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Foreword

For New Zealand 2010 marks the dawn of the second 
decade of the new millennium. Today we are aware of our 
identity as a multicultural nation, and we recognise our 
Pacific context and the contribution Pacific communities 
are making to New Zealand society. We are also committed 
to ensuring that all New Zealanders enjoy good health and 
wellbeing, and to addressing disparities in health outcomes. 

A culturally competent approach is defined as the health 
workforce increasing its knowledge and developing its skills 
around cultural awareness, understanding, sensitivity, and 
interaction. This is most commonly interpreted as addressing 
the cross cultural skills of individuals. However, a culturally 
competent approach should also recognise that addressing 
inequalities in health care means addressing barriers 
between different communities and health-care systems.

The low number of Pacific peoples in the health workforce 
reflects these barriers. Analysis by District Health 
Boards New Zealand shows that only 3 percent of the 
60,000 people employed by DHBs are Pacific peoples.

These low numbers are inconsistent with the population as 
a whole, and are an obvious mismatch in areas where there 
are more Pacific peoples. Statistics show that in the greater 
Auckland region, Pacific peoples are under-represented in 
the health workforce, even though they make up almost a 
quarter of the population.

The need to address the mismatch between health services, 
the health workforce and Pacific peoples is compelling – the 

Pacific population in New Zealand is expected to grow from 
the current nearly 7 percent to just over 12 percent by 2051.

Specific action to address the cultural competence of health 
systems and the health workforce is critical. Taking specific 
action will ensure that health services meet the needs of 
different ethnic groups and that the services are designed 
and delivered in a way that people will choose to use them. 
This resource on cultural competence makes a significant 
contribution to how this can be achieved. There is no right 
answer, only a journey of development as we seek greater 
knowledge, understanding and effectiveness.

I was privileged to be part of a group of Pacific health 
workers and community leaders who worked on these 
issues. I would like to acknowledge the work of the Pacific 
Advisory Group. Special tribute is due to the leadership of 
Lita Foliaki and Dr Siale Foliaki, who shaped the project, and 
to the work of the Mauri Ora team.

The Samoan proverb ‘o le taeao afua’ refers to the new 
dawn. This publication contributes to a new dawn of 
understanding of the requirements for working with Pacific 
peoples, families, and communities. This understanding 
will ensure there is high-quality health care leading to 
improved health outcomes and reduced inequalities for 
Pacific peoples.

Dr Debbie Ryan
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Introduction

This resource booklet is designed to assist branch advisory 
bodies and help doctors to meet the cultural competence 
requirements of the Health Practitioners Competence 
Assurance Act 2003 (HPCAA) and to improve the health 
outcomes of all Pacific peoples. The booklet complements the 
Council’s Statement on Cultural Competence and the Best 
Health Outcomes for Mäori: Practice Implications resource.

The booklet offers guidance on the cultural diversity 
of and cultural preferences for Pacific peoples in 
New Zealand. The description of Pacific culture in this 
booklet is necessarily generalised because there are at 
least 22 separate Pacific nations,* each with its own culture 
and history.

Pacific peoples born in New Zealand also have their 
own distinctive cultural habits. Like people of all other 
populations, every Pacific person will have his or her 
own preferences and beliefs. Doctors need to learn each 
patient’s preferences – be they Tongan, Samoan, Mäori, 
Chinese, or European – and to try to put them at ease 
by creating and maintaining a respectful and trusting 
therapeutic relationship. 

While the ideal way to learn about Pacific peoples is to 
live within a Pacific community, connections can also be 
made by interacting with Pacific peoples in formal learning 
situations, sports events, churches, community groups, 
and other Pacific organisations in your local area. General 
Pacific knowledge can also be gained from reading Pacific 
publications such as Voyages (www.voyages.net.nz). 

* �Cook Islands and Niue are sovereign self-governing states in free association with New Zealand 
(established in 1965 and 1974 respectively), which means that all people born in Cook Islands or Niue 
are automatically New Zealand citizens. Tokelau is a non-self-governing territory of New Zealand and 
also shares citizenship with New Zealand. Hence the term ‘Pacific peoples’ does not automatically mean 
‘migrant’, because most Pacific peoples are in fact New Zealand citizens by right of birth in New Zealand, 
Cook Islands, Niue, or Tokelau.




