This knowledge code 
drives the ecosystem toward flourishing… The knowledge code is a way of tapping into and releasing 
collective intelligence that is transmitted from one generation to the next. Collective intelligence, in 
the Māori world, is often the unseen spiritual dimensions of energy such as mana (dignity, power), 
hau (reciprocity), and mauri (life force). The knowledge code is a powerful imprinting transmitted 
from one generation to the next, a formidable intergenerational memory bank held in the collective 
mind…”15 

Cultivating ties of affection 
“Tracing whakapapa (genealogy) to ancestors, kin, gods, and sacred places binds people to the world 
in a relationship that is built on a deep sense of abiding aroha (love). In this view of relationships, 
collective leadership cannot be fully realized through instrumental, transactional, and individualized 
encounters. Whakapapa reinforces mana (power, dignity, authority), which flows through individuals 
and the collective and forges an interdependent binding of each to each other and to Earth.”16 

Working the tensions  
“Being a rangatira, as part of a leadership system that involves a group working at uniting, inherently 
involves working with tension and resistance… tension and the discomfort that it can bring may be a 
necessary part of testing the knowledge code and, perhaps paradoxically, cultivating ties of affection. 
Rather than labeling tension and conflict as bad, troubled or flawed, we started to see it as a possible 
key to why CML may have endured in the way it has.”17 
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NGĀ PEKA O TE WHAKATAU 
TIKANGA  

LEVELS OF DECISION-MAKING 
In this section we conceptualise a decision-making framework as a step forward towards deeper 
understanding of Māori leadership and decision-making. We welcome any feedback you may have –
feel free to contact any one of us (details at back). 

Leadership that is healthy, connected, clear, grounded and informed is the expectation if decision-
making is going to be effective. Furthermore, followers are leaders too, and the same expectations 
go for all, albeit with different roles, responsibilities and contributions to make to the whole. 
Decision-making is not a ‘thing’ or a ‘tool’; it is a process in which leadership and followership is 
enacted, and it is a mirror of the quality of both. It ought to be a goal of a healthy community to 
develop its people, should they wish to participate meaningfully in Māori cultural and civic life.  

Some of the trickier matters to sift through were tensions and lack of clarity about time, such as 
‘consultation burn out’ and a lack of people turning up to hui on the one hand versus people noting 
they want more inclusivity and participation in decision-making on the other. There was 
consternation about who gets to make decisions. Respondents said more women, rangatahi, people 
in the military, people who live in urban areas, and people who live away from the kāinga should be 
more involved. Respondents were concerned about elitism, leaders acting as a ‘closed shop’, ‘old 
school networks’ and a ‘black box’ of decision-making that is not open and transparent. Furthermore, 
frustrations about blurring of roles, responsibilities and cultural processes cast a wide net around a 
lack of skills and knowledge. 

Extending the kauri tree ecosystem idea, we present a pictorial view in Figure 3 that focuses on 
decision-making in the context of collective leadership. The ecosystems view emphasises that there 
needs to be diversity of thought and skills and healthy feedback systems throughout the whole 
network. Diversity is central to healthy leadership and decision-making. Multiple perspectives are 
needed to test and strengthen the kaupapa of creating wellbeing outcomes. 

We delve into each of these levels in the following pages. Broadly, as Figure 3 sets out, the roots 
represent the collective level, which is the space of vision; it carries the purpose to which the 
community aspires. At this level the members (of the community, organisation or tribe) bring their 
collective intelligence to bear upon intergenerational aspirations through dialogue, including bringing 
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multiple intelligences, including emotional. The middle tier is the trunk, which comprises the 
leadership teams, boards and certain komiti, which can be tribal, commercial, or social enterprise, 
created to meet the aspirations of the collective. At this level leadership develops and drives strategy 
formulated at the collective level through regular meetings to debate and discuss the best 
enactment of the collective. The branches and leaves are individuals who make up the communities 
of practice and groups. 

Running across all levels are:  

 activating the knowledge code  
 cultivating ties of affection 
 working the tensions.  

To this we add two other accepts: 

 calibrating consensus and kaupapa 
 five leadership qualities. 

Calibrating consensus and kaupapa  
Consensus is widely appreciated in te ao Māori as a collective way of unpacking issues, exploring 
potential, giving everyone a voice, testing conviction and moving forward together. Even if not all 
agree with the outcome, there is a sense that a robust process has taken place, which helps build 
trust and commitment.18 There are, however, nuanced notes to consensus, and it is vital that 
decision-makers understand that consensus is not a neutral process and needs to be aligned to the 
kaupapa and knowledge code.  

