
Volume 14, Issue 1, July 2026

Sport-for-development for Māori in Aotearoa New Zealand: A 

scoping review

Tyson Huia1 and Jeremy Hapeta1

1University of Canterbury

Corresponding author email: Tyson.Huia@ara.ac.nz

Journal of Sport for Development52

www.jsfd.org

Systematic Review

ABSTRACT 

This scoping review addresses the question: “What

academic literature exists on Sport-for-Development (SFD)

programs for Māori in Aotearoa New Zealand, and what

themes can be extrapolated from this scholarship?” Indeed,

the aim was to identify key themes within literature to

inform practice, policy, and future research implications.

Guided by Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) framework, this

review applies a Kaupapa Māori Theory (KMT) lens using

the Ngā Poutama Whetū (NPW) analytical process,

therefore centering Māori values in the synthesis and

interpretation of SFD evidence. This ensures that kaupapa

Māori aspirations remain central to the interpretation of the

evidence. Searches conducted in Scopus, SocINDEX and

SPORTDiscus, identified 17 relevant peer-reviewed articles

published from 2007 to 2023. Thematic analysis identified

three interconnected themes: cultural revitalization and

identity, challenges and barriers, and holistic wellbeing, and

community engagement. Across the literature corpus, SFD

initiatives worked best when grounded in Kaupapa Māori,

led by Māori, and structured by relationships that prioritized

cultural safety, wellbeing and community-focused

outcomes. In contrast, inconsistent governance, cultural

misalignment, and systemic barriers continued to constrain

Māori participation and self-determination in sport. This

review contributes to sustained, Māori-led SFD approaches,

identifies key research gaps and highlights NPW’s

methodological contribution to strengthen Māori cultural

identity.

INTRODUCTION

Historically, sport in Aotearoa New Zealand has functioned

as a site of both assimilation and social cohesion, often

reinforcing colonial norms and marginalizing Māori (Palmer

et al., 2023; Spoonley & Taiapa, 2009). Several recent

studies provide insights into how sport has impacted Māori,

in terms of assimilation into mainstream society (Erueti &

Palmer, 2014; Hapeta, Palmer et al., 2019; McCausland-

Durie, 2007; Palmer et al., 2023; Ryan, 2007; Walker,

2011). Furthermore, sports are often used as a tool for social

cohesion, bringing diverse communities together and

fostering a sense of national identity (Hapeta, Palmer et al.,

2019; Manuel, 2015; Muriwai et al., 2023; Nelson et al.,

2023; Reweti & Severinsen, 2022; Walker, 2011; Watson et

al., 2016).

In Aotearoa New Zealand, the notion of social cohesion is

embedded in historical and ongoing efforts of the Waitangi

Tribunal. Established in 1975, the Tribunal is the entity

responsible under the Treaty of Waitangi Act (1975) to

investigate and report on claims brought by Māori relating

to breaches of Te Tiriti (the Treaty of Waitangi) by the

Crown (Waitangi Tribunal, 2015). Since inception, their

recommendations have resulted in settlements involving

monetary compensation and the return of land to Māori iwi

(tribes) as well as initiatives supporting cultural

revitalization (Waitangi Tribunal, 2015). In addition, the

Tribunal has advocated for improving the education system

to support Māori aspirations and outcomes.

From 2018 to 2022, their findings showed the Crown’s

school reforms breached treaty principles (Waitangi

Tribunal, 2021; Waitangi Tribunal, 2024). The Tribunal

found the Crown failed to consider the needs of Kura

kaupapa Māori (Māori immersion schools) during the

education system reforms (Waitangi Tribunal, 2021).

“This lack of engagement not only disregarded the

importance of Kura Kaupapa Māori but also neglected the

vital role which Kura play in fostering and preserving Māori

culture and identity” (Tuiono, 2024, paragraph 8).

Emphasizing cultural responsiveness within the education

system, enabling Māori learners to flourish (Waitangi

Tribunal, 2021). Collectively, these efforts have contributed

to restore more equitable Te Tiriti relationships between

Māori and the Crown (Waitangi Tribunal, 2015). This
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contribution is particularly significant when situated against

the systematic deliberate erosion of Māori cultural heritage,

traditions, values, and language, a practice, described as

‘cultural genocide’ (Reyhner & Singh, 2010). For example,

education policies including the Native Schools Act of

1867, enforced the assimilation of Māori children and

suppressed te ao Māori (WAI 11 Waitangi Tribunal Te Reo

Māori Claim, 1989). In the health sector, these Tiriti-based

commitments are reflected in Whakamaua, the

Government’s Māori Health Strategy, led by the Ministry of

Health to address inequities for Māori (Whakamaua

Ministry of Health, 2020). Reinforced by the Wai 2575

Health Services and Outcomes Inquiry, which emphasizes

improving health outcomes through health promotion and

community sport (Waitangi Tribunal, 2021; Ministry of

Health NZ, 2024).

