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PATHWAYS TO TRANSFORM INSTITUTIONAL (AND 
EVERYDAY) RACISM IN NEW ZEALAND
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ABSTRACT

Racism has become a normalised part of New Zealand society despite the gov-
ernment’s endorsement of human rights treaties and the founding document, 
Te Tiriti o Waitangi. The outcomes of racism are manifest in the significant 
and enduring disparities in economic and social well-being between Māori 
and non-Māori. New Zealand has a range of strategies that attempt to deal 
with inequities between population groups and is developing a national hu-
man rights plan but currently lacks a coherent national strategy to eliminate 
racism. In this paper we offer four pathways to this goal as a contribution to a 
possible national strategy which i) addresses historical racism, ii) improves the 
racial climate, iii) pursues equity by applying systems change in public institu-
tions, and iv) mobilises civil society through collective impact.
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New Zealand 

INTRODUCTION

Racism is a global problem (Krieger 2011, Priest et al. 2013),1 but finding solu-
tions is complex in part due to its geographic specificity (Dunn and Geeraert 
2003). In bicultural New Zealand,2 institutional racism occurs within a spec-
trum of discrimination that includes internalised, interpersonal, and soci-
etal forms (Paradies, Harris, and Anderson 2008) and reveals itself in chronic 
disparities between Māori and non-Māori in the realms of education, health, 
criminal justice, and employment (Ministry of Social Development 2010, Rob-
son and Harris 2007, Pickett and Wilkinson 2011).3 It is not a new phenom-
enon, and, as directed against indigenous people, it is a long-standing, wicked 
problem with origins in the discriminatory colonial practices of colonisation 
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and assimilation (Smith 2012). The persistence of systemic racism threatens 
indigenous culture and environments. Skilling (2013) argues that it fractures 
what he calls the egalitarian myth of New Zealand society and tarnishes our 
human rights record.

Informed by the writings of Jones (2000) and Paradies (2005), we use ‘in-
stitutional racism’ to refer to an entrenched pattern of differential access to 
material resources and state power determined by ethnicity and culture, which 
advantages one population while disadvantaging another. ‘Institutional racism’ 
can be used interchangeably with terms such as ‘structural and systemic dis-
crimination’ and ‘state racism’. Power can be exercised through policy frame-
works, overt decision-making, agenda setting, shaping meaning, withholding 
information, prioritisation, and imposing worldviews, all of which are social 
practices. Far from being fixed, such features of institutional racism are ame-
nable to change through policy development and restructuring, which are 
commonplace in contemporary society. Rather than focusing on the intentions 
and motivations of individuals as the defining characteristic of institutional 
racism, the target is to eliminate racial disparities and the structures that gen-
erate them. A potential indicator of the transformation of racism is therefore 
equity, which Braveman and Gruskin define as ‘the absence of systemic dis-
parities’ (2003, 254).

‘Privilege’ refers to unearned advantage (which is often invisible to those who 
possess it) that enables differential access to societal goods and services and 
can be conceptualised as existing in relation to racism and other forms of 
marginalisation (McIntosh 2003). Moewaka Barnes, Borell, and McCreanor 
(2014,7) provide a structural analysis of privilege based in New Zealand society 
in which the institutionalised dimensions of privilege are described as follows:

the myriad mundane actions that are utilised in the conduct of rela-
tionships between citizens and state, in domains such as commerce, 
law, media, education, health services, environment, religion, inter-
national issues and so on. 

The success and power of the Pākehā colonial project in this country has en-
sured that the entrenched processes and practices of the political economy are 
fundamentally shaped by Pākehā culture, interests, and power.

Rage, discomfort, and denial are all legitimate responses for people targeted by 
and/or witnessing racism. This paper, inspired in part by Malcolm X’s words, 
‘the future belongs to those who prepare for it today’, calls for courage, action, 
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and leadership in response to racism and privilege. The authors, both Pākehā 
activist scholars, maintain that a strategic, planned approach is needed to 
eliminate racism permanently. The persistence of racism within New Zealand 
society, as manifest in inequitable social outcomes (Marriott and Sim 2014), 
suggests that existing anti-racism efforts have yet to be successful. Informed 
by the available evidence and critical analysis honed by decades of anti-racism 
activism, we propose four pathways to transform racism (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Pathways to transform Racism.

