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Whare Tukutuku is a Te Rau 
Ora and New Zealand Drug 
Foundation collaborative 
approach to workforce 
development through 
an integrated model of 
prevention. 
Our objective is to create a future alcohol  
and other drug (AOD) workforce that is 
whānau-centred and community-focused, 
redesigned for new scopes of practice, 
culturally capable and willing to innovate to 
improve Māori health outcomes.
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Kaupapa
Our mission is to support whānau who mahi. In the AOD harm reduction 
space, putting whānau at its centre to improve equity of care. 
We encourage flaxroots people to be part of a workforce that is connected 
to whānau within their rohē. Whare Tukutuku will appreciate the absolute 
importance of whānau working within their hāpori, acknowledging their 
mana, their rangatiratanga and their connection to place. Our people, our 
communities, our approach.

Whare Tukutuku will focus on embedding practices by Māori for Māori, 
integrating and privileging Māori cultural processes in reducing AOD harms. 
With compassion and reciprocity, Whare Tukutuku aspires to weave wellness 
into the social fabric of our hāpori.

Beginning the journey:  
Whare Tukutuku
Any whare starts with the building of its foundations. In our context, the 
strength of the building will anchor us to Papatūānuku, that invaluable 
taonga of whenua that is central to who we are and where we stand, our 
tūrangawaewae. 
From the foundations come the walls, embodying the importance of 
connections that join and enable a protective cloak to adorn us. Atop of the 
whare is Ranginui, the sky, who holds the stars of which we look to and dream 
in furnishing the things with which we aspire to. Affirming the relationship 
between Papatūānuku and Ranginui the pou, those which stand strong 
with mana and of whose stewardship navigates us through our journey. On 
the walls, Tukutuku, the intricate patterns of fine woven fibres created by 
storytellers, pattern by pattern telling the stories of our past, that provide 
luminance to our futures. Our doors and windows are portals to the world of 
which we step into and or look through to see other worlds. It is important 
for us to remember that within our whare lies our strength, our safety, and 
warmth. These parts work as an entwined whakapapa of functionality, 
identity, and aspiration in reminding us of who we are so we can stand 
together in the most invaluable way we can - as whānau, hapū, and iwi.
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Nā tō rourou, nā taku rourou 
ka ora ai te iwi
With your food basket and my food basket 
the people will thrive

This whakataukī encapsulates the notion that for Māori there 
will always be a way to give back and support others, no matter 
how little there is to give. This whakataukī is at the heart of the 
whakaaro that fills this report.

This report offers stories of pou whānau giving of themselves to others who are working 
through their AOD (Alcohol and Other Drugs) challenges. Much of what they give stems 
from having travelled that journey themselves, wanting to use what they know. What they 
know is an innate fit that has a cultural provenance within hapori Māori: Whānaungatanga, 
manaaki, kaitiaki o tangata Māori me hapori Māori.

Whare Tukutuku’s overall aim is to create a future addiction workforce that is whānau-
centred and community-focused, flexible, redesigned for new scopes of practice, culturally 
competent, and willing to innovate to improve Māori health outcomes and reduce 
disparities. This will be achieved by:

1. Surfacing the best examples of whānau-centred and community-focused practices

2. Deepening our understanding of the needs of communities 

3. Mapping the system of whānau-centred and community-focused practices

The partnership commissioned Innovation Unit to support in mapping trends and 
patterns of practice within the primary workforce. We focused on whānau who act as pou, 
supporting, advocating, and mentoring other whānau. Some of the pou whānau were 
operating within the system. Others had taken the best of their system experiences and had 
adapted this to meet the needs of whānau. There were also those who were working things 
out for themselves. The team spent time listening and looking for patterns within their ways 
of working that were contributing positively to the lives of those looking for support. 

We would like to acknowledge the generosity of whānau for their incredible manaakitanga 
and their willingness to share their taonga with us; their pūrākau, whakaaro, and 
mātauranga. This report would not have been possible without this generosity as well as 
the mahi of Eugene Carnachan and Tracey Potiki in clearing the space in multiple hui for 
open and rich whakaaro to occur. 
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We spent time with whānau in their homes, in meeting rooms, 
and offices, listening with soft ears. We created a discovery 
framework that sought to answer the following questions:

 » What was their motivation / pathway to working in this space?