For the purposes of this review, we refer to ‘Sport-for-

development’ (SFD) as the intentional use of play, active

recreation and sport (PARS) as tools to achieve social,

cultural and economic development outcomes, beyond

PARS alone. Scholars, Smith and Smith (2023)

acknowledged that SFD initiatives in Aotearoa NZ can

bring about transformative change for Māori, especially

interventions that address their social, cultural, and

economic development aspirations, in addition to physical

activity outcomes (Sport New Zealand, n.d.). He Oranga

Poutama promotes physical activity and wellbeing among

Māori communities in Aotearoa NZ (Robertson, 2022). It

delivers PARS activities, culturally appropriate to Māori,

supporting community leadership and participation in play,

active recreation, and sport (Robertson, 2022; Sport New

Zealand, n.d.).

To support the outcomes of SFD initiatives involving

Māori, Sport New Zealand (Sport NZ) commissioned a

report to analyze Māori participation and involvement in

community sports (KTV Consulting, 2017). Although the

benefits of SFD objectives are widely emphasized (Coalter,

2010) the research to support these claims is still

burgeoning for Māori and other Indigenous communities

globally. Due to the limited SFD studies published in

relation to Māori, we adopted Sport NZ’s conceptualization

to consider ‘SFD’ as inclusive of any PARS programs.

Thus, SFD initiatives identified in this review includes

formal PARS programs, such as He Oranga Poutama, but

also any organizations that use PARS as part of broader

youth development agendas.

Sport policy in Aotearoa NZ continues to promote sport as

a social development tool. Including through commitments

to enhancing wellbeing and social cohesion using PARS

(KTV Consulting, 2017; Sport New Zealand Aotearoa,

n.d.). Consequently, SFD plays an integral part in decisions

affecting Māori participation in PARS. However, despite

the growth of SFD initiatives by, with and for Māori, there

remains no comprehensive review of SFD literature for

Māori in Aotearoa NZ. As a result, present and future

program staff may struggle to build on previous successes

or learn from past barriers and challenges. The purpose of

this scoping review, therefore, is to identify key themes

within the available SFD scholarship for Māori in Aotearoa

NZ. To reiterate, this scoping review addresses the

question: “What academic literature exists on SFD

programs for Māori in Aotearoa NZ, and what key themes

can be identified from this scholarship?”

We employed the first five of Arksey and O’Malley’s

(2005) six-stage framework to guide our research and

reveal key themes in the literature corpus. Our intent is that

results will unveil the successes and challenges associated

with SFD programs and identify gaps and future research

opportunities for SFD scholars to make meaningful,

impactful contributions. This review identifies themes,

interpreting them through a Kaupapa Māori Theory (KMT)

lens which prioritizes Māori values. Enacting kaupapa

Māori in praxis, the Māori researchers draw on Ngā

Poutama Whetū (NPW), introducing domains such as

kaupapa, tangata, whānau, hapū and iwi (Hapeta, Palmer et

al., 2019). This analytical framework guides data charting,

coding and categorizing to question how SFD programs

advance hauora (wellbeing), cultural revitalization and

community connection for Māori.

METHODOLOGY

To align with Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) process, this

scoping review identifies and interprets Māori-focused SFD

scholarship in Aotearoa New Zealand. Simultaneously, this

review also employs a critical KMT lens through the NPW

analytical process. Ensuring researcher positionality and

relational accountabilities to Māori. Furthermore, this

ensures that study selection, analysis and synthesis

prioritize Māori values and worldview. As such, themes

were interpreted through these lenses, rather than relying

solely on Western conventions of thematic analysis.

Study Design

Consistent with this epistemic positionality (Crotty, 1998) a

six-stage framework was employed (Daudt et al., 2013),

building on Arksey and O’Malley (2005) and Levac et al.,

2010). While earlier scoping review approaches recommend

broad questions to capture extensive literature, subsequent

scholarship suggests that greater precision strengthens

search strategies and article identification (Levac et al.,
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2010). This scoping review, therefore, employed a precise

research question. We identified relevant studies through

three database searches using Scopus, SocINDEX and

SPORTDiscus. The study selection was documented

employing a PRISMA flow diagram (Haddaway et al.,

2022). Two independent reviewers conducted initial coding

and data extraction to enhance rigor and reduce bias.

Guided by Hapeta, Palmer et al. (2019), data were charted

using the NPW domains and processes across program

aims, governance, design, delivery and outcomes.