The first pathway addresses historical racism and ensures that no further harm 
is done to those who Paradies (2006) argues are targeted by racism.4 In the 
context of New Zealand, this pathway will involve honouring our founding 
document, Te Tiriti o Waitangi.5 The second pathway enhances the racial cli-
mate and incites increased levels of what Freire (2000) calls conscientisation 
around issues of racism and privilege. The third pathway, inspired by the work 
of Derek Griffith, utilises systems change theory and the pursuit of equity to 
transform public institutions (Griffith, Mason, et al. 2007, Griffith, Childs, et al. 
2007). The final pathway uses collective impact and human rights instruments 
to mobilise civil society to challenge racism within our respective spheres of 
influence.

Until racism is minimised, all four pathways will need to be followed simulta-
neously to maximise the reach of interventions. As anti-racism praxis becomes 
embedded, future efforts will need to focus on maintaining and consolidating 
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positive race relations. The following sections explore the proposed pathways 
in more detail.

PATHWAY 1: HISTORIC RACISM: HONOURING TE TIRITI O WAITANGI

Traditionally, Māori were tribally based with a range of independent hapū 
often with familial (and diplomatic) connections via whakapapa (genealogy). 
Māori were recognised as an independent nation within the international 
community in 1835 through He Wakaputanga o te Rangatiratanga o Nu Tireni 
(Declaration of Independence). Governance arrangements and settlement 
were later negotiated with the British through Te Tiriti o Waitangi, which af-
firmed Māori tino rangatiratanga and guaranteed ōritetanga (equity) with Brit-
ish citizens. Most critical readings of Te Tiriti o Waitangi accept that it is an un-
complicated guarantee of sovereignty to Māori hapū that was usurped by the 
Pākehā colonial project (Healy, Huygens, and Murphy 2012, Waitangi Tribunal 
2014). Over several decades after 1840, British control was secured through 
the use of legislation, economic exploitation, and military force along with 
the imposition of British systems of governance, law, land tenure, and social 
development (Belich 1986). Politically, these violent processes were breaches of 
Te Tiriti o Waitangi and continue to be investigated by the Waitangi Tribunal 
and are documented in their reports. These actions and inactions by the State 
have been described as institutional racism (Ministerial Advisory Committee 
1988, Jackson 1988).

Mowbray (2007) argues that the cumulative effects of colonisation are pro-
found. For instance, early British interpretations of Te Tiriti o Waitangi were 
enacted as exclusive rights of ‘pre-emption’ that meant the Crown could buy 
land cheaply from Māori (an example of institutional racism/privilege) and 
sell it at large margins to fund the colonial project (Orange 2011). Later, an-
cestral Māori lands that had been confiscated by the State (particularly after 
the land wars) were sold on to private non-Māori interests. The new own-
ers accumulated income and/or wealth from that land and passed this on to 
their children as an inheritance, locking out the possibility of its return to its 
original owners (through existing legislative frameworks) and thereby access 
to income and/or wealth from the land. Likewise the marginalisation of in-
digenous people within education systems, especially via the establishment of 
the Native schooling system in 1867, which required that tuition be given in 
English (Simon and Smith 2001), undercut Māori impetus in development and 
advancement. The failure of the education system to meet Maori needs subse-
quently affected employment opportunities, which in turn influenced earning 
potential leading to an entrenched cycle of disadvantage (Bishop 2003).
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On an emotional and spiritual level, Farrelly, Rudegeair, and Rickard (2005) 
argue that the effects of colonisation manifest as profound sadness/pain 
(mamae), such as in the intergenerational trauma which can fracture Māori 
whānau and fuel risk-taking behaviours. Lawson-Te Aho and Liu (2010) argue 
that another expression of this pain is found in the ongoing high Māori suicide 
rates (Ministry of Health 2014). In each of these examples, racism and privilege 
combine to produce these effects.

Walker (1990) describes Māori resistance to these multiple colonial imposi-
tions as ‘ka whawhai tonu mātou’ (the struggle without end), charting histori-
cal and contemporary responses. Since the Māori cultural renaissance of the 
1970s, the New Zealand government has wrestled with its relationship with Te 
Tiriti o Waitangi (Department of Social Welfare 1994, Durie 1993, Hindmarsh 
2000, Lunt 1999, O’Reilly and Wood 1991, Short 1986). Subsequently, various 
government departments (and individual Crown Officials) have attempted to 
be bicultural. O’Sullivan (2007, 2003) and Jackson (1993) have offered damning 
critiques of these ad hoc efforts, arguing that, despite cosmetic changes with 
the introduction of Māori names for government departments and Māori 
specific roles, the everyday workings of government have remained unchanged. 
Power has not been transferred, nor is this transfer likely to occur as it is not 
normal, Ramsden maintains, ‘for any group in control to relinquish power and 
resources to the less powerful’ (1994, 5).

