
With capacity building and direct support, Māori are implementing a range of suicide prevention 

initiatives in their communities.   This paper provides an insight of the enablers and challenges to the 

74 Māori Community Suicide Prevention initiatives (2020) supported by Te Rau Ora. 

KEY ENABLERS

The following enablers were common to successful Māori led and managed Māori Community 

Suicide Prevention initiatives:

 - Commissioning the funds directly to Māori 

 - Māori designing and inspiring the initiatives

 - Māori ownership of and control over decision making

 - Embedding Māori culture, te reo me ona tikanga 

 - Harnessing Māori knowledge of history and context from whānau, hapu, iwi and community 

perspectives

 - Māori leading and implemented their own projects and programmes

 - Building Māori capacity through trusted relationships with people

 - Promoting Māori developmental approaches. 

 - Keeping the implementation timelines flexible whilst providing support as needed. 

KEY CHALLENGES 

Two challenges were commonly experienced by Māori leading and managing Māori Community 

Suicide Prevention initiatives:

 - COVID 19 disruptions

 - For some, there was a need to build capacity to confidently manage contracts and to report on 

outcomes.   
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BACKGROUND

In July 2020, the Māori Suicide Prevention Community Fund was launched.   Funded by the Office of 

Suicide Prevention, Te Rau Ora were to distribute  1.6 million dollars to help build the capacity of Māori 

whānau, hapū and iwi to prevent suicide within communities and respond effectively if and when a 

suicide occurred.  The objective of the fund included five aims and the distribution of the funds were to 

occur directly into whānau, hapu, Iwi, Community and Māori Organisations: 

Key Aims of the Fund:

• Encourage a focus on Wellbeing.

• Provide support to Māori whānau, hapū and iwi that are experiencing suicide risk and/or are 

              bereaved by suicide.

• Build inclusive Māori communities and strengthen resilience.

• Raise awareness about available supports and resources.

• Increase awhi to whānau known to be at higher risk of suicidal distress.

Te Rau Ora received just under 140 applications worth $4.8 million, well over the $1.6 million 

benchmark, highlighting the overwhelming demand among Māori. It also recognised the strong 

willingness among Māori to create and design initiatives that would benefit their conditions in relation to 

enhancing their own wellbeing. 

After a robust assessment process involving Independent Assessment Panels, 74 successful initiatives  

were recommended for the 2020 Māori suicide prevention community fund.  The initiatives came  

from across Aotearoa comprising of people with perspectives as whānau bereaved by suicide, Hapū, 

Iwi, Kaumātua/Kuia, Lived Experience leaders with mental distress and addiction, Marae, Rainbow 

communities, Rangatahi, Rural Communities, Tane, Trauma Experienced, Urban Communities, Wāhine, 

and Whānau.

The available evidence drawn from the 74 Māori Community Suicide Prevention Initiatives has   

presented Te Rau Ora an opportunity to share the critical factors that have ensured Māori suicide 

prevention and postvention programmes are successful.  
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Critical Factors in Successful Māori Suicide Prevention Programmes
Te Rau Ora present insights from the evidence of 74 Māori Community Suicide Prevention Initiatives ( 
2020) that were examined to elicit the success factors from the Māori suicide prevention programmes.  
Collectively, this exercise has enabled the identification of a broad list of success factors that could serve 
as a guide for key stakeholders interested in Māori suicide prevention.
  
Whilst the outcomes for each of the 74 initiatives are kaupapa specific,  and not the purpose of this 
paper, it is reasonable to consider the overall factors could be transferrable and applicable to working 
with Māori, when it  comes to addressing suicide and its impacts. 
 
Some of the factors that support effective Māori Community Suicide Prevention initiatives included: 
 - Commissioning the funds directly to Māori 
 - Māori designing and inspiring the initiatives
 - Māori ownership of and control over decision making
 - Embedding Māori culture with te reo me ona tikanga 
 - Harnessing Māori knowledge of history and context from whānau, hapu, iwi and community perspectives
 - Māori leading and implemented their own projects and programmes
 - Harnessing Māori capacity through trusted relationships with people
 - Promoting Māori developmental approaches 
 - Keeping the implementation timelines flexible whilst providing support as needed.

 
Commissioning the funds directly to Māori 
Criteria established for the Māori Community  Suicide Prevention specifically for Māori,  occurred with Te 
Rau Ora and the Government Funders. Underpinning this approach was good contract governance with 
steps to support whānau, hapu, Iwi, community and Māori Organisations.  In addition to supporting the 
structures and processes to be able to exercise sound decision making and capacity building so Māori 
could be effective in implementing a suicide prevention fund and initiative.  

In the case of Te Rau Ora,  the benefits of commissioning funds directly to Māori provided the  
conducive environment in which to promote high trust, and to enhance the confidence within Māori 
communities to self- determine their own solutions and to sustain locally led Māori suicide prevention 
action.  

Māori designing and inspiring the initiatives
In all 74 initiatives, Māori defined their own needs, determined their solutions and designed their 
responses utilising methods customary and common to Māori.