Traditionally, thematic analysis is used as a method to

analyze qualitative data and identify patterns or trends in a

data set to be interpreted for its meaning (Naeem et al.,

2023). The conventional thematic analysis method data was

used to group the key findings into broad themes (Braun &

Clarke, 2006; Daudt et al., 2013). Usually, ‘Stage six’

involves stakeholders in the analysis process, as a

recommended alternative to the scoping review process;

however, in this study, stage six was not included.

Consistent with Arksey and O’Malley (2005), this scoping

review does not assess study quality or risk of bias,

focusing instead on mapping and interpreting the themes

within Māori-focused SFD scholarship. Our ‘sixth step’

instead, used an additional analytical layer (‘NPW’) to test

and confirm themes.

DATA ANALYSIS

Descriptive Analysis

The analysis synthesizes extant literature on SFD for Māori

in Aotearoa NZ. Databases searched included Scopus,

SocINDEX and SPORTDiscus using terms (Sport) AND

(Māori) AND (Aotearoa OR nz OR New Zealand). We

found 614 results initially. Further, we limited results to

Full Text and Peer-Reviewed academic journal articles,

which yielded 551 results. Aware that sources specifically

related to SFD were missing, we advanced our search

through additional fields to ensure results were specific to

SFD. Thus, we used terms “Sport for Development” or SFD

or ‘Sport for Development and peace’ AND ‘program’ or

‘initiative,’ which narrowed results to 353. To reduce the

potential exclusion of any relevant materials which were not

available in the three databases, books, chapters, and other

‘grey’ literature repositories (dissertations, theses and

reports) were also included. Reference lists of included

studies were also searched to identify additional relevant

sources.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

The primary researcher only included publications that

supported the authenticity of the scoping review’s aims. To

understand the evolution of research focusing on SFD

programs for Māori in Aotearoa NZ, the authors excluded

studies that did not focus on Māori aspirations. To

compensate for the limited available literature, articles

published in the past twenty years, since 2007, were

included. Furthermore, we focused on articles or

scholarship exploring factors influencing Māori health,

wellbeing, cultural identity, or retention in sports and

academia, excluding studies conducted outside of the

Aotearoa NZ context. The inclusion criteria prioritized

studies reflecting te ao Māori, leadership, participation in

program design or Māori methodologies. We also focused

on qualitative studies, consistent with decolonizing and

Indigenizing research (Smith & Smith, 2023).

Data Charting

With the exclusion criteria developed, we examined

abstracts and deleted any duplicates. During this screening

process, 59 records were excluded and 198 reports were not

retrieved. An additional 336 reports were deemed

irrelevant, leaving us 17 studies for inclusion.
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Thematic Analysis

The thematic analysis process is termed “systematic” due to

its structured, sequential approach to interpreting research

data (Naeem et al., 2023). The researchers used the data

from the PRISMA-SRc Fow diagram (Figure 1) to analyze

within the thematic analysis (Figure 2) to identify patterns

and themes. Thematic analysis initially followed Braun and

Clarke’s processes (2006). Tentative coding was conducted

manually, then reviewed by the second author to ensure

reliability and trustworthiness. Codes were grouped into

potential categories through iterative discussion and

reflection guided by kaupapa Māori principles.

In developing these codes and categories into themes, we

also drew upon NPW to ensure culturally responsive

alignment. Through this lens we determined heritage and

preservation with whanaungatanga and tino rangatiratanga,

shaped the theme of cultural revitalization. In addition, the

codes related to navigating and overcoming challenges

aligned with manaakitanga, bringing to life the need for

culturally safe sport environments. Finally, codes and

categories in relation to health integration and community-

centered practice mapped with Māori values of

kaitiakitanga and manaakitanga, underpinning holistic

wellbeing and community engagement.
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Thematic analysis of the 17 studies from the PRISMA-SRc

Flow diagram, to identify key patterns, trend and

representative quotes aligned with the research objectives.

Recurring terms and visual elements were then identified

and designated into 13 keywords, forming the foundation of

systematic coding (Naeem et al., 2023). These keywords or

codes (tangata) were synthesized into 6 categories (whanau)

which included Cultural Heritage, Cultural Preservation,

Navigating Challenges, Overcoming, Health Integration,

and Community-centered, based on shared patterns within

the data. This analysis was then progressed to a more

culturally meaningful level by interpreting the sub-themes

(Hapū) through kaupapa Māori and deductive mapping

aligned with NPW (Hapeta, Palmer et al, 2019). This

process resulted in three overarching themes (Iwi) being

selected. Cultural Revitalization and Identity, Challenges

and Barriers, and Holistic Wellbeing and Community

Engagement. Which informed the development of a

conceptual model to address the research question (Naeem

et al., 2023).