Engagement with Te Tiriti o Waitangi has been further limited by a plethora 
of treaty ‘principles’, developed by assorted Crown agencies, that effectively re-
interpret Te Tiriti in favour of Pākehā (Hayward 1997). Durie explains,

Māori, placing greater emphasis on the actual words of the Treaty, 
have never been entirely comfortable with a focus on principles, 
sometimes because the definition of principles has been left to the 
Crown, acting on its own. (1994, 85)

The substance of the treaty relationship is clear in the Māori text. Te Tiriti o 
Waitangi established the terms and conditions of British settlement and reaf-
firmed Māori sovereignty already recognised through Te Wakaputanga (Healy, 
Huygens, and Murphy 2012). Article one placed an obligation on the settler 
government to engage in ‘honourable kāwanatanga’ – that is, a commitment 
to look after the interests of Māori alongside those of other New Zealanders. 
Article two affirmed Māori tino rangatiratanga and guaranteed the protection 
of taonga such as land, health, and Te Reo Māori. Article three granted Māori 
ōritetanga – that is, the same rights and privileges as British subjects. As re-
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cently confirmed by a landmark finding of the Waitangi Tribunal (2014), Māori 
did not cede sovereignty in 1840.

The most substantial structural attempts to address historical racism have been 
through the Waitangi Tribunal process. Established in 1975, the Tribunal is a 
permanent Independent Commission of Enquiry investigating breaches of Te 
Tiriti by Crown Ministers and/or officials and in enacted statutes. The Tribunal 
makes recommendations to the government, and then the Crown enters into 
a negotiation process with iwi to compensate for breaches of Te Tiriti such as 
the confiscation of land and missed development opportunities. Often settle-
ment processes are accompanied by a formal apology from the Crown and a 
commitment to strengthen and reconfigure the relationship with the settling 
iwi. These Tribunal and subsequent settlement processes have a range of limi-
tations that have been well documented elsewhere but have achieved some 
notable successes (Hayward and Wheen 2004).

Waikato River Co-Management

A promising example of historical redress is the co-management arrange-
ments of the Waikato River. Co-management is a continuum of power-sharing 
arrangements between tangata whenua and the government over a natural 
resource. (Wevers 2013) argues that this continuum ranges from Māori veto 
powers to Māori having the same rights as the general public. Since 1993 the 
Waitangi Tribunal has recognised that the Waikato River is a taonga to the 
tribes of Tainui and Ngāti Tūwharetoa – a source of physical and spiritual 
sustenance. The evolving Waikato River co-management arrangements have 
gone some way to restoring tino rangatiratanga and kaitiakitanga (guardian-
ship). The co-management arrangements are administered by the Waikato 
River Authority (WRA), which includes members representing river iwi along-
side equal numbers of Crown appointees. Their vision includes the restoration 
of the river’s health, a holistic and integrated approach to management, the 
utilisation of mātauranga Māori (customary knowledge), and the restoration 
of iwi relationships with the river according to tikanga. Despite ongoing issues, 
this vision is operationalised through the Waikato Regional Policy Statement 
(Waikato Regional Council 2000) and council district planning processes.

If Te Tiriti o Waitangi was being upheld, honoured, and implemented fully by 
Crown agencies, institutional racism should not be present. The New Zealand 
government needs to invest resources into strengthening public sector man-
agement, systems, and processes to ensure that no further breaches of Te Tiriti 
occur while continuing to negotiate the timely resolution of historical breaches. 
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Settlement processes need to acknowledge and apologise for past injustices 
and provide fair reparations (Wheen and Hayward 2012, Gibbs 2006). These 
actions entail a realignment of the relationship between the Crown and Māori 
which will help to change entrenched disparities in governance, decision-mak-
ing, and control.

PATHWAY 2: IMPROVING THE RACIAL CLIMATE: CONSCIENTISATION

Racism does not exist in a vacuum but rather is embedded within a complex 
of psychological, interpersonal, and societal forms of discrimination. Rac-
ism is contiguous with other patterns of marginalisation (gender, class, age, 
sexuality, and disability) that ensure the naturalised maintenance of power for 
middle-aged, male, Pākehā hegemony. The fabric that constitutes institutional 
racism consists of sedimented social practices (Bourdieu 1993) of discourse, 
policy, regulation, and law that are deeply oriented to the common sense, ide-
ology, and culture of the Pākehā colonial project. The breaches of Te Tiriti, the 
plain evidence of imposed dispossession of land and culture, and the deeply 
repressed guilt engendered by the genocidal injustice of the Pākehā social 
order combine to make constructive conversations about institutional racism 
between Māori and Pākehā difficult to manage.