Five leadership qualities: healthy, connected, clear, grounded, informed  
At all levels, each person is centred with the five leadership qualities. Whether in a wānanga as a 
community member contributing to the dialogue, in a senior leadership team or working in the 
community, each person is encouraged to develop and grow these qualities.  
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Figure 3: Levels of decision-making from a te ao Māori perspective. 

 

For the time beings: Collective level  
At this level we enter the wānanga time zone, kairos time, and part of a perpetual movement 
through time and space. This level is at the roots of the tree and is the repository of the knowledge 
code that feeds the tree. All are welcome to participate in wānanga – the purpose is not to debate or 
discuss, but to surface collective intelligence. Refined tikanga and kawa guide the whaikōrero, under 
the guidance of tohunga, and the kaupapa is laid at the centre of the whare – surrounded by tupuna 
– to bring new light upon important considerations in te ao Mārama. 

Wānanga 
In ‘Paradigm Warriors’ we explore wānanga and following is an extract from that section: 19 

“For centuries, wānanga have been essential to advancing mātauranga Māori. Kia Eke Panuku (n.d.) 
explain that wānanga involves creating knowledge within complex sensory environments and involves 
open and continuous learning that enhances the interaction between the spiritual, social, and 
physical. Wānanga reinforces a view that there is nothing fixed or static about learning and gaining 
of knowledge. In a Māori worldview it is a dynamic process and involves creating a space where 
participants gather with intention to enter a state of deep knowing and to allow emergent insight to 
unfold. The holistic orientation of time—that is, not just being in the here and now—points to the 
notion of the perpetual present (Wolfgramm, 2007). In other words, there is no beginning and end to 
wānanga as a process: it is continual, dynamic, and interactive.”  
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“Ultimately, says Royal (2011), the purpose of the wānanga process is to enable the creative mind to 
come into being. He explains that a ‘tangata whai mahara’ is somebody who is alert, awake, and 
requires a particular type of intellectual dynamism. A tohunga guides the process, and is described as 
someone gifted in their ability, and steeped within their authority and mastery, who can bring forth 
new dimensions of creative insight for the benefit of communities. ‘Wānanga creativity’, says Royal 
(2011: 44), ‘is about activating and accessing the full powers and abilities of human consciousness 
and applying this for positive purposes’. Wānanga is a profoundly spiritual Māori approach protected 
under the skillful guidance of wisdom keepers steeped in tikanga (cultural protocols) and other 
important cultural processes.” 

“In wānanga, members of a community focus their intention on the purpose, which, in the case of 
Māori, expands to an intergenerational view. Participants need to be self-inquiring and reflexive, and 
to shed limiting mental models so that knowledge and insight can emerge and flow.” 

Whaikōrero – dialogue 
Some respondents expressed frustration at time wasted in hui. We put forward the notion that it is 
not time per se – it is getting the fit between time, space and kaupapa right. Hence, a ‘don’t waste 
time’ mentality may be better suited at the second level, where leadership teams and boards come 
together for a specific focus to make certain kinds of decisions to develop a strategy and 
implementation plan for what the collective want.  

Some respondents noted they wanted time and participation to really explore matters and important 
decisions. This is about quality time – kairos time – which resonates with the idea of a perpetual 
present, as opposed to ‘clock’ or chronos time. 

Wānanga is the space for whaikōrero, in the spirit of the true meaning of dialogue where meaning 
can flow. In Blackfoot Physics, David Peat speaks of a ‘vibrant silence’, which is to ‘create that silence 
within ourselves into which knowledge can speak’.20 Native American leader Ilarion Merculieff offers 
his wisdom about how vital it is that people find time to listen fully to each other, with attention and 
presence, explaining how in a talking circle people listen without agenda and without interruption. 
This is no goal- or agenda-driven dialogue. It is a process that allows meaning; connection to true 
kaupapa, whakapapa, and each other; and collective intelligence to surface.21  

Collective intelligence  
The collective level is deeply rooted in history, whakapapa, and ancestors. “Collective intelligence, in 
the Māori world, is often the unseen spiritual dimensions of energy such as mana (dignity, power), 
hau (reciprocity), and mauri (life force). The knowledge code is a powerful imprinting transmitted 
from one generation to the next, a formidable intergenerational memory bank held in the collective 
mind of various Indigenous groups, including Māori (Kelly, 2017).”22 

This is an emotional space. Again, some respondents highlighted how people can get ‘too emotional’, 
and under the qualities of a ‘healthy leader’ we emphasised the importance of emotional 
intelligence. Whilst individual and collective intelligence are linked, there has been very little 
investigation of leadership and decision-making at the collective level.23 Emotion, as a form of 
intuition, needs to be welcomed into decision-making, say Brunsson and Brunsson.24 For Māori this is 
especially so, as it taps into the depths of history and the contributions of our ancestors; collective 
experiences of grief, trauma, pain, and love; and an abiding longing for creating a future where 
mokopuna thrive in a healthy world. 