Ethics and Dissemination

As this review did not involve primary data collection, it

did not require ethical approval. All sources were secondary

(Gratton & Jones, 2010; Onwuegbuzie & Frels, 2016), thus

publicly available with no human subjects involved.

Moreover, as the study is based on such publicly available

sources, informed consent was not applicable. Additionally,

the authors declare no conflicts of interest. Further, this

research received no grants from any funding agency in the

public, commercial, or not-for-profit sectors. The data in

this scoping review is available through peer-reviewed

journal publications, and efforts have been made to ensure

the results are accessible to broader audiences, including

researchers, practitioners and policymakers. Finally, the

review is deliberately published in an open-access journal to

promote transparency and wider dissemination.

RESULTS

Understanding the existing evidence on SFD is crucial for

informing policy and Māori-led initiatives. While Māori-

focused SFD programs have increased, a comprehensive

review of the literature is lacking. Addressing this gap, our

review synthesizes three thematic patterns within Māori-

focused SFD scholarship. As shown in Table 1, 17 articles

identified through the search strategy explored various

aspects of SFD for Māori in Aotearoa NZ. All studies

included were published between 2007 - 2024. Of the 17

publications identified, 16 employed a qualitative approach,

while one article (Ross & Hamlin, 2007) used a review

methodology and 12 studies employed KMT as a guiding

theoretical framework (Hiha, 2016).
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Of the 17 articles, several discussed various initiatives or

programs using sport to support Māori aspirations. Two

articles emphasized the revival and promotion of traditional

Māori games, known as Ngā Tāonga Tākaro (Brown, 2013;

Manuel, 2015) highlighting efforts to integrate indigenous

knowledge in education, ensuring that younger generations

understood their culture. Another five articles explored how

Māori values and practices were incorporated into sports

and how they strengthened cultural identity and heritage

(Nelson et al., 2023; Reweti & Severinsen, 2022; Ryan,

2007; Thomas et al., 2024; Thorpe et al., 2020).

Additionally, McCausland-Durie (2007) explored cultural

factors related to the retention and well-being of Māori

youth in Netball, highlighting the importance of cultural

identity in retention strategies. Three articles recognized the

importance of community and cultural identity in fostering

the well-being and achievement in sports and academia

(Hapeta, Stewart-Withers et al., 2019; Palmer et al., 2023;

Whitinui, 2021). Another study (Reweti, 2023) on whānau-

centered initiatives aimed at improving Māori health in

Aotearoa NZ found that embedding Māori values and

practices was essential for addressing health inequities and

promoting holistic wellbeing. A topic supported by

Henwood and Whāriki (2007) who demonstrated the value

of integrating Māori knowledge into physical activity

programs, while Thompson (2008) showed Māori-led sport

initiatives empowered Rangatahi (youth).

Further, Ross and Hamlin’s (2007) review of the prevalence

of physical activity among Māori in New Zealand

illustrated a comprehensive approach to improving Māori

health and physical activity by leveraging Indigenous

knowledge, community engagement, and holistic practices.

Two studies (Erueti & Palmer, 2014; Muriwai et al., 2023)

recognized the significant contributions of Māori to sports,

despite challenges such as under-representation and cultural

barriers. Erueti and Palmer (2014) explored how Māori

express their ethnocultural identity within elite-level sport,

meanwhile Muriwai et al. (2023) examined how Māori

exercise professionals used indigenous knowledge to

connect sport performance with holistic wellbeing.

Additionally, Whitinui’s (2021) calls for greater recognition

and inclusion of Māori cultural practices in mainstream

sports, intended to promote equity and celebrate diversity in

sport sociology.

Applying the NPW analytical lens enhanced the visibility of

Māori values within SFD initiatives (See Table 2). Indeed,

Hapeta, Palmer et al. (2019) argue that NPW processes can

expose the presence or absence of expressions of Māori

culture in sport. With this analytical lens applied,

whanaungatanga and manaakitanga appeared in program

contexts, whakapapa was a key contributor towards

identity, kaitiakitanga emerged in place-based activities

such as waka ama, meanwhile rangatiratanga and

wairuatanga less appeared consistently.
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Using Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) framework the

review found three interrelated thematic domains

underpinning preservation efforts: 1. Cultural Revitalization

and Identity, 2. Challenges and barriers, and 3. Holistic

Wellbeing and Community Engagement. This ‘hybrid’

approach made our thematic analysis more robust, as both

epistemological positions were honored, and we were more

familiar with the articles included. We identified our first

theme, “cultural revitalization and identity,” through the

codes “cultural heritage” and “cultural preservation.” The

second theme, “challenges and barriers,” was derived from

the codes “navigating challenges” and “overcoming.”