Together these social dynamics constitute and animate what we will refer to 
as a changeable but patterned ‘climate’ of race relations. The contemporary 
patterns and continuities are inflected with the contested, unequal, often un-
just interactions of our shared histories and shaped by and refracted through 
daily events, interactions, and tensions, both deliberate and incidental. Longer 
patterns, seasons perhaps, come and go around political cycles, efforts for re-
dress, and moments of protest. Most citizens, directly or vicariously through 
mass media constructions and maintenance of particular climatic conditions, 
are aware of these dynamics. Without overt instructions, children by early 
school age know where they fit in these flows and fluxes, whom to befriend, 
what counts as fun, how to be safe and comfortable. With experience, adults 
come to articulate complex, multivalent discourses that express to themselves 
and others who they are and where they belong in our thoroughly racialised 
society (Nairn and McCreanor 1991, Wetherell and Potter 1992). The stigma 
attached to racist talk and practices in a context of ideological egalitarianism 
adds layers to the politics of representation of self and others. The flexibility 
of these discursive resources means that personal prejudice and presentation 
are readily managed (Wetherell and Potter 1992), perhaps as we would dress 
appropriately for the weather of the day, to minimise discomfort. They mean 
that, rather than risk a direct challenge through overt discrimination, Pākehā 
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prejudice can be diverted into passive aggression, micro-assaults, and subtle 
processes of exclusion of difference, with inevitable negating and damaging 
impact on its targets.

The point that Pākehā identity and ideology have long been wound into self-
congratulatory articulations of fair-mindedness and egalitarianism only serves 
to redouble what is at stake for Pākehā as we attempt to grapple with the co-
lonial present in contemporary society (Wetherell and Potter 1992). However, 
grapple we must if the nation is to build a genuine sense of social justice and 
since, as various authoritative commentators (e.g. Cingano 2014, Anaya 2011) 
have pointed out, inequalities of various kinds, including racism, place deep 
strains on our social and economic sustainability.

A new climate that can support reforms is needed. Such a climate will require 
an interweaving of the discursive and structural dimensions of these dynam-
ics so that an ‘atmospheric’ change is created in the ways we talk and think 
about race relations. This national conscientisation will require investment 
in anti-racism education from pre-school to tertiary level and systematically 
challenging racism in political and economic rhetoric and in media coverage 
to account for the past, reconceptualise our present, and reconstruct our fu-
tures around a respectful and genuine biculturalism (Came and Zander 2015). 
This work will build on the significant efforts of both Māori and non-Māori 
to transform such racism.

Critical to this approach is an understanding that discourse, as a fundamental 
domain of the exchange, transmission, and production of culture, is inherently 
flexible, innovative, and changeable (Wetherell, Taylor, and Yates 2001). Where 
realities are socially constructed out of shared norms and practices, they can 
be re-constructed to meet new conditions and imperatives in the evolution of 
our social orders. Language and discourse are tangible platforms to enhance 
the racial climate; actions to be worked on include the critical ‘denaturalising’ 
of hegemonic forms and the creation and promulgation of alternatives to anti-
Māori discourse (Moewaka Barnes et al. 2012).

The mass media (themselves deeply inscribed with racialised practices) are a 
prime example of how relatively simple changes can contribute to the rapid 
displacement of long-promulgated patterns and stereotypes that marginalise 
Māori people, enterprises, and achievements (Moewaka Barnes et al. 2013). A 
study by Nairn et al. (2012) examined representations of Māori in a representa-
tive sample of television news bulletins collected in 2007–2008. Mass media 
news shows on TV1, TV3, and Prime showed seventeen discrete stories about 
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Māori a total of twenty-eight times (through repeats in different bulletins), and 
analysis of the content revealed that these stories were primarily ‘bad news’ 
stories: death, crime, failure, incompetence. Māori-language bulletins, Te Kāea 
(Māori Television Service) and Te Karere (TVNZ), in the same sample-frame 
yielded 250 stories made up of a broad spectrum of negative stories mixed 
with mundane and positive accounts of success, achievement, happiness, and 
strength. Exploring these data further, the authors found multiple stories of 
national and even international salience that were inexplicably given no cov-
erage on mass media news shows, reflecting the marginalisation of Māori in 
the mass media. This particular analysis is nested within a series of studies of 
media samples by Kupu Taea that show that Māori issues are covered at a rate 
of between 1 and 2% in the items sampled and that the content of such cover-
age is overwhelmingly negative ‘bad news’ stories (Rankin et al. 2008). Further, 
the literature records that this pattern has existed from early contact between 
Māori and Pākehā (Ballara 1986, Abel, Moewaka Barnes, and McCreanor 2012), 
through the established colonial era (Thompson 1953), and into the contempo-
rary setting (Rankine et al. 2014).