 » What did wellness and well-being mean when talking about AOD use with whānau and 
community?

 » What is needed for whānau to have more control over their well-being?

 » What were they doing to support whānau and what were whānau experiencing?

 » What needs to be in place for whānau to access support and what prevents this?

 » What would it take for more whānau to thrive?

 » What supports and resources could enhance this work?

The whakaaro took its own course in each hui depending on where whānau wanted to  
lead us. Where conversation was most powerful was when we not only had those who were 
the providers of support in the room but also the voice of those who were benefiting from 
this support.

We heard multiple times how lives had been transformed by the efforts of pou whānau. 
Sitting on a deck in South Auckland listening to a group of people who had been supported 
by this one whānau, some for more than a decade. Similar messages were heard in Ōtepoti 
and in Tūranga-nui-a-Kiwa. What came through strongly was that for some, pou whānau 
are the only people in their lives that pick up the phone in times of stress, chaos, that in and 
of itself was the exception in their lives and why those supporting them were important: 
simply because they are there. At the heart of this support was kōrero. That fundamental 
ability to stop and make time to break bread around a table and kōrero. The importance of 
that. That someone is there to sit and listen. This reminded us that sometimes we forget the 
power of stopping and listening.

The most powerful kōrero came from the two or three young people who were present in 
some of our hui and spoke of the transformation they had seen in their parents. Through no 
choice of their own they had been on the journey with them. They spoke with pride of the 
efforts of their loved ones in making positive changes in their lives.  

Throughout this sharing we met humble people talking about their mahi as nothing special. 
They had all been through personal AOD challenges in some shape or form. Some gave 
of themselves significantly more than any service. They were always on call. They believed 
it was just what had to be done as if it was not them working with whānau, then it was 
probably no one. They also saw the need to grow pou whānau support systems in their 
communities to help alleviate the work as the demand for support wasn’t going away.
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Creating space for  
conversation not more 
programmes or services

There are already a large number of 
services and programmes in many of our 
communities - creating more was seen 
as unhelpful and not needed.  A focus 
on normalising conversations about use 
rather than people needing to identify 
themselves or whānau members as having 
AOD challenges or problem use was seen 
as a useful direction for the project.  This 
may mean helping to create safe spaces for 
conversation and connection to talk about 
whatever whānau identify as important, 
not just substance use. This enabling 
conversation focus also acknowledges that 
substance use is often part of bigger issues 
for whānau. 

Enabling whānau to connect  
and learn from other whānau  
is our work

When we allow whānau to express what 
they see is the challenge rather than the 
system diagnosing this for them, we are 
doing our best work.  The project’s role 
should be helping whānau connect and 
learn with other whānau, supporting the 
sharing of learning, and encouraging 
connection.  Too often the programmes 
and services provided to communities and 
whānau are driven by contract milestones 
and pre-prescribed outcomes rather than 
responding to those who are being served.  
Letting communities and whānau decide 
where they want to start (which may not be 
substance use) rather than deciding when 
and at what pace will be a key challenge for 
the project.

Capturing wisdom from within
Before stepping out into communities we spent time 
understanding what those from within Te Rau Ora and the 
Drug Foundation knew about the practices where whānau 
were supporting whānau. The themes that emerged are useful 
in steering what and how Whare Tukutuku could provide 
support to whānau. 

“The biggest thing that has value 
is creating space to talk. Space for 
whānau to gather, not be judged...And 
for it to be safe and about listening 
- and not needing to solve or fix 
problems for people.”

“We don’t need another health service 
telling us what to do or what we need...
We don’t need another stand up 
service or hierarchical structure where 
the pūtea is all centrally controlled and 
sucked up in management roles.”

“At the heart of our work is creating 
more sustainable relationships. When 
we work to maintain those relationships, 
we add value to what whānau do over 
the long term. It helps when we can 
whakapapa into communities - it clears 
a path to creating the space to build the 
right relationships.” 

“It’s not about giving whānau new skills 
and tools - it’s about them unearthing 
what they already know, and tapping 
into their pono.”
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Some communities are exhausted - 
visiting does not help

Communities find the regular visits, 
co-design workshops, and consultation 
hui from government and organisations 
working with government exhausting.  
These engagements create significant 
demand on whānau members’ time and in 
Māori communities, requiring communities 
to manaaki the manuhiri.  Recent hui for the 
Health Systems Review and Mental Health 
and Addictions Review have resulted in 
little tangible change for many whānau who 
have shared the issues communities face 
around substance use.  Community fatigue 
is real, and the project would benefit from 
considering ways it can extend manaaki, 
provide a break, and give real benefit to 
whānau leaders.