Lastly, the codes “health integration” and “community-

centered” formed our final theme, “holistic wellbeing and

community engagement” (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

DISCUSSION

In Aotearoa NZ, the Waitangi Tribunal examines Māori

claims on Te Tiriti o Waitangi breaches by the Crown, with

its recommendations often contributing to settlements that

support cultural revitalization (Waitangi Tribunal, 2015).

Drawing on this broader socio-cultural political context, the

following discussion critically examines the review’s

findings to assess the scope and thematic focus of

scholarship on Māori SFD programs in Aotearoa NZ. The

literature converges on three themes: cultural revitalization

and identity, challenges and barriers, and holistic wellbeing

and community engagement. Within a KMT framework,

whakapapa and tino rangatiratanga connect cultural

revitalization, identity, and sport participation, critically

positioning sport as a site to express and reaffirm Māori

identity.

Simultaneously, the literature highlights how the enduring

impacts of colonization continuously reproduce barriers

through structural inequities and culturally misaligned SFD

practices. Within this context, holistic wellbeing and

community engagement emerge as a collective commitment

informed by manaakitanga and whanaungatanga, framing

sport as a potential pathway for strengthening hauora.

Cultural revitalization is positioned as a protective

mechanism with programs that center Māori values and

reaffirm identity foundations that enhance retention,

resilience and agency within sport environments (Brown,

2013; Manuel, 2015; Nelson et al., 2023). Taken together,

these themes show that effective SFD initiatives are

underpinned by Indigenous principles and Māori-led

governance systems. Therefore, understanding the evidence

on SFD is essential for shaping culturally grounded policy

and practice. It illuminates both the challenges and

successes associated with SFD program development while

identifying potential gaps for future researchers to address.

The extant evidence illustrates the role of sport and tāonga

tākaro in promoting hauora Māori, cultural identity, and

social change, emphasizing the importance of culturally
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relevant education and community engagement. Future

research should expand database coverage or Māori-

specific repositories, to capture a more comprehensive body

of literature – a limitation of the present study.

Cultural Revitalization and Identity

Interpreted through KMT, sport functions as a relational site

through which Māori identity is celebrated, expressed and

protected. Literature consistently demonstrates that identity

formation is grounded in whakapapa, challenging dominant

SFD approaches that treat culture as a leaver for individual

behavioral change. Instead, culture emerges as a method for

meaningful connection, engagement, identity affirmation

and wellbeing (Brown, 2013; Manuel, 2015; Nelson et al.,

2023; Whitinui, 2021). Within this framing, ngā tāonga

tākaro establishes an immersive pedagogy grounded in

Mātauranga Māori (Indigenous knowledge) positioning Te

Ao Māori as the foundation of learning and cultural

continuity (Brown, 2013; Manuel, 2015).

Contemporary sport settings that embed Māori values such

as te reo Māori, whakapapa and tikanga, positions identity

as a lived ‘everyday practice’ that can reshape

organisational culture and enhance wellbeing (Nelson et al.,

2023). In high-performance environments, Māori athletes

used their cultural identity as a protective layer against

assimilative pressures, using indigenous knowledge and

networks to remain grounded while navigating elite-level

global sport demands (Erueti & Palmer, 2014; Thorpe et al.,

2020). At the community level, participation in sports like

cricket and hockey sustains whanaungatanga and

whakapapa, reinforcing Māori identity through relational

sport practice (Ryan, 2007; Thomas et al., 2024).

Together, these trends indicate a shift from the inclusion of

indigenous culture in SFD towards approaches that ground

sport in Indigenous knowledge and relationships (Whitinui,

2021). When considered across these contexts, the diversity

of mechanisms is shown to converge toward a shared

outcome. Culturally immersive approaches such as ngā

tāonga tākaro prioritize cultural transmission and pedagogy,

while such approaches also embed Māori values into PARS

to reshape existing norms and decision-making processes.

Both pathways can influence identity, retention and

resilience, provided that Māori values are authentic, not

tokenistic, enacted in tikanga, te reo and whakapapa along

with rangatiratanga across programme design and delivery

(Brown, 2013; Manuel, 2015; Nelson et al., 2023). Overall,

the evidence indicates a decisive shift in the SFD field from

the inclusion of indigenous culture within programs towards

the grounding of sport in Indigenous knowledge and

relationships (Whitinui, 2021). This reframing positions

identity as a collective, place-based practice deeply

embedded in culture. For SFD, this signals a cultural

revitalization that is not ancillary to development outcomes,

but central to their production, with sport (PARS) serving

as the vehicle for language revival, belonging, authority and

cultural continuity, extending beyond the individual

behavior change paradigm alone.