These are strong, emotionally laden issues. Honey-Rosés et al. emphasise that  

decision-making that spans several generations cannot be reduced to a cognitive 
process bounded within the framework of rational choice. Rather, we believe that 
reflection and decision-making that seriously engages with intergenerational 
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tradeoffs must tap our emotional capacities as an integral part of our human 
judgment.25  

Another study, by Arenas and Rodrigo, highlighted that mastering decision-making skills that include 
experiencing emotional complexity of intergenerational trade-offs will produce more ethical 
decisions and a better future.26 Tupara suggests that kawa is the ethics-based, regulatory system that 
informs moral decision-making and constitutes the tikanga that are practised.27 Tupara’s observation 
seems especially pertinent at the collective wānanga level. 

Banding together: Leadership level 
The next level, the trunk, is the ballast and link, and we propose it represents leadership teams, 
komiti and boards who undertake the process of developing and implementing strategy to reflect the 
wishes of the collective and ensure nourishment reaches the community. To use the kauri tree 
metaphor, the water and nutrients flow to the leaves for the manufacture of food through a process 
of photosynthesis and distributed around the tree. Therefore, for leadership, it is vital that 
communication flows between levels, and that decisions are made that empower communities of 
practice to receive the resources and energy required.  

There are many challenges at this level. For leadership, it can be a bottleneck that prevents the 
effective flow of nourishing resources and communication. The trunk can lack strength. The tensions 
between oppositional forces can be so debilitating that the collective splits asunder into coalitions 
and warring factions. Rather than labelling tension and conflict as bad or as troubled, it is a possible 
key to the resilient spirit of Māori. However, it needs to be well understood and managed with 
culturally grounded discernment.  

Balance is important. When a trunk forms branches, there is consideration of the whole in relation to 
context. Leonardo da Vinci’s mathematical formula explains the relationship between the size of a 
trunk and branches. Da Vinci’s rule says that  

when a tree’s trunk splits into two branches, the total cross section of those 
secondary branches will equal the cross section of the trunk. If those two branches 
in turn each split into two branches, the area of the cross sections of the four 
additional branches together will equal the area of the cross section of the trunk. 
And so on. 

This rule and subsequent scientific research show the relationship trees have to the external 
environment, especially wind-force, and why trees have a fractal form of growth.28 For example, if an 
organisation forms whai rawa and whai māia arms consideration needs to be given to strike a 
healthy balance between the arms. If the whai rawa arm grows exponentially with not enough 
resources given to whai māia there’ll be an imbalance and vice versa.  

Hui 
In the context of this report we are referring to hui as more like meetings than the deeper wānanga 
process described at the collective, aka level. At this level, regular meetings are held to discuss issues 
and engage in testing and debate. Leadership has the difficult task of making tough decisions about 
the best way to enact and achieve the wishes of the collective. Balance is sought between competing 
objectives and where to allocate resources – always in consideration of what emerged from the 
wānanga at the collective level. 

The leadership team (and proxies) must robustly debate and discuss matters to arrive at a jointly 
agreed consensus to put issues into practice, in service of the collective and guided by the knowledge 
code – not individual agendas. The people at this level have been endowed and mandated (have 
received the mana of the people) to exercise authority with the support of the collective.29  
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Time in this level straddles the kairos intergenerational ‘perpetual present’ of the collective and the 
chronos task orientation of the communities of practice. 

Debate 
At this level, leadership teams need highly effective communication skills – as was noted by 
respondents. Leaders must be able to discuss well – not to ‘win’ or ‘persuade’ others to push their 
own agenda through various tactics (such as surrounding themselves with ‘yes’ people) but to be 
healthy, connected, clear, grounded and informed per the five leadership qualities.  