Whānau dynamics matter

There is a lot of moral judgement with drug 
use.  Most ‘lay people’ think the way to solve 
drug use is to stop - the only way to support 
someone who is using is to get them to stop 
(abstinence only) and the only way to do 
that is to send people off to a rehab.  Like all 
social systems, families and whānau have 
complex dynamics.  When substance use 
has caused challenges within the system, 
whānau can experience feelings of hurt, 
shame, disappointment, and grief.  Being 
a supporter of a whānau member can be 
challenging when you are disappointed in 
someone, hurt by them, or feeling shame.

“Family are more likely to be the ones that 
have been harmed the most by the use.”

“Don’t come to our community and ask 
us what we need. We’ve had loads of hui 
and consultation where Wellington comes 
and asks what we want, and then we get 
another top down service thrown at us. 
It’s frustrating. It’s disappointing.”
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Traditional workforce 
development approaches may 
not help whānau

Whānau-centric practice is organic 
and unregulated, not constrained by 
limitations or processes imposed by 
the system. Conflating whānau-centred 
practice (unregulated, informal, workforce) 
with traditional workforce development 
approaches (training courses for regulated 
and paid workforce) runs the risk of stifling 
good practice.

What often gets in the way is the nature 
and shape of the contract that is held 
as it determines the shape and pace of 
support.  There are lots of programmes 
in communities provided by a range of 
organisations that don’t appear to be fully 
connected or aware of the actions that the 
others are making. 

“Māori are their own workforce.  They 
learn to self manage, to self determine, 
to know how to work...you know, how to 
look after yourself and how to address 
issues.  If you categorise that with the 
system, well, that’s actually primary care...
and it’s early intervention and health 
promotion.”
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Whānau voices 
I believe that its around each and every 
engagement for each and every group 

that want to connect to you. It’s intrinsic 
so each and every engagement the person 

needs to feel like they’re part of the koru 
club. I swear by that model of engagement 
each and every person who walks through 

the door that is the perfect time to help 
them, give them the kōrero make them 

feel like a gold card member of the  
koru club, put the paperwork  

aside, it can wait.

For us, we were just trying to be better 
people, my husband and I. But it ended 

up being so much more than just us. You 
know, we found out that our families were 

all struggling, you know, it wasn’t just us.

We listened to voices of people from  
across Aotearoa. There was a mix of hui and 
in-depth interviews. We spoke with pou 
whānau and the whānau they support.  
Some whānau had been supported for  
over a decade while others were  
just beginning their recovery journey.

For the last few years we created our 
own healing model, our own whānau 

model and that’s from utilizing stuff from 
the system that has worked. Because 

addiction is about the individual but we 
acknowledge that it’s the whole whānau 

that has been impacted. Why we keep 
going back to individual healing… I don’t 

know. For us we only work as whānau.

It grows on you, it has grown on me but I didn’t want to be 
there at the start but everyone is different. For me I did a 
significant amount of mahi on myself before coming to the 
whare and had already made some decisions to actually 
live a life that is far from the life that I lived before going 
to prison or coming to the whare, it was quite daunting 
at the start the things that I learnt, the possibilities and 
opportunities that were provided. 

I’ll tell you a story I did CADS before I 
went to jail because it would take time 
off. There was this old white guy and 
he didn’t care what I had to say, he was 
straight to the point, he signed it and 
then I went home and thought maybe I 
did want to talk to him but he just  
signed the paper so I was like  
)(*& the system. You need  
more people that care 
 and are the same as 
the people that  
are addicted. 

That’s why we have values and 
principles we work to here when we 
invite people into our house. Chaos 

comes with addiction. It can be messy 
and is really up and down for people. 

Having principles to live by helps.
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Huahuatia –  
to sketch out  
a pattern  
before carving
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This section shares the patterns 
and themes that we were able to 
highlight through various hui and 
kōrero. We sat alongside whānau 
and listened with soft ears, 
looking for what was common 
within the different stories told. 
The words shared are from those unique whānau 
who support others as well as those who are 
being supported, experiencing the aroha that is 
offered by these wonderful people.

