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This reference kit was developed for people in Te Puna Aonui agencies. The 
purpose is to help people understand The (Te) Tokotoru model, which is part of 
Te Aorerekura - the National Strategy to Eliminate Family Violence and Sexual 
Violence. 

This reference kit:
• Provides an overview of Te Tokotoru, why it’s important, and how it was 

developed
• Explains the three dimensions of healing, strengthening and responding 
• Explains how Te Tokotoru helps to implement the shifts of Te Aorerekura
• Includes examples of how Te Tokotoru is being used
• Provides useful tools to help people apply Te Tokotoru in different contexts.



Introduction
Te Tokotoru
Te Tokotoru is a whānau-centred model that provides an 

alternative starting point and approach to public sector 

investment in communities.

Te Tokotoru was developed through work alongside 

whānau, families and young people and helps to move 

the public sector system from deficit service-driven 

models and crisis response, to focusing on what matters 

to communities in place.
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An approach to support the elimination of family violence and sexual violence

Te Aorerekura sets out an approach for all people to work together to enhance safety and wellbeing. Te Aorerekura is about 

embeding an interconnected, strength-based approach, grounded in Te Tiriti, that focuses on preventing, responding and 

healing, to eliminate family violence and sexual violence in Aotearoa New Zealand.

Te Tokotoru – meaning the ‘unbreakable three’ – is a whānau-centred model that outlines the three dimensions that enable 
and enhance wellbeing for families and communities. In the context of eliminating family violence and sexual violence, Te 
Tokotoru highlights three interconnected dimensions:

Strengthening – a strength-based approach to enhancing the protective factors that support wellbeing and prevent harm 
(Shift Four of Te Aorerekura) led by what matters and makes the difference to families and whānau.

Responding – holistic, safe, culturally grounded, accessible and integrated responses tailored to individuals, families, 
whānau and communities (Shift Five).

Healing – a focus on supporting recovery, redress and restoration in ways that work for families and whānau (Shift Six).

Shift 1 introduces the Te Tokotoru model to emphasise the need to adopt a holistic approach. To eliminate violence, we 
need an ‘ecology of support’ for people, families and whānau that is both universal and targeted to the needs of different 
communities.
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Adapted from The Auckland Co-Design Lab and the Southern Initiative, 2021.

“Te Tokotoru encourages us to think beyond the 
limits of formal health and social services and 
programmes, and include in our focus activating 
or enhancing the existing ecology of wellbeing in 
the places where we live, learn, work and play. Te 
Tokotoru recognises that our communities often 
already have within them many of the things 
that we need to be well. The opportunity for 
government as we shift towards more centrally 
enabled and locally led approaches is how we can 
better organise ourselves (resources, policy, power, 
structures, funding) around enacting, enhancing, 
and enabling those ecologies of wellbeing.

Hagen, Tangaere, Beaton, Hadrup, Taniwha-Paoo 
and Te Whiu (2021, 6)

”

Te Tokotoru: the unbreakable three
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How Te Tokotoru was developed with families, whānau and community

Te Tokotoru is built from a rich whāriki 

Te ingoa | The name

The Southern and Western Initiative (TSI, TWI) is an innovation 
unit within Auckland Council, embedded in south and west 
Auckland communities. The Auckland Co-design Lab (The Lab) 
is a local and central government innovation and learning lab 
nested inside TSI. They collaborate and work in partnership with 
local communities, whānau, rangatahi, families, change-makers, 
institutions, iwi, and marae, as well as central government, 
business, and philanthropic funders for systems change.

The three interconnected dimensions of Te Tokotoru emerged 
through their work alongside families, whānau, rangatahi and 
young people in south and west Auckland about what matters 
and makes the difference for whānau to enable wellbeing in 
place. It is grounded in practice-based evidence from several 
years of innovation and mahi with families, whānau, rangatahi 
and young people about how to invest in the conditions that 
enable wellbeing, including addressing the compounding 
impacts of colonisation. It was informed by evidence and stories 
from families and whānau across Aotearoa, including from those 
who have experienced family and sexual violence and have 
expressed their vision for how systems can be different.

From this work with whānau, the three interconnected 
dimensions of healing, strengthening and responding emerged. 
These represent what needs to be actively invested in across 
different levels of people’s lives and wider systems to support 
intergenerational wellbeing. 

Te Tokotoru reflects that with whānau and rangatahi leading 
the way, we can enable intergenerational wellbeing and equity. 
This is because whānau start from different places and have a 
different lens than government.

Te Tokotoru was specifically explored as a lens to understand and 
enable a different approach by government to eliminating family 
violence and sexual violence, and strengthening protective factors 
as part of a Futures Visualisation Project with Te Puna Aonui. It was 
informed by existing evidence and stories from families and whānau, 
and tested with groups with direct experience of responding to 
violence and creating strengthening and healing opportunities. 

The following pages summarise the key evidence and themes 
that underpin Te Tokotoru. This includes what matters, what helps 
and what is needed from systems to enhance wellbeing. Further 
examples of the evidence-base that informed Te Tokotoru are located 
in Designing for equity and intergenerational wellbeing: Te Tokotoru, 
pages 12 - 15.