The etymology of discussion is to ‘strike asunder, break up’, which comes from dis, ‘apart’ and 
quatere, ‘to shake’. This means then to be ‘talking over, debating’, evolving from the Latin to ‘smash 
apart’, to ‘scatter, disperse’. The word decide evolves from the Latin decidere, ‘to decide, determine’, 
literally ‘to cut off’, and its sense is of resolving difficulties ‘at a stroke’.30 As such, the people working 
at this level must possess the fortitude to engage in a process that seeks to debate and discuss the 
best way forward to enact the wishes of the collective. 

This is not the place for egocentricity and dominance. Studies show that leaders who eclipse others, 
refuse to take on board feedback, reject criticism, and are blinded by their own view of reality and 
how things ought to be done severely weaken organisations and relationships.31 Feedback cannot 
flow up and down, and they become a ‘black box’, referring to unclear, ambiguous and even hidden 
processes that occur when inputs from the collective are converted into useful output at the 
communities of practice. 

Rationalism 
Whilst use of decision-making tools may be useful to help guide decision-making, as highlighted in 
the survey responses, such tools need to be very carefully utilised as there is much concern about 
indiscriminate use of te ao Pākehā tools (especially corporatised approaches) that replace te ao 
Māori approaches. Such tools are aides with limitations, not replacements.  

Brunsson and Brunsson explain how we can delude ourselves into believing we have made a rational 
decision when in fact we are being ‘post-hoc’ rational. In other words, people make a decision and 
then justify it afterwards to make it seem that a rational, rigorous process has been followed. 
Calculations and data are used to package up decisions and convey the impression that the outcome 
is a comprehensive, clear, rational, and indeed irrefutable representation of the preferences of the 
group. Reinforcing the need to welcome tensions as part of effective rangatira leadership, Brunsson 
and Brunsson recommended having people who actively and critically test and offer opposing 
viewpoints of proposed decisions. This also serves to minimise groupthink in the leadership team.32 
Having many perspectives in these debates/discussions strengthens decisions. As noted by 
respondents, more diversity of views is needed at the table in hui where decisions get made to set 
strategies and allocate resources.  

The notion of ‘consensus’ at this level is not an impartial or neutral process. Brunsson and Brunsson 
highlight some of the ways that leaders can achieve (and undermine) consensus:  

 persuading others that a correct and valid process has taken place that is rational and 
reasonable 

 exploiting their expertise as an ‘authority’ to convince others to rally around a proposed 
decision 

 negotiating and forming coalitions 
 making compromise 
 being vague 
 simply achieving consensus through the lack of opposition.33  

At this level, as leadership teams undertake the difficult task of decision-making, there is much to 
consider. For example, they need to be alert to the characteristics, strengths and challenges of Māori 
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decision-making. They need to embody the five leadership qualities, which is a developmental 
journey. Sound decision-making pays attention to kaupapa and the wishes of the community, and it 
has clear markers (some of which we cover in the next section: ‘Markers of a Māori Wellbeing 
Economy’). 

Branching out: Communities of practice level 
The trunk focuses on debates and post-hoc rationalist decisions, and the roots reflect the wisdom of 
collective intelligence – the canopy of the tree provides an important feedback loop.  

Task orientation 
This is where action takes place through communities of practice – the mahi. The rākau in its entirety 
is passing information through the network, transforming light into energy, and sending sustenance 
to where it is needed – always in relation to the environment and in anticipation of change in 
conditions, reading signals and responding with manifold intelligence. Lifeblood flows through to all. 

The canopy of branches and leaves is a realm of reciprocity and doing good work. People are 
confident in the assured knowledge that they are fulfilling the wishes of the collective, which have 
been robustly debated by a trusted leadership who is acting in integrity and fidelity with the whole. 

This domain is sensitive to time and has a task orientation to get work done in response to the 
conditions, contexts and each other. It is not that ‘time is money’; rather, it is more akin to the 
maramataka – that there are times to do things and a rhythm in relation to the environment and 
cosmos. 

Feedback loops 
The knowledge code that guides every person at this level is the same that guides the leaders and is 
rooted in the collective. The same five qualities expected of leaders are those developed, grown and 
expected in followers. Every person has personal sovereignty, inherent worth and dignity – mana. 
Values are the penultimate feedback loop running through whole system. Future generations can 
look to values that guide the decision and choices that were made and why.34 

