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Three years ago, I worked at Te Aho Mai, the Acute Mental Health Unit at Middlemore 

Hospital. The occupational therapists role in that setting is to develop and facilitate therapy 

based groups on the ward. It’s important to have activities that are not only enjoyable and 

provide an opportunity for new skills to be learnt they also have to be safe in terms of the 

equipment used. I noticed that some people seemed to enjoy the actual ‘doing’ of tactile 

activities, rather than the talking therapies. We had a lot of Māori tangata whaiora (a person 

seeking well-being ) on the wards but we didn’t get much engagement, I think because they 

didn’t connect with the activity options. There are many elements that have a strong influence 

on tangata whaiora recovery other than what happens in groups. I felt that cultural needs for 

recovery were not being addressed because the kinds of activities on offer, were not 

culturally meaningful to Māori tangata whaiora.  

 

Many of the group activities were westernised and while some tangata whaiora did like 

talking therapy, generally the  talking groups made people feel exposed. They preferred not to 

talk about their mental health issues as it can be confronting for them and their whānau 

(extended family, friends or group of colleagues who may not have any actual kinship ties). 

At the time, they are acutely unwell and feeling quite vulnerable however, engaging and 

participating in meaningful activities with others, could make them feel more comfortable. I 

believed that if we started with the process of whakawhanaungatanga (a process of 

establishing relationships, relating well to others, feeling comfortable in each other’s 

presence) then they might be more inclined to open up and share information about 

themselves. I was inclined to think that being in the present and ‘doing’ something they 

respected and enjoyed at their own pace was the best thing for their recovery. At the time 

there weren’t many opportunities for Māori cultural-based groups still, tangata whaiora did 

seem to enjoy the variety of arts and crafts, and cooking opportunities. To enable them to 

connect with their tupuna (ancestors) and Te Ao Māori (the Māori world view) we wanted to 

incorprorate a cultural element that was age appropriate and suitable for various skill levels.  

Some tangata whaiora were really good at painting while others wanted to try a different craft 

or activity, one that they could really get involved with and do independantly or alongside 



others, regardless of their skill level, with or without input from the occupational therapist. 

We chose Rāranga. 

  

Rāranga  

Rāranga is an ancient Māori art that involves weaving with harakeke (New Zealand native 

flax) to create products such as rourou (a type of food basket), fishing nets, snares for catching 

animals, mats, decorative pieces, hats etc. 

 

Māori weaving is full of symbolism and hidden meanings. Embodied with the 

spiritual values and beliefs of the Māori people… Weaving is more than just a product 

of manual skills. From the simple rourou to the prestigious kahu kiwi [kiwi feather 

cloak], weaving is endowed with the very essence of the spiritual values of Māori 

people … Of all the Māori weaving techniques, rāranga is the one that has best 

survived colonisation. - Erenora Puketapu-Hetet, (1989, p. 44).  

 

A lot of people joined in with the rāranga group including visitors. Rāranga started 

conversations and they would all get comfortable, feeling more relaxed and able to engage. 

Rāranga incorporates tikanga  (customs, a system of values and practices that have developed 

over time and are deeply embedded in the social context) such as, no kai (food) on the table 

with the harakeke, cutting harakeke a certain way and in certain conditions, karakia (prayer), 

where you’re placing the harakeke, how you hold the harakeke, handling the harakeke off-

cuts and more. For some, tikanga was second nature while for others, we needed to kōrero 

(explain/discuss) what we were doing and why. After a while tangata whaiora began to 

realise and appreciate we were following the tikanga steps that our ancestors followed. It was 

a learning opportunity to reconnect with their culture. We would take tangata whaiora with us 

to cut the harakeke so that they were involved in the whole process. This gave more context 

and added meaning to the activity. It involved  a change of environment from the ward, 

getting out in nature, doing something tactile in a Māori cultural activity with connections to 

tikanga, ancestry and so, their own identity. Tikanga provided boundaries which people could 

choose to stand inside and thereby strengthen their sense of belonging.  

  

The whole rāranga process incorporates a lot of sensory modulation - a model that we 

regularly used. When cutting harakeke, there’s all the different smells, visual and tactile 

sensations and movement. All that is going on alongside spirituality in karakia. It’s very 



therapeutic in that it is a relaxing way for tangata whaiora to distract and settle themselves 

and more, there is a valuable product at the end of the processes. They get to see and hold 

their own creation. For instance, a kete (basket) or putiputi (flower) or whatever they wanted 

to try and make.  

 

Then there’s tikanga around rāranga -  gifting your first piece to someone, to share it with 

whānau or another person. There’s a bit about rāranga being an ancestral occupation and a bit 

about giving, that can help with healing. By bringing all of this into one space at the same 

time,  a lot of tangata whaiora would come back, wanting to continue on with rāranga. The 

activity was free-flowing. We didn’t want structure, we just let the activity shape itself and I 

think that worked really well because you have people at different levels of function and 

insight. Some know how to sequence the task and don’t need any support or prompts while 

others need one-on-one demonstrations, explanations and time. It can be challenging to 

facilitate one-on-one or group sessions but rāranga was a group activity where everyone 

could come together and just do it. 