Challenges and Barriers

Through a KMT lens, barriers were understood as

structural, systematic power relations requiring a return of

rangatiratanga (self-determination) and institutional

commitment to Te Tiriti Waitangi. The evidence is clear in

terms of systemic funding inequities, governance and policy

development that centers westernized norms, while

marginalizing Māori voices and enabling institutional

racism (Erueti & Palmer, 2014; Palmer et al., 2023; Thorpe

et al., 2020). This theme manifested across contexts. In high

performance sport, identity pressures and assimilative

demands marginalized te reo Māori, tikanga Māori and

decision-making, requiring athletes to assert identity

strategically while drawing on Indigenous support systems

(Erueti & Palmer, 2014; Thorpe et al., 2020). Women’s and

youth sport participation and retention can be theorized as

outcomes of layered vulnerabilities through a dynamic

intersection of intrapersonal, interpersonal, and structural

influences (McCausland-Durie, 2007; Thorpe et al., 2020).

Organizational, commitments to Te Tiriti o Waitangi were

frequently inconsistent or are merely symbolic when not

accompanied by power-sharing, resources and

accountability, with practitioners and scholars emphasizing

the need for co-governance and Māori-led design (Hapeta,

Stewart-Withers et al., 2019; Palmer et al., 2023). In

professional practice, Māori fitness professionals apply

Mātauranga Māori to close gaps between performance and

wellbeing and challenge racism in everyday settings

(Muriwai et al., 2023). A persistent gap was evident

between discourses of inclusion and meaningful structural

change. Without equitable resourcing for Māori-led design,

delivery and evaluation, SFD programs risk reinforcing the

inequities it aims to address.

Furthermore, significant gaps revealed Indigenous women

remain underrepresented in high-performance sport

scholarship and gendered power dynamics receives

insufficient analysis (Thorpe et al., 2020). These gaps

matter for policy and practice because they determine

whose experiences inform decision-making, whose

knowledge is recognized, and how success is defined. What

this theme claims about the SFD field is that effective
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programming is inseparable from constitutional and

organisational reform. Programs that embed tino

rangatiratanga are better positioned to foster identity and

wellbeing for Māori, whereas initiatives grounded in

symbolic inclusion struggle in generating sustained impact

(Hapeta, Stewart-Withers et al., 2019; Palmer et al., 2023).

The barriers are understood as systemic rather community-

based, requiring shifts towards power and accountability

beyond programme design alone.

Holistic Wellbeing and Community Engagement

Health enhancement and community-centered practice are

interpreted through manaakitanga and kaitiakitanga,

emphasizing reciprocal care and guardianship positioning

hauora as relational and collective. Extant scholarship

reframes success from participation or performance

indicators to community wellbeing, cultural sustainability

and Māori data sovereignty as outcomes that underpin long-

term engagement (Brown, 2013; Manuel, 2015; Muriwai et

al., 2023). Across diverse contexts, Māori exercise

professionals utilize Mātauranga Māori to connect athletic

performance with hauora, displaying how tikanga and

cultural practice enhance community wellbeing (Muriwai et

al., 2023). Cultural sport programs such as ngā tāonga

tākaro are presented as transformative interventions for

health, where learning is embedded within te reo, tikanga

Māori and whakapapa (Brown, 2013; Manuel, 2015;

Reweti & Severinsen, 2022). Māori values woven into

team, organisational and program design strengthen identity

and wellbeing and cultural sustainability. This includes the

adaptation of colonial sports, like hockey and cricket, which

attempt to reconnect participation with whakapapa (Ryan,

2007; Nelson et al., 2023; Thomas et al., 2024). Across

youth development and health promotion, KMT

consistently uplifts Indigenous knowledge visibility and

voices, strengthening cultural relevance and impact

(Hapeta. Stewart-Withers et al., 2019; Hiha, 2016; Mane,

2009; Reweti, 2023).

Two recurring patterns emerged; first sport is not a neutral

domain. Without meaningful incorporation of

rangatiratanga, tikanga, and identity, it sustains colonial

power structures even while claiming inclusive aspirations

(Erueti & Palmer, 2014; Thorpe et al., 2020). Second, the

literature identifies a gap whereby conventional SFD

metrics, focused on participation numbers and short-term

performance outcomes, fail to capture what indicators

matter most to Māori communities, including identity,

language, whānau-centered wellbeing, and community

control over knowledge (Brown, 2013; Manuel, 2015;

Muriwai et al., 2023). Studies that center manaakitanga and

kaitiakitanga demonstrate stronger alignment between

program intentions and Māori conceptions of success. This

points to a wider shift in the field, reframing SFD as a

technical intervention towards a relational, culturally

grounded approach that centers tino rangatiratanga. Lasting

impact is generated through relationships; Te Tiriti

partnerships built on co-design and delivery along with

monitoring and evaluation by, with and for Māori

communities (Hapeta, Stewart-Withers et al., 2019; Palmer

et al., 2023). From this perspective, sport can be a platform

for cultural expression and collective wellbeing when Māori

holds authority and accountability.