Relatively minor shifts in the visibility and representation of Māori in our 
news-making, entertainment, and documentary coverage and programming 
can painlessly reconfigure social tectonics for widely felt societal gains in our 
race relations. Resourcing alternative media outlets, such as Māori radio and 
Māori television, provides an object lesson in how media can tell constructive 
stories about national identity and well-being (Moewaka Barnes et al. 2012). 
Exposing citizens to diverse Māori people, issues, and experiences via the me-
dia is a form of conscientisation that, in the complex ways in which race rela-
tions operate, could bring about the kinds of patterned changes that are needed 
to support us in understanding and changing the discriminatory climate that 
currently exists and in addressing the historical injustices that exacerbate cur-
rent tensions.

To enhance the racial climate in the first instance, New Zealanders require ac-
cess to accurate information about the Pākehā colonial project and to balanced 
coverage of Te Ao Māori. Anti-racism/diversity education needs to be embed-
ded at all levels of the education system. Investing in independent anti-racism 
education will nurture conscientisation and strengthen citizen-led anti-racism 
praxis.

PATHWAY 3: TRANSFORMING PUBLIC INSTITUTIONS

Government departments and/or agencies have considerable influence over 
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the lives of New Zealanders, through the administration of the public sector 
and control over information and resources. Although held up as politically 
neutral (Palmer and Palmer 2004), the public service historically has been 
party to developing, overseeing, and implementing policies and practices that 
advantage the Pākehā colonial project while disadvantaging Māori (and oth-
ers). Jackson (2000) and Hill (2004, 2009) maintain that this historical collu-
sion with the colonial practices of assimilation continues to shape the relation-
ship between Māori and the state.

The good news is, as with all human behaviour, racism can be modified, it can 
be detected, prevented, minimised, and eliminated. This modification is pos-
sible even within large public institutions. Racism can be mediated by human 
rights controls, government mandates and/or directives, leadership skills and 
political will, quality assurance systems, and the professionalism, competence, 
and integrity of staff. A single well-written memo from someone in a senior 
management team, with relevant training and monitoring in place, could po-
tentially end a particular racist practice. Likewise a council, as in the recent 
New Plymouth District Council example, can make a decision to develop 
Māori wards, thus opening up the structural possibilities of Māori voice being 
heard. Within the public sector there is a plethora of concrete entry-points for 
micro-, meso-, and macro-level anti-racism interventions.

Over the decades research has uncovered specific sites of institutional racism 
in the social welfare system, criminal justice system, education system, and 
within ‘mainstream’ media (Ministerial Advisory Committee 1988, Morrison 
2009, Wetherell and Potter 1992). Knowing sites of racism allows for a more 
targeted intervention and provides answers to Jones’s (2001) critical strate-
gic question, Where does racism reside? Lukes’s (Hayward and Lukes 2008) 
three-dimensional analysis of power is another tool for examining the cultural 
and institutional roots of policies. The first dimension is the processes and 
outcomes of overt decision-making. The second dimension is the process of 
shaping or framing an issue so that certain ideas are considered, discussed, and 
esteemed while others are not. Finally, the third dimension is characterised by 
the ability to define or determine what is considered to be a relevant issue for 
discussion through setting agendas and determining priorities. Locally, these 
dimensions were identified in Came’s (2014) study of racism within the public 
health sector.

We suggest that, in the current racial climate, there may be support for anti-
racism initiatives framed as i) strengthening continuous quality improvement 
systems and ii) reducing social inequities. Politically, it is hard to oppose a 



SITES: New Series · Vol 12 No 2 · 2015

11

commitment to either unless it is prohibitively expensive. Part of the challenge 
therefore is promoting anti-racism as cost effective, cost neutral, or even more 
powerfully business as usual.

Quality Assurance: Utilising Systems Change Theory

The New Zealand government is currently committed to a significant body of 
work, Better Public Services led by the State Services Commission (2011). This 
programme of work is attempting to strengthen the performance of the public 
sector in relation to a range of concrete social, environmental, and economic 
outcomes. This commitment to quality is at odds with the prevalence of struc-
tural racism within the administration of the public sector as documented by 
the Human Rights Commission (2011).