Every person is a reflection of the whole. To know the individual is to know the whole. All belong to 
the collective and can participate in wānanga if they choose. This is an important forum for taking 
what is learned in the realm of work and practice through a feedback loop to the realm of the 
collective in the roots. In other words, those working at the coalface can share their experience in 
wānanga. This approach can be considered markedly different by the hierarchies and formalities of 
more corporatize, western styled organisations where a ‘worker’ must only report back through the 
hierarchy, i.e. a line manager.  Feedback loops are vital to ensuring that learning takes place and that 
there is a community of people where knowledge is vested in the collective. Following is a quote 
from ‘Wayfinding Leadership’ which points to building a crew where the collective is thriving, sharing 
information and moving from a leadership-centric culture with a few ‘know it all’s to an 
organisational culture strengthened by an ‘all know it’ approach. In ‘Wayfinding Leadership’ we 
discuss high involvement work systems that emphasise feedback loops: 

Many people offering multiple viewpoints widen, enrich and clarify the 
information base of the organisation. High involvement in an organisation means 
everyone, whether or not they are in a formal position of leadership, is equipped 
to be reading the signs, and in turn, producing more accurate signals of their own 
for others, including leaders, to put to use. This is a good example of the positive 
feedback looping model.35 
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Pūrākau By Robert Pouwhare 
 

E mātakitaki ana te tangata i te tokotoru e tārai ana i te waka. 

Ka pātaihia te mea tuatahi, “E aha ana koe?” 

Ka whakahoki mai tērā, “Kei te whakairo au i te kei o te waka.”  

Ka uiuitia te mea tuarua, “E aha ana koe?” 

“Kei te whakairo au ie te ihu o te waka.”  

Ka tae ki te tuatoru, “E aha ana koe?” 

Ka whakahoki atu tērā:  

“Kua oti te tārai e aku toki, te haumi, ngā rauawa, ngā taumanu, te tauihu, te rapa me te kāraho, te 
pūneke, te utuutu-matua, te whakarei o te kei. 

E waihangatia ana e au te waka nei ki te whakawhiti ki ngā pae tawhiti.” 

 

A passer-by observed three people carving a canoe.  

The first was asked, “What are you doing?” 

to which came the reply, “I am carving the stern of the canoe.” 

The second was asked, “What are you doing?” 

“I am carving the prow of the canoe.” 

And the third was asked, “What are you doing?” 

That person responded: 

“My adzes have hewn out the hull, the topstrakes, the thwarts, the prow piece, the stern 
attachment, the decking at the fore end and the carved work of the stern. I am creating this canoe to 
sail across the far distant horizons.” 

 

In te ao Māori, a person can be all three carvers working at the levels of aka, tinana and ngā peka. 
 

 
Figure 4: The Kauri pinecone symbolises the knowledge code of a community. Each cone is a fractal of the 

whole. To know the individual is to know the whole.  
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NGĀ TOHU O TE ŌHANGA 
ORANGA TONUTANGA MĀORI  

MARKERS OF A MĀORI 
WELLBEING ECONOMY 

A central question underpinning this research is to do with the Māori economy: What constitutes 
transformative and prosperous Māori economies of wellbeing? What drew each of us to this project 
was an appreciation for the blossoming Māori economy and also a concern about the disquiet we 
were hearing about resources not getting through to people – that ‘trickle down’ was not lifting all 
waka, and indeed, that there was concern about a growing elite class within te ao Māori built on a 
corporate warrior ‘winner takes all’ mentality. We wanted to contribute to a deeper understanding 
of how benefits could be more widely shared. Focusing on decision-making seemed crucial to deepen 
understanding of processes that drive transformative change.  

We reviewed the literature on Māori economies of wellbeing36 and published a ‘position paper’ in 
which we set out a culturally informed framework detailing our nascent thoughts on Māori 
economies of wellbeing. These concepts were brought together in the framework ‘Ngā hono ōhanga 
oranga’ (Māori economies of wellbeing), which has five interrelated concepts: 

1. Ngā hono: the linking principle that makes explicit relational dimensions of wellbeing 
2. Ōhanga: an ecosystem of identities that underpin ohaoha – economic activity 
3. Oranga: economic activity focused on reinstating and enhancing mauri ora (health and 

wellness of one’s life) across a range of contexts 
4. Ora: Māori values-driven transformation from the centre of the model 
5. Whakapapa: Māori relational pragmatics.37 