Strengths

A major strength of this review is its epistemological

coherence. The integration of KMT and the NPW analytical

lens strengthened its cultural relevance which positions a ‘te

ao Māori’ worldview as the foundation for guiding

interpretation. The use of two reviewers at key stages

strengthens credibility and reliability, while the structured

‘hybrid’ thematic analysis enhances clarity. The review

moves beyond descriptive mapping by offering interpretive

synthesis embedded in Māori concepts such as whakapapa,

whanaungatanga, manaakitanga, and rangatiratanga. This

culturally responsive approach encourages greater

understanding of how sport functions as a cultural,

relational and political site, rather than an intervention

mechanism. Focusing specifically on Māori in Aotearoa NZ

provides critical contextual depth, supporting Tiriti-based

analysis and interrogation of colonization, governance and

systemic inequities that may be less visible in wider SFD

literature.

LIMITATIONS

Several limitations need acknowledgment. The dominance

of qualitative research reflects the current state of Māori-

centered SFD scholarship while limiting comparison

through conventional effectiveness metrics. However, this

limitation also reveals a deeper epistemological tension, as

dominant quantitative paradigms routinely marginalize

outcomes that represent Māori-defined outcomes including

identity security, cultural continuity and whānau wellbeing.

Additionally, the review draws on three major academic

databases in Scopus, SocINDEX and SPORTDiscus. While

appropriate for sport and social science research, this

strategy may have excluded Māori-led scholarship

produced through iwi, kaupapa Māori journals, and other

Indigenous community repositories that sit outside the

scope of indexed mainstream databases. This limitation

reveals structural exclusions within academic practices,

rather than gaps in mātauranga Māori. Finally, the specific
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focus on Māori in Aotearoa NZ limits broader

generalization across global Indigenous contexts, this focus

could also be argued as a methodological strength as it

resists harmful pan-Indigenous generalizations and centers

place-based, analysis informed by Te Tiriti o Waitangi.

Gaps in Literature

This review reinforces the significant role sport plays in

nurturing cultural revitalization, strengthening identity and

enhancing hauora for Māori. These outcomes are mostly

evident within Māori-led initiatives that embed whakapapa,

whanaungatanga, manaakitanga and tino rangatiratanga.

Despite indications across SFD initiatives, evidence of

structural inequities and culturally misaligned practices

continue to reduce what these programs look to achieve.

Future research therefore must go beyond identifying

barriers to critically examining the conditions, models and

governing systems that enable Māori to thrive. To progress

meaningfully, this SFD field must be culturally grounded,

adopting approaches that are responsive to the diverse

realities across indigenous populations. Several areas of

inquiry are essential for strengthening the evidence base.

Longitudinal research that captures the impact of whānau-

centered initiatives on health outcomes, moving beyond

short-term evaluations, which reflect intergenerational or

collective benefits. Comparative studies exploring Ngā

Tāonga Tākaro, alongside mainstream sport could also help

clarify respective contributions to how culturally grounded

practices may offer benefits for Māori or other Indigenous

communities.

Future exploration of co-governance and (Māori-led)

funding models is also required to evaluate how decisions

are made along with resource allocation and accountability

structures shaping the success of programs and community

outcomes. There remains limited evidence regarding

effective strategies for engaging Indigenous communities in

SFD in ways that uphold cultural values and promote

holistic wellbeing. Broadening research on the application

of KMT or other Indigenous standpoint theories across

various environments is crucial for clarifying how they may

contribute to social change and transformation

strengthening community connection. Overall, these

directions offer a pathway towards a more robust and

culturally grounded understanding of how SFD can support

Hauora and community engagement for Māori and other

Indigenous communities.

Implications

Policy Implications

There are crucial implications for policy that governs SFD

initiatives, especially those looking to uphold Te Tiriti o

Waitangi and support Māori wellbeing. This requires a

paradigm shift from symbolic recognition of Tiriti

principles towards decision making that upholds tino

rangatiratanga. Embedding NPW analysis across

commissioning, co-design, delivery and monitoring would

make Māori values more visible. In addition, specify

whanaungatanga and manaakitanga processes from whānau

engagement to tikanga-based safety. Protect rangatiratanga

through co-governance and data-sovereignty. Support

kaitiakitanga through place-based design and resourcing.

Furthermore, recognize wairuatanga as an aspect of

wellbeing where it is culturally grounded. Policy

frameworks should mandate co-governance arrangements

that enables Māori decision-making authority, rather than

limiting Māori involvement to consultation. As the

literature indicated, without power-sharing and adequate

resourcing, commitments to Te Tiriti o Waitangi risk

remaining rhetorical (Palmer et al., 2023). Furthermore,

policy must explicitly acknowledge wairuatanga as a valid

and culturally grounded dimension of wellbeing, ensuring

that hauora Māori are not constrained by narrow biomedical

definitions.