The themes may seem obvious and known, that 
there is nothing new here. Some may suggest 
these ways of working are innately Māori so the 
themes or patterns are what we would expect 
to see. While this may be true, what is of interest 
is how these patterns and themes of whānau 
practice, that were common across the places 
and people we listened to manifest themselves 
in different ways. Often as a result of the context 
whānau were operating in. 
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You have those unique 
whānau who are natural 
gatherers, at a point in 
their journey where they 
inspire other whānau and 
they play it down but it is 
actually a rare mix. The mix 
is a whānau who have a 
heart, who want to make a 
difference and an absolute 
determination that they 
will do everything that is 
possible to serve the needs 
of whānau ……… and that 
is rare”

“
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Kanohi kitea - Presence  

It is being present and available and 
committed into something beyond yourself.

 - M

Some of the guys we see have no one and no 
connection to whānau. For most they need 
someone to listen to them, to be interested, 
knowing that someone cares, that they will 
follow through.

- G

Being present for whānau was demonstrated in many different ways in 
the people we met. 

Same place, same time, every Sunday without fail for the last seventeen years. Be it two or 
two hundred people, they were there. If not them then one of the group who had been on 
the journey a long time. It also involved allowing those most in need to stay in the family 
home. So there was no switching off after the Sunday session. In Gisborne it was Tuesday 
and Thursday sessions. The door was open and whānau knew what they were coming to. 
Not only was the door open but the phone was always on for when someone needed help 
or to talk things through. On the East Coast it was on papa kāinga and an open home for 
young people in the community who were fed and given a place to sleep. This enabled 
young people to come and go as they felt the need. How much time they wanted to be 
present was built around their own levels of feeling safe in their own homes.

Presence in these situations created a level of safety and comfort.  
It was seen as predictable and unwavering. 

One of the pou whānau we spoke with described every time you connect as an opportunity 
and that every engagement the person needs to feel like they’re part of the Koru Club. That 
we’re taking that moment with them to create that safe space. It went beyond office hours, in 
some situations it was 24/7. There was always somebody who was going to be there or was 
accessible, be that on the end of a mobile, there to greet you in the meeting room or within 
the whare to standing by the BBQ cooking you a feed in the corner of the park. For those not 
exposed to clinical modalities of support or workforce training, whānau were playing the role 
of kaitiaki, holders of whānau recovery journeys in these moments.
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What tools and  
resources could we  
provide or develop to 
support pou whānau in 
creating a presence for 
others with AOD challenges 
in their communities?

What does professional 
supervision look like in the 
space where pou whānau are 
holding space for others?
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Pākani / Reflection
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Taha Māori - Identity

If you don’t have an identity, you’re a pāpā, a 
koro, finding that identity and purpose is huge. 
The way we tell stories as Māori is built around 
our identity.

- R

I was always on the outside looking in at my own 
family watching. But to actually prove myself as a 
family member it’s taken me the recovery journey 
to say I belong, I’ve always belonged. If you don’t 
have that sense of belonging or purpose in life 
you’re going nowhere.

- M

A number of the whānau we spoke with saw their role as supporting 
others to reconnect with their true selves, their whakapapa, finding 
their identity. 

It was often through tikanga in sessions or events where whānau worked through their 
AOD challenges that the need for belonging was strengthened. These experiences 
highlighted the role pou whānau played in helping people connect back with who they 
were, as well as who they wanted to be. For some, part of who they wanted to be was 
playing the role of pou whānau, supporting others with their AOD challenges, just as they 
themselves had been supported.

Part of the journey in creating a stronger sense of belonging was the reconnection with 
whānau as it amplifies and strengthens ways of working that are innately Māori. While this 
was seen as essential to their wellbeing, they were unsure about this part of their recovery 
journey. More often than not this was because it was whānau who had been hurt along 
the way and there was fear and anxiety in having to acknowledge their past behaviours 
with their loved ones. Pou whānau played a role in supporting them on this journey, 
through creating safe spaces where these connections could occur in ways that serve to 
strengthen them and help them flourish.
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Pākani / Reflection

What opportunities can we 
provide or develop with 
pou whānau to support 
those with AOD challenges 
connect back with their 
whānau and build their 
mātauranga?
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They need someone around them who knows the 
dark side of their community who knows how it 
operates so they can give the whakapapa of that 
addiction and whānau, someone who can really 
connect with the different hapū who knows those 
families and can have those direct conversations.