Systems change theory underpins quality assurance systems across much of 
the public sector and is a constructive process of problem solving (State Ser-
vices Commission 2011). It is a holistic approach that Midgley (2006) recom-
mends for institutions that face complex problems, such as structural racism, 
that require systemic multi-level change. The method relies on the redistri-
bution of (informal and formal) power and increasing accountability and 
monitoring of racism/equity (Griffith, Childs, et al. 2007). Applied systems 
change work in the United States has addressed the unique characteristics, 
organisational settings, and environmental factors that directly and indirectly 
contribute to racial disparities (Griffith, Mason, et al. 2007). Such approaches 
assist organisations to identify where and how they should alter formal and 
informal organisational policies and practices as well as potential factors in the 
social, cultural, legal, or physical environment in which services are provided 
(Blankenship, Bray, and Merson 2000). A key element in successfully working 
with systems change theory is what (Watts, Williams, and Jagers 2003) call 
socio-political development, where throughout the intervention there is a stra-
tegic investment in developing workforce capacity and critical competencies.

An example of applying systems change within the health sector is the Tai 
Tokerau Ischaemic Heart Disease (IHD) Project which was designed to provide 
greater equity in tertiary interventions for IHD. Analyses of existing data from 
within the local District Health Board (DHB) showed that Māori had consist-
ently lower rates of surgical procedures than non-Māori (Penney, McCreanor, 
and Moewaka Barnes 2006). Interviews were conducted with clinicians and 
separately with patients and whānau, revealing major differences in the ways 
these two groups experienced and understood their encounters over IHD. Cli-
nicians saw the patients as non-compliant with advice and treatment, and 
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Māori with IHD struggled to make sense of the complex, often fragmented, and 
hard-to-follow instructions as they sought high-quality health care (Penney, 
Moewaka Barnes, and McCreanor 2011). These findings were fed into a kau-
papa Māori action research framework that brought the two groups together 
to discuss possible solutions to problems of fundamental miscommunication 
and inflexible policy. A number of new arrangements were put in place, includ-
ing changes to the booking schedule for specialist appointments, that almost 
immediately produced equity gains. A cluster of other changes, such as the 
placement of defibrillation equipment in ambulances and the installation of 
fibrinolytic equipment in remote communities with local people trained to use 
it, saved lives and improved survival and rehabilitation rates for Māori with 
IHD (Kerr et al. 2010).

Reducing Social Inequities: the Equity Imperative

Social inequities are complex and difficult social problems that often have deep 
colonial roots fuelled by racism. Braveman (2014) defines ‘equity’ as the prin-
ciple underlying a commitment to reduce – and ultimately eliminate – social 
inequities. Inequities are a metric used to measure progress toward achieving 
equity. The reasons to address inequities extend beyond a moral imperative 
to address racism. The seminal work of (Pickett and Wilkinson 2011) has pre-
sented compelling evidence that countries in which the degree of inequity is 
smallest are the healthiest and happiest societies. Starfield (2011) argues that 
inequity is built into public sector systems and manifests as entrenched dis-
parities of social outcomes between dominant and marginalised groups. To 
address inequities, she argues, one needs to embed and sustain equity in or-
ganisational culture, practice, policies, and systems. Both Sheridan et al. (2011) 
and Cram (2014a, b) have investigated how equity can be enhanced within the 
context of the health sector.

Pursuing Equity in Health

Sheridan et al. (2011) carried out a national survey of DHBs and key inform-
ant interviews to examine macro approaches to managing chronic conditions. 
The authors identified gaps between policy rhetoric and operational practice 
and argued that systematic measuring, monitoring over time, and action to 
support a policy is needed to close equity gaps. These findings were reinforced 
in a recent Auditor General’s Report (2014) which found that only one DHB 
was compliant in their Māori health reporting. Sheridan et al. also observed 
the slow translation of equity policy into practice, a pattern of ad hoc unsus-
tainable practice that relied on individuals and inaction in the face of known 
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inequity. They recommended that those making funding decisions should 
focus on equity, strengthening cultural competencies and changing attitudes 
and behaviour. Formal requirements to address inequity, such as the manda-
tory use of equity tools (see Ministry of Health 2004), were welcomed within 
the health sector.