The kete of markers in this section is a contribution to the repository of knowledge for communities 
to draw upon at all levels in the ecosystems model. These markers are like building blocks alongside 
the five leadership qualities, the decision-making characteristics (including harnessing strength and 
addressing challenges) and the processes and levels set out in the ‘Ngā mātātoa – Paradigm warriors’ 
section. 
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Markers of a Māori wellbeing economy: 
 has whānau at the heart  
 delivers collective benefit to whānau 
 empowers tino rangatiratanga of whānau  
 is grassroots and local 
 builds strong, resilient and confident communities 
 enables Māori wellbeing at all levels of being 
 is intergenerational and enduring 
 embraces relationships and is a sharing, caring economy 
 creates abundance and prosperity, not just money 
 is holistic, sustainable, circular  
 is underpinned by tikanga and values such as wairuatanga, kaitiakitanga, manaakitanga and 

reciprocity  
 realises personal and collective potential  
 uplifts Māori identity and whakapapa 
 is connected to whenua 
 has unity of purpose 

When considering the best indicators of Māori wellbeing, survey respondents felt that a strong sense 
of Māori identity, a strong connection to whānau/family/relationships and health (physical and 
mental) were important. Financial wealth alone and business ownership were in the bottom three, 
along with opportunities to travel. 

Prosperity 
Respondents noted the following characteristics of prosperity: 

 Māori not being in poverty  
 benefits all 
 food can be put on the table 
 people are thriving whether in a good job or not – although financial independence is 

important 
 people are able and empowered to contribute to whānau, hapū/iwi affairs 
 people are capable and contributing and healthy 
 having a full kete, so you can fill others’ kete 
 having a home for warmth and security 
 a home free from violence 
 drug- and alcohol-free  
 having a purpose and reason to live 
 access to holistic, discerning education 
 young people feel supported, uplifted and connected 
 “Kua tau te ngākau aroha. He tangata ringa hora.” 

Identity 
Identity came through strongly, as has been noted throughout this report, and includes: 

 a desire for people, especially rangatahi, to have a sense of self-belief, self-worth and 
confidence. As one respondent said, “Strong connection to self is probably the most 
important indicator. Whether you use whānau, sport, language or any other ‘tool’, the point 
of those things is to connect you to self.” 

 knowing whakapapa 
 feeling tupuna connection and support 
 honouring the diverse and individual expression of being Māori 
 people being proud to be Māori regardless of where they are on the journey. 
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Cultural competency  
Linked with identity and featuring strongly in the five leadership qualities, and interwoven through 
the decision-making characteristics and all levels of the ecosystem model, cultural competency is a 
unifying feature, which includes: 

 raising capabilities and practice of te ao Māori, including mātauranga Māori, te reo, 
whakapapa, tikanga, values, and performing arts  

 being guardians of the culture 
 skilfulness and discernment about how to use different knowledge systems (i.e. te ao Māori, 

te ao Pākehā). 

Resilience  
The resilience of the Māori spirit is a fitting end for this present report. Respondents were evocative 
in acknowledging the tremendous fortitude, courage and survivorship of Māori. Here are some of the 
words and expressions that came up: 

 pushing through, drive, being stubborn, resist colonisation, eradication, pushing through 
adversities, cheeky, Māui spirit 

 survival skills learned from oppression, disenfranchisement  
 can take hits and get back up 
 learn from mistakes 
 agility, adaptable 
 survivors 
 tino rangatiratanga 
 don’t give up 
 love a challenge 
 fiercely competitive 
 passionate 
 think outside the square 
 have to struggle to rise above circumstance  
 standing together. 
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Tikanga Rangahau 
Methodology 

The findings in this report reflect the cumulative insight we have gained from:  

 a quantitative survey 
 qualitative analysis of the open-ended questions in the survey 
 various hui and wānanga we have presented at and participated in 
 the conversations we have had with numerous people along the way 
 our own experiences.  

All quantitative analysis was conducted with SPSS version 26. Open-ended questions were manually 
coded using NVIVO12 Plus. The majority of the sample were female (71%) and aged between 41 and 
60 (57%). Not surprisingly, given the intended target audience, the majority of the sample identified 
as Māori (87%) and as having been born in New Zealand (93%). As multiple ethnicities could be 
selected, it should also be noted that 41% of the sample identified as Pākehā, while much smaller 
percentages were reported for Pasifika (5%), Asian (2%), European (4%) and First Nations (2%). 
Overall, the respondents were highly educated, with 42% having been awarded a postgraduate 
qualification and 12% awarded a doctoral degree. In relation to living and employment 
circumstances, almost three quarters (72%) of respondents lived in urban areas (cities or large 
towns), and the majority (68%) were in full-time employment. There was a wide range of sectors 
represented in the group, with public sector (34%), education (34%) and Māori organisations (33%) 
being the most commonly worked-in sectors (note that some respondents selected multiple sectors). 
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