In the case of Mai Ngā Karu O Te Ora – Tuwharetoa, the group conducted a whole of community 
process of hui and written submissions inviting people to give their views about suicide, suicide 
prevention and what people would desire in suicide prevention wānanga. The information gathered 
from the engagement activities then informed a series of five wānanga with the collective focus in 
building the  capacity of whānau, hapu, Iwi and community to prevent suicide within Tuwharetoa.  



Māori ownership of and control over decision making
Māori ownership and control over their own community suicide prevention initiatives ensured  
autonomy over their programmes which increased dedication and experience in suicide prevention. 
In many examples, Māori demonstrated a sense of creativity in their initiatives demonstrating a variety 
of methods that could be utilised to connect with people, to promote knowledge and understanding. 
   
In the case of Hit Home Project,  alike other groups they determined their programme, carried out 
its implementation and did so creatively.  They curated art pieces and held exhibitions profiling the 
Home as a place meant for peace and safety, but often could be a place of loss, heartache, questions 
and memories.  The exhibition was supported by a trained professional who enabled reflections 
during the event and provided responses to participant questions.

Embedding Māori culture, te reo me ona tikanga 
Māori culture is fundamental to Māori wellbeing, and for the Māori community suicide prevention 
initiatives were critical for success.  In the initiatives which specifically addressed loss to suicide and  
healing, a Māori worldview that was relational and holistically oriented was prioritised.  In fact, all 74 
Māori community suicide prevention initiatives embedded and promoted Māori culture. 

In the case of Rongo Taua, the access to Matauranga Māori through the art of Taiaha with access to 
whenua, Marae, whakapapa korero, kaumatua and kuia were fundamental to their successes.

Harnessing Māori knowledge of history and context from whānau, hapu, iwi and community 
perspectives.
Central to Māori wellbeing  is the acknowledgement of how Māori identify with their histories, their 
whakapapa and whenua. All Māori suicide prevention initiatives were based upon Māori knowledge 
and perspectives. Their successes were attributed to being empowered by their own Māori knowledge 
and skill bases to improve their wellbeing and to deal with problems. 

In the case of Hāpaitia,  a resource was developed to provide whānau tikanga of tangihanga in 
the event of a death by suicide. Understanding the vital roles, people all play as part of the marae 
community has had a positive effect on ensuring responsibilities must include their most important 
role - to ensure that no further harm comes to the whānau pani and wider whānau who are grieving.

Māori leading and implemented their own projects and programmes
Local Māori connected to whānau, hapu, Iwi and communities were critical to understanding and 
responding to local issues and values.   Māori played important leadership roles for whānau, hapu, Iwi, 
Communities and Organisations; with many with lived experiences, also acting as facilitators in a range 
of Māori wellbeing activities, that also emphasised interest and values that resonated with Māori belief 
systems.

In the case of Voices of Whānau, a Grassroots project  was peer driven by and for suicide bereaved 
whānau, which contributed to the establishment of a regional network of whānau bereaved by 
suicide, increased spaces for creativity, wānanga and whānau healing. 
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Building  Māori capacity through trusted relationships with people
Relationships are important to Māori Wellbeing. Having trusting relationships  with people, place 
and whakapapa underpinned the initiatives, with some programmes specifically focused on 
whanaungatanga, reconnection and building relationships amongst whānau, hapu and Iwi. 
 
In the case of Ngā Tao O Hineāmaru, the fundamental foundation to building strong resilience of 
Rangatahi  Māori was in the knowledge of who they were, where they came from and utilising this basis 
to foster and support youth leadership. 

Promoting Māori Developmental Approaches. 
A Māori developmental approach is a philosophy and method that draws on a strengths focus, has a 
community up approach, incorporates Te Ao Māori worldview, and looks to advocate, and empower 
Māori, whilst supporting their autonomy and decision making. Gains are achieved in cultural knowledge, 
social and emotional wellbeing conveying a sense of positive development at whānau, hapu, Iwi and 
community levels. 
 
In the case of Manawa Wheriko, positive changes in Wellbeing were viewed by working with schools 
to create programmes that centred on Rangatahi Māori with their strengths based around hauora yet 
bringing into account suicide prevention strategies and encouraging Rangatahi to stay in school. 

Keeping the implementation timelines flexible whilst providing support as needed. 
Given COVID 19 disruptions in 2020, and social challenges for some communities, there was a need for 
flexibility in programme deadlines. Te Rau Ora worked beside  each initiative  to ensure the support they 
needed, which included mitigation plans to respond to  COVID 19 disruptions. 

KEY CHALLENGES
There were very few challenges; a major external challenge was COVID 19 disruptions which  hindered 
the timeliness for some of the Māori community suicide prevention programmes. One internal 
challenge involved the recognition of some Māori managing their initiatives required capacity building to 
confidently manage their fund agreements. 

CONCLUSION
This paper indicates that when Māori are given the opportunity, they  can successfully design, develop 
and implement suicide prevention activities for their whānau, hapu, Iwi and communities.  
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