Cram’s (2014a, b) recent work focuses on the contribution health services 
could make to reducing inequities, focussing on cardiovascular disease, dia-
betes, and cancer. At an organisational level, Cram argues that a commitment 
by leadership is a key driver of organisational responsiveness. Echoing Sheri-
dan’s findings, she maintains that investing in culturally competent staff and 
relevant training and organisational changes enhance compliance to guidelines 
and improve access for Māori. Organisations benefit from regional networks 
with other agencies interested in improving equity. Cram advocated for the 
articulation of a broad-based commitment to the elimination of disparities 
via universal Māori-specific targets. She recommended developing localised 
equity plans, strengthening engagement with Māori, and reviewing health 
funding formula. Cram’s (2014a) equity framework is informed by Te Tiriti 
o Waitangi. It is framed around the domains of i) leadership, ii) knowledge, 
and iii) commitment. She maintains that the health system requires accurate 
information in order to monitor health inequities and needs to commit to 
reconfiguring services to meet the needs and aspirations of Māori.

Public institutions wielding significant power are environments in which in-
stitutional racism has been allowed to thrive and are therefore prime sites for 
anti-racism interventions. In the current neo-liberal environment, the framing 
of anti-racism practice needs to be strategic and contemporary to secure buy-
in whilst it works for systemic and political change. Quality assurance, sys-
tems change, and reducing inequities are all potentially politically acceptable 
framings of anti-racism work that can be promoted from various standpoints 
within and outside public institutions.

PATHWAY 4: MOBILISING CIVIL SOCIETY

Across civil society a range of individuals, networks, and organisations find 
racism abhorrent and are interested in working towards a society free of dis-
crimination. This human goodwill and capacity presents an enormous re-
source and opportunity to transform both everyday and institutional racism. 
Individuals can engage in bystander intervention, whereby individuals chal-
lenge racism when they witness it (Nelson, Dunn, and Paradies 2011). Individu-
als and groups can engage in solidarity action in support of indigenous people 
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and others targeted by racism as allies (Margaret 2013). More traditional action 
might include letter writing, phoning talk-back radio, visiting decision-makers 

– all of these ripples have the potential to transform racism. Kania and Kramer 
(2011) say that there is scant evidence that isolated initiatives are the best way 
to solve complex social problems. Two promising ways of mobilising civil 
society around challenging racism are pulling together disparate individual 
anti-racism efforts through collective impact and promoting awareness and 
the utilisation of human rights instruments.

Collective Impact

Collective impact is a paradigm-changing approach which brings together 
disparate agencies and community groups to work for a shared purpose (Kania 
and Kramer 2011). It is informed by the notion that one single agency, how-
ever innovative or powerful, will never have the capacity to deal with complex 
systemic problems, rather it is through the organised and collective efforts of 
agencies that social transformation can occur. Collective impact requires five 
key conditions: i) a backbone organisation; ii) a common agenda; iii) a shared 
measurement framework; iv) agreement to engage in mutually reinforcing 
activities across organisations, and v) continuous communication. This ap-
proach is a deliberate move to embrace a systemic approach to social change.

A collective impact coalition might contain some unlikely alliances but can 
negotiate a common understanding of a problem and then a joint approach 
to solving it through agreed actions. The project stays on track through a 
consistent form of data management which keeps the collective focus on the 
shared kaupapa rather than the points of difference. The role of the backbone 
organisation is to maintain continuous communication and to solidify collec-
tive efforts. United by a clear social mission, competition for scarce resources 
fades away and champions emerge ready to share their learning in order to 
strengthen and motivate the collective. The energy generated through collec-
tive success fuels further activity.

In New Zealand for the last decade, the Human Rights Commission (2005) has 
facilitated Te Ngira: Diversity Action Programme. The focus of this network of 
one-hundred-plus agencies is to:

• recognise and celebrate the cultural diversity of our society
• promote the equal enjoyment by everyone of their civil, political, eco-

nomic, social, and cultural rights
• foster harmonious relations between diverse peoples
• fulfil the promise of the Treaty of Waitangi
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This network, supported by additional partners, seems a powerful foundation 
for a collective impact intervention focussed on ending racism in New Zealand. 
The network is diverse, has a wide geographic spread, and has access to cyber 
technology which could solidify the network beyond a national gathering, an 
e-newsletter, and autonomous initiatives.