- R

My story and your  
story are close
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No one wants to talk to the AOD people 
because you’re seen as a nark. That fear of the 
system and your pride and stupidity. You keep 
your mouth shut. You need people that look 
like you, with similar experiences to you or you 
will not open up. 

- L

As a sector we have moved too far along the 
continuum and have missed the magic that 
comes from the community and comes from 
lived experience because these people can do 
things differently.

- K

A common feature of everyone we spoke to doing inspirational work 
was their personal knowing, they were on a journey themselves. 

Their empathy was real, not something developed to play a role. A shared understanding 
of what the journey is like when working through AOD challenges. It was this knowing, this 
shared experience, that was core to building trust with whānau.

Through the tikanga of sessions we heard and saw first-hand how whakawhanaungatanga 
enabled whānau to make these links, connections, and build trust as those entering 
the space shared their journey, their stories. There were signs of recognition, 
acknowledgement, and knowing. Even for those who are seen as part of the system, there 
was an acknowledgement that you’re one of us. 

There was a level of suspicion and frustration with the system and those who represent 
it. The system for too long had not met their needs. Pou whānau wanted or were creating 
community-led initiatives embedded within their communities. They are invested in their 
communities and not confined by office hours or directives from a head office. Pou whānau 
have become their own workforce, inspired by their discontent with a system that was not 
supportive in ways that responded to the needs of their community.
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Pākani / Reflection

How might we support pou 
whānau to create a more 
visible presence to enable 
greater  sharing of practice?

How might these experiences 
be designed by them for 
them?
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Aweawe - Influence

It’s important that I get it right not only for 
myself but for my sisters too. So that they get a 
real chance to see what life outside the life we 
have lived for so long looks like.

 - R

I’ve grown up a bit and I know that the bros 
need to hear it, our tamariki need a realistic 
hero. I never used to cuddle the kids, I would 
never cry and I thought it was weird when my 
partner was hugging them. I thought they 
would be soft and she told me to wake up,  
there is no way my boys are growing up 
thinking its weak to cry.

- L

What was evident across pou whānau we engaged with and their mahi 
was their humbleness and a strong sense of responsibility. 

Humble in that they believed that anyone could do what they were doing. Responsibility to 
help others because they have been helped themselves or having come through a recovery 
journey felt the need to give back to other who were struggling with AOD challenges. 
Underlying this belief was their desire to bring what they had learnt about what worked 
for whānau as well as discarding what didn’t. Pou whānau working at the coal face of AOD 
support for a long time had been saturated with models and programmes, and so were 
uniquely placed to adopt, adapt, or create ways of working that responded to their context.
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While there was no talk of a formal network of lateral support 
connections appear to exist between pou whānau. 

Many are aware of others working in the same space and what they’re doing to support 
whānau. Pou whānau in Auckland spoke of transporting people they were supporting 
to sessions with other pou whānau. The connections felt open and there appeared a 
willingness to share their ways of working.

We heard examples where pou whānau were spreading the influence of their mahi through 
growing other leaders to support the needs of whānau. This was both as a way of sharing 
the load as well as responding to those wanting to step into the space of supporting others. 
Being able to get alongside and build the capability in this way was seen as part of the 
evolution of their mahi, helping to influence the behaviours and actions of others while at 
the same time expanding their circle of influence.

It was just encouragement and that in turn 
flicked a switch in my mind, if I keep pursuing 
this pathway then it is inevitable that there 
would be change. 

- R

I met some older fellas that had been in there a 
long time. “How old are you boy? I’m only 27, I’m 
67 do you want this for the rest of your life till 
you’re 67?” nah.

- R
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Pākani / Reflection

How might we celebrate 
pou whānau - our AOD 
superheroes?

How might we build the 
language of influence in our 
primary care workforce?
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Reira - Place
Regardless of what manuhiri carry, who they are, 
their problems, they are all welcome. Entrenched 
in the values are all the attributes of what the 
marae represents, the poupou, tāhuhu, they 
symbolize the key pou most organisations have. 
All of those intricate values that make the marae 
unique. This is what is required of the whare and 
the staff.

