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Nīkau was named after his Koro (grandfather) and the dense grove of Nīkau native palm trees 

that grew in the forest at the edge of the whānau (family) farm. Essentially, his name holds 

the history of his whānau, the wairua (spirit) of his ancestors and the whenua (land) that has 

sustained the generations. It is his identity. 

In his school years, the teachers called him Nee-cow regardless of the times Nīkau’s parents 

corrected the mispronunciation. When he started working as a builder’s apprentice, his 

workmates called him Nick-oh regardless of the times he corrected the mispronunciation. His 

construction manager, not wanting to offend him, decided to call him ‘mate’ using a subtle 

social norm to bypass making an effort. In hospital for treatment, the staff called him Nee-

koh - close, but not close enough. Nīkau wondered, “Why is it that I can pronounce their 

names but they can’t take the time to learn how to pronounce mine? Is it really that hard?” 

It’s Nī (Nee) kau (ka-u: blend the vowels so it almost sounds like ‘oh’). 

According to Te Aniwa Hurihanganui (journalist at Radio New Zealand) this could give him 

“… the impression that it wasn’t important to learn my name and it affected [me] because I 

didn’t feel comfortable around [them].” The issue with mispronouncing [Māori] names is that 

it “diminishes the deeply personal meanings [their] names hold”.  “Mispronunciation is a type 

of ignorance. When people do it, they aren’t acknowledging the potential foundations of what 

a name is built on.”  Pronouncing Māori names incorrectly can not only change the meaning, 

it can be disrespectful and … demoralising (Te Aniwa Hurihanganui). As occupational 

therapists, we know meaningfulness is essential and names are very meaningful - before we 

even get to the meaningful occupations.  

There is a regulatory expectation within the Health Practitioners Competency Act section 118 

"to set standards of clinical competence, cultural competence (including competencies that 

will enable effective and respectful interaction with Māori), and ethical conduct to be 

observed by health practitioners of the profession." Therefore, as health professionals we 

have a responsibility to honour correct pronunciation and take practical action until correct 

pronunciation is achieved. With regards to this Te Aniwa Hurihanganui tells us “Almost 
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every Māori sound we have exists in English phonetics. It is almost impossible for an English 

language speaker to mispronounce Māori names if they try.”  

 

Pronunciation Development Starts With You.  

Take a few moments to stop, notice and reflect. The following questions are not meant to 

make you feel uncomfortable, instead they are intended to shine a light on the most common 

practices that I see every day in society and you may relate to them. Are you feeling 

embarrassed to try? Ever wondered where that embarrassment stems from? Are you afraid 

you will offend the person by getting the pronunciation wrong? Do you feel like it isn’t your 

responsibility? Are you too proud to try? Are you too busy to try? Do you forget to try? Did 

you try but get a bad reaction? Do you expect people to pronounce your name correctly? 

By asking the person to help you with the pronunciation of their name, you are shifting the 

power back to them. If appropriate, take a recording of the person saying their name. Use the 

recording to practice and persevere. You can measure your success by asking the person if 

you have it right. Similarly, ask for help from a Māori colleague or even a colleague who has 

mastered pronunciation. Managers also have a responsibility to ensure the team is developing 

toward pronunciation mastery. Especially in commonly used names and words. If you are 

seen to be genuinely trying i.e. improving each time, this will usually suffice. 

Fortunately, we live in a technical age where we have the perfect resources at our finger tips 

and there are no longer any reasons not to try. Try one of the many online resources such as 

the Māori dictionary or download the mobile phone app. Insert a name for an audio of Māori 

phrases, words and names - including the name Nīkau.  
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