 

One of the challenges was to persuade staff and leaders within the team that rāranga is a valid 

therapeutic activity which is culturally based and it could be fun at the same time. Eventually, 

the team did see as the health benefits of rāranga were clearly evident. Initially, tangata 

whaiora were quite agitated and irritable, they wouldn’t converse with anybody or engage 

with anything but with rāranga, slowly but surely, tangata whaiora broke their silence, they’d 

talk a bit more and express enjoyment, social behaviours became more appropriate. We 

encouraged tangata whaiora to fill their kete with sensory calming items for when they felt 

overwhelmed or distressed. Heated things, aromatic things, tactile things. There was a 

purpose in the rāranga activity for tangata whaiora, an end product, a sensory kete that they 

could take home. 

 

We also encouraged some to keep weaving tools in their kete, like the decommissioned butter 

knife used to soften the harakeke. This tool was a favourite because when you are softening 

the harakeke, you get the beautiful smells, feel the texture of the harakeke changing and the 

instant gratification of seeing something you are creating. This is an opportunity to have a 

real physical connection to the world, when perhaps some might have felt physically, and 

psychologically disconnected. Rāranga  can be a very grounding activity for people and it has 

meaning or comes to have meaning over time. The items in the kete, helped tangata whaiora 



to maintain their wellness while they were in the community and essentially, it was 

something their whānau could be involved with too.  

 

Case Studies  

1. A man in his 40’s had an extensive history of violence and high risk behaviours. He 

was quite aggressive, loud and irritable towards other tangata whaiora and staff. He 

saw us doing rāranga and asked to join. We asked him “do you want to karakia before 

you join us? ... to get yourself in the space we are in, this sacred space of working the 

harakeke ... where we are thinking and focusing on what’s going on in the activity ... 

and caring about everyone in the group ... leaving anything else that is going on for 

you, outside of the group”. He really connected with that. In the rāranga group he 

would be a different person, so gentle, trying not to rip the harakeke. He was really 

engaged. This man was estranged from his whānau and rāranga was his way of 

connecting with his Māori identity. He began to initiate karakia because he knew that 

this tikanga was going to help him get into the space and even when we were outside 

the ward, he was easier to engage with. I tend to think that maybe no one had ever 

given him a chance to be in a space where he had purpose and direction. Overcoming  

his anti-social personality traits, one day, when someone on the ward was having a 

birthday, he wove a basket, put little lollies in it and gave it as a gift. He was able to 

think outside himself for a period of time, to finish a project for the benefit of 

someone else.  

 

2. Another man in his 60’s had a similar extensive risk history. He loved going to cut the 

flax and he insisted on taking the role of kaikarakia (someone who leads the prayer) 

over the harakeke as it was being cut. This gave him a chance to have a key 

occupational role and an opportunity for kaumatua/elder leadership. He looked 

forward to it  and I think it was an activity that gave him purpose. Sometimes there 

was a bit of stigma about men doing weaving – like that’s a womens job ... only 

women weave kete. We were able to break down the gender barrier by educating the 

men e.g.  “... well, you’ve got to have fishing nets and hunter-gatherers need 

equipment like baskets and rope ...” and the men accepted this. 

 

3. For a woman in her 30’s I used rāranga as an occupational therapy functional 

assessment to gather information on her ability when following written instructions, 



sequencing tasks, copying demonstrations, judgement, and attention span. She had 

never done rāranga yet she did it really well. Doing  rāranga brought back childhood 

memories of her kuia (grandmother) and she wished she had taken advantage of 

spending more time with her. For this woman, rāranga elicited sentimental memories 

and there is value and identity in that.  

 

In mental health, you’ve got to keep activities informal. Those that are too structured just 

don’t work. I think that’s why rāranga was successful because the process can’t be rushed. 

Being flexible with time is essential to support people and let their recovery take however 

long it takes to feel well again. Kaumatua (Māori elders) supported rāranga as an activity 

promoting well-being. It was probably one of my favourite activities on the wards. Also it 

was free! We could incorporate rāranga without the need for funding.  

 

Another group that branched out from rāranga, was Poi1 and I think the engagement level was 

similar to rāranga.  We also talked about kapahaka and mau rakau (a performance art based 

on traditional Māori weapons) for the men. These activities incorporate proprioception from a 

sensory perspective and waiata (song/singing) from a social perspective. If rāranga was 

successful for a particular individual, we would inform their community team to recommend 

rāranga as a culturally appropriate, tikanga māori based activity to explore and continue on 

with after discharge. Currently I work at Matariki, a community based team. Whenever there 

is any opportunity for rāranga, we incorporate it into the programme because we know of it’s 

successes.  
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1 Poi - is not only a performing art, it also refers to the equipment i.e. a light ball on a string of 

varying length which is swung, twirled and beaten rhythmically to song and dance. 

Traditionally the poi was made by weaving raupō leaves (from the bulrush plant).  
 