Human Rights Instruments

Human rights approaches affirm that human beings are born free and equal, 
and policies in this domain create a safety net to catch all people and protect 
and promote their well-being. Two key instruments in relation to protection 
from racial discrimination are the International Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD) (United Nations 1966) and the 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (DRIP) (United Nations 2007). 
The performance of state parties in relation to ICERD is formally monitored 
by the Committee on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimination 
(CERD), while DRIP will not be monitored until it is developed into a conven-
tion. In the CERD monitoring process, state parties periodically report on their 
progress towards implementing the ICERD, and parallel Non-Governmental 
Organisational (NGO) reports are also submitted by interested civil society 
networks. CERD considers both viewpoints and writes a report on progress 
in eliminating racism. Since New Zealand began reporting in 1974, CERD has 
recommended that remedial action be taken in a broad cross section of areas, 
including changes to legislation, ratification of international agreements, ad-
dressing disparities, and some sector-specific concerns.

Peace Movement Aotearoa

During New Zealand’s most recent engagement with the CERD process in Feb-
ruary 2013, a number of national NGOs participated in the monitoring pro-
cess. Among these NGOs was Peace Movement Aotearoa, which is a national 
networking peace organisation with over 150 affiliated peace, human rights, 
social justice, faith-based, and community organisations. Peace Movement 
Aotearoa frequently submits to the CERD process, and their most recent sub-
mission focussed on, among other things, constitutional issues, privatisation 
of state-owned assets, the foreshore seabed legislation, and deep sea oil explo-
ration (Peace Movement Aotearoa 2013). With limited financial resources at 
its disposal, Peace Movement Aotearoa drew on the collective expertise of its 
networks to challenge the government’s race-relations/human-rights discourse 
by presenting alternative evidence. Such scrutiny of the government’s perfor-
mance and active participation in government submission processes across a 
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broad range of issues is critical to challenging racism.

The role civil society can play in transforming entrenched norms and practices 
is vital in efforts to eliminate institutional racism. Crucial contributions can 
be the ongoing monitoring of government performance and the collaborative 
action of citizen-led movements for change. Encouraging, supporting, and 
co-ordinating such diverse initiatives can work in synergy with other actions.

CONCLUSION

If it was easy to end racism, humankind would have achieved this landmark 
well before now. Racism is complicated, pervasive, but modifiable. We welcome 
a time when New Zealand can boast to the world about our race relations and 
equity across important social outcomes, for actual gains and genuine justice 
rather than the lies and bluster which have for decades covered this space. New 
Zealand has been a signatory of the ICERD since the 1960s, yet racism has been 
allowed to thrive and expand under all stripes of political leadership.

In this paper we have outlined four achievable pathways to transform racism 
within this country. We call on our government to address historical racism 
and to commit to honouring its Te Tiriti o Waitangi obligations. More realisti-
cally and potently, we ask that the people shake off their tired and negating 
discourses about Māori, to look at ourselves honestly and courageously. We 
need to ask the question, ‘What kind of society do I want to live in?’ then be-
gin to make the changes we need in everyday contexts for justice and social 
equity. We have argued that we need to focus attention on improving the racial 
climate and to strengthen our efforts to conscientise New Zealanders around 
our colonial history and contemporary expressions of racism. Alternative me-
dia have a critical role to play; mass media need to analyse the damage they 
are doing and to adopt progressive ideas for more equitable coverage of race 
relations. We have outlined two possible approaches to transforming racism 
in public institutions: focussing on equity and utilising systems change theory. 
Finally, we have advocated the use of collective impact to pull together diverse 
anti-racism action and the use of human rights instruments to influence inter-
national focus on our progress in eliminating racism.

NOTES

1 While we acknowledge that ‘race’ is a contested and problematic term in scien-
tific epistemology, it is useful as a commonsense understanding of the multi-
level, entrenched practices and institutions of discrimination against groups of 
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identifiable ethnicity and/or culture in many societies.

2 New Zealand has citizens from all over the world and from diverse ethnic back-
grounds. The use of ‘bicultural’ in this context refers to the Te Tiriti relationship 
between Māori and Tauiwi (non-Māori).

3 Similar to our definition of racism, we acknowledge the complex and contested 
nature of these categories and retain them because they are entrenched in com-
monsense understandings of culture, justice, and aspiration in our society.

4 Although various ethnic minorities experience institutional racism within New 
Zealand, the focus of this paper is racism targeting Māori.

5 Te Tiriti o Waitangi refers to the Māori text of the Treaty of Waitangi as signed 
by Governor Hobson and the majority of Māori rangatira (chiefs) on behalf of 
hapū (nations) on 6 February 1840 at Waitangi (and in many other locations 
around Aotearoa over the succeeding seven months), not the English version 
signed later (Healy, Huygens, and Murphy 2012).
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