Practice Implications

SFD program design with Māori must be underpinned by

tikanga, resourcing initiatives that ground whanaungatanga,

manaakitanga, kaitiakitanga, and te reo Māori, which

moves beyond symbolism. This requires investment in

practices that enable whānau engagement, culturally

grounded processes, and place-based approaches that are

shaped by local histories and environments. Strengthening

cultural safety and anti-racism capabilities across SFD

workforce, with particular attention to high-performance

environments Where power-sharing remains asymmetrical

and assimilative norms are entrenched. Practitioners must

be supported to critically assess how organisational norms,

coaching practices and evaluative frameworks reproduce

inequities, to develop competencies that uphold Māori

identity language and way of being in everyday practice.

System Implications

At systems level, this review emphasizes the importance of

structural change in funding, accountability and knowledge

governance. Equitable funding systems are needed that

prioritize Māori-defined outcomes including cultural
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identity, revitalization, and collective wellbeing, rather than

privileging participation metrics or short-term performance

indicators. This requires aligning Monitoring and

Evaluation (M&E) reporting requirements with Māori

aspirations while ensuring resourcing models do not

undermine Māori-led initiatives through excessive

administrative demands. Māori data sovereignty must be

embedded within M&E frameworks, protecting community

rights to govern how data is accessed, interpreted and used.

Finally, long-term investment is required, moving away

from short term funding cycles toward multi-year

commitments that recognize identity development and

wellbeing outcomes (Hapeta, Stewart-Withers et al., 2019).

Collectively, these shifts would move the SFD sector

beyond descriptive acknowledgement of inequities towards

transformational change that supports Māori aspirations and

self-determination. Beyond ethical considerations, this is

essential to ensure evidence reflects accountability and

responsibility to Māori communities. Sustained, long-term

investment is important as identity development, cultural

revitalization, and wellbeing outcomes unfold over time

rather than within short funding cycles (Hapeta, Stewart-

Withers et al., 2019). Collectively, these implications move

beyond descriptive recognition of inequities toward

structural transformation, which is essential if SFD is to

support Māori in Aotearoa NZ.

CONCLUSION

The significance that SFD plays in fostering Māori cultural

revitalization, identity, and overall wellbeing in Aotearoa

NZ is recognized by the findings in this scoping review.

Together, three themes demonstrated that SFD initiatives

for Māori are most effective when grounded in Indigenous

governance, relational practice, and holistic conceptions of

wellbeing. Practice and policy, particularly through ngā

tāonga tākaro, supports hauora and cultural identity.

Importantly, barriers to participation and enhancing

wellbeing are not located with Māori communities but are

found in structural conditions shaped by colonization,

governance arrangements and inequitable resource

distribution. By synthesizing the existing literature through

a critical KMT analysis, this review provides a foundation

to inform policy, practice and future research. It also

highlights clear opportunities to strengthen the SFD field

through Māori-led governance, longitudinal research,

monitoring and evaluation frameworks grounded in Māori-

defined measures and indicators of success.

Recommendations

According to these findings, several recommendations are

proposed for policy, practice, and research. At the policy

level, SFD programs in Aotearoa NZ should be grounded in

Te Tiriti o Waitangi, with co-governance arrangements that

ensure Māori authority in decision-making, funding

allocation, and accountability processes. Longer-term

funding cycles are necessary as identity development and

wellbeing outcomes cannot be achieved within shorter

timeframes. For practice, SFD programs should embed

tikanga Māori, te reo Māori and whānau-centered

approaches across design, delivery and M&E. Future

research should examine longitudinal, Māori-led designs,

expanding the use of Indigenous M&E and center Māori-

defined indicators of success. Strengthening Māori

authority to control data, must be an essential component

for such M&E processes.

Final Thoughts

This scoping review plays a vital role in the field of SFD by

demonstrating that sport can indeed function as a powerful

tool for cultural revitalization, wellbeing, and self-

determination when Mātauranga Māori and authority are

prioritized. In privileging a kaupapa Māori approach, it

challenges deficit and culturally ‘neutral’ SFD models and

argues that Indigenous research methodologies are critical

to ensuring equitable and sustainable outcomes. Thus, this

review plays an integral part in Indigenizing the academy

by synthesizing Māori-centered SFD scholarship. We close

by reinforcing a paradigm shift, from symbolic inclusion to

structural transformation, is required whereby Māori (and

Indigenous) values, governance and aspirations can help to

shape a flourishing future for SFD in Aotearoa NZ.
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