- T

The importance of situating their mahi in a place was a critical feature for 
pou whānau. 

Whānau found comfort in finding a place where they could have conversations, normalising 
these conversations rather than being identified as an addict, a term that they found 
stigmatising. Pou whānau went about creating these safe spaces for this to occur. Place took 
many forms. Some lived on papa kāinga, in what we understand it to be in a traditional sense. 
For others it was the quarter acre section right in the heart of suburban South Auckland. 

Where pou whānau operated out of shared or public spaces they worked to put in place 
appropriate kawa to ensure whānau felt that safety. We heard from those operating out of 
commercial spaces yearning for papa kāinga. They saw being on their lands as strengthening 
the values and mahi they were living out. Others saw the power and influence of traditional 
marae settings as a powerful influencer, so they used marae as a metaphor within their place 
of convening.

Some pou whānau opened up their homes to those in need. On the East Coast this was in 
times of crisis like Covid. In South Auckland community members struggling with AOD sought 
refuge in the family home. Some came for a few nights, some stayed for years. 
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Pākani / Reflection

How might we learn from 
whānau who have opened 
their places and spaces to 
others?

How might we use this 
learning to support others 
looking to offer similar 
opportunities to whānau?

How might we support 
the pou whānau, who 
passionately make 
themselves available 24/7?
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People have got to be able to 
disrupt in meaningful ways, 
they have to step in the gap 
for change, it can be anybody, 
it is our responsibility as a 
nation and a people. To step 
into an environment and 
see something, the ability 
to manage tension and find 
the right strategy to manage 
people without crushing 
them. Most of the men who 
come to us the system has 
crushed them, there has been 
no ability to have mana”

“
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When we set out to gather the 
voices of pou whānau we were  
given a challenge.

“Don’t come to our community and ask us what we 
need. We’ve had loads of hui and consultation where  
Wellington comes and asks what we want, and then 
we get another top-down service thrown at us. It’s 
frustrating. It’s disappointing.”

What we have learnt through this exercise is that there are pou whānau in 
communities who didn’t wait for the system to solve their challenges. They 
didn’t need the system to create a programme for them. With varying degrees 
of training, knowledge, and lived experience they simply stepped up and 
were prepared to work things out with what they had. The solution to the 
challenge feels like it sits within the collective knowledge of these humble 
people. No one said “here is the solution”. It was more, “here is what works for 
us, it’s not for us to tell others what will work for them”.

The weaving of this kōrero helped to surface the themes that have been 
captured in this report. We have attempted to sketch out this pattern of 
themes, a pattern that describes what is contributing to whānau supporting 
whānau in ways that make a difference for them.

Presence, in the different ways pou 
whānau make themselves available 
to whānau looking for support.

Identity, in helping whānau who 
have lost their way find connection 
back to who they once were or aspire 
to be for themselves and their whānau.

Someone like me, in knowing the 
journey, having lived the journey, 
bringing this experience to the space 
as a form of support.

Influence, in simply being 
themselves, bringing their whole 
selves as shapers, influencers, and 
advocates for those in need.

Place, in creating spaces and places 
that provide safety, security, and 
comfort for whānau as they navigate 
their own journey.
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Surfacing these themes helps us to start to make sense of the work and world 
of pou whānau. It is the first step in supporting this workforce. Giving them 
voice. Given a lack of trust in the system, finding opportunities to create 
greater levels of agency for pou whānau in the construction of supports 
appears to be an essential part of any strategy moving forward.

The power of this workforce is that they are to a certain degree unregulated, 
not constrained by standards or methodology. Trying to regulate them 
or their work will be counterproductive. As one of your colleagues stated, 

“Māori are their own workforce. They learn to self manage, 
to self determine, to know how to work...you know, how 
to look after yourself and how to address issues.”

“Like the hau kāinga, regardless of what manuhiri carry, 
who they are, their problems, it is all welcome - this is 
the philosophy”

The opportunity here is one of working with pou whānau to co-construct 
appropriate supports rather than designing for or on behalf of them.  
This is in part because of the organic and unregulated nature of what we 
know of pou whānau. 

If Whare Tukutuku can enable and empower Pou whānau to more easily 
self-manage and self-determine we may start to see the shift many hope for. 
Because what became clear in listening to this group of individuals across 
Aotearoa is that the need is great and is not going away.
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