The name Te Tokotoru, which can be translated as the unbreakable 
three, offered by Roimata Taniwha-Paoo, further reinforces the 
interconnected nature of the three dimensions. The ingoa comes 
from the triangulation of rangi (sky), whenua (land), moana (sea) - te 
tokotoru o te Taiao. The three dimensions of the natural world. The 
whakataukī tuia ki te rangi, tuia ki te whenua tuia ki te moana capture 
this interconnectedness. 
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Key themes from families and whānau

Te Tokotoru was developed based on 
seven years of working alongside families 
and whānau to understand what matters 
and makes the difference for families and 
communities to enable wellbeing. Four key 
themes stood out. These themes were found 
to be consistent regardless of whether the 
focus was on the early years and whānau 
led responses to support thriving tamariki, 
whānau experiences with housing and 
the  co-design of strategies for healthy 
homes, young people’s early experiences 
of employment or whānau and rangatahi 
experiences of the education system. 

They reflect families, whānau, and young 
people’s experiences across many different 
service systems (such as health, housing and 
social services) and settings (such as schools, 
libraries, public spaces and workplaces). 

1. What helps doesn’t need to be a service
2. Whānau often want to start with healing
3. Many spaces and institutions are not neutral
4. Achieving equity and intergenerational

wellbeing needs to be as much about
inward change in how agency systems
work as outwards change with whānau and
communities
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The three interconnected dimensions
Visually, the three dimensions of Te Tokotoru are interconnected. This aspect was guided by the whakaaro of Donna 
Tamaariki, drawing from her existing Mana Ātea practice. Mana Ātea is an intergenerational customary practice of leadership 
to ensure āhurutanga or the ability to create safe spaces. In the words of Tamaariki, the connectivity between the three 
dimensions of Mana Atea “recognises that humans are non-linear and don’t work in a vacuum”.

Te Tokotoru embodies this same understanding, families and whānau move between and act across all dimensions, starting 
at any one point and moving between them at different times. From a systems perspective, all three dimensions need to be 
simultaneously active and supported in communities to support wellbeing. 

Strengthening 

Investing in the relationships, 
conditions and capital that enable 
whānau and communities to thrive, 
lead and pursue their aspirations. 

This encompasses primary prevention 
and enhancing known protective factors 
for child and youth wellbeing.

It means deliberately building on 
and affirming natural, cultural and 
environmental strengths, aspirations, 
capacities and capabilities of people 
in place. It means recognising and 
investing in indigenous approaches 
and the capacities of families, whānau, 
communities, hapū, hapori to lead their 
own change. 
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Healing & Restoration

Intentional investment to enable 
healing, protection, respite, recovery, 
rebalancing and restoration for people 
and environments. 

It includes personal opportunities to heal 
such as access to natural environments 
and spaces of respite, customary healing 
practices and rongoā as well as mental 
health and trauma informed support.

Importantly it includes the normalisation 
and recognition of cultural and 
indigenous healing practices. It 
extends to restorative actions at 
policy, institutional, community and 
environmental levels to address 
intergenerational trauma, adversity, 
power-imbalances and the harms of 
colonisation and discrimination. 

Responding 

Support that is available in many forms, 
not only through formal services and 
programmes and not only during or 
after crisis. 

This includes indigenous customary 
practices and culturally grounded, peer, 
natural, local, community, long term and 
specialist services and supports.

It encompasses forms of early 
intervention, intervention and crisis 
responses. It also legitimises and 
recognises informal helpers and support 
that may come through family, friends, 
whānau, community, hapū and hapori. 
It includes resourcing and policies 
that recognise and build our capacity 
to support, respond to and help each 
other as communities, not just through 
formal government, crisis, health or social 
supports.



Te Tokotoru is a tool to guide an interconnected, strengths-based approach
Te Tokotoru can be used as a tool to guide how government re-orientates investment towards strengthening, healing as well 

as responding. This work is a journey and involves new capabilities and conditions for the public sector.

A prevention continuum grounded within 
an Aotearoa New Zealand context

Connection to other cultural frameworks and 
models

Te Tokotoru is proving a valuable tool for considering how the 
different aspects of the prevention continuum, a model used 
to design and structure health and social interventions and 
responses, can be brought together in a united effort to support 
equity and intergenerational wellbeing.

The prevention continuum was developed to enable an 
increased focus on upstream and population level approaches. 
In reality, much of our investment has continued to be in issue-
based interventions aimed at individual behaviour change and 
mainly drawing on western and clinical perspectives. Te Tokotoru 
builds on the intent of the prevention continuum to shift focus 
to earlier and structural drivers, grounded within an Aotearoa 
context.

Strengthening needs to be something that is invested in both 
prior to harm being experienced as a prevention activity, and 
where harm has been present, helping to break the cycle of 
harm in the future. In this way, Te Tokotoru has provided us 
with an approach that recognises that in many cases harm has 
already occurred, and healing and mana protecting activities 
first need to be present and prioritised to create the opportunity 
for strengthening and further prevention (See for example E Tū 
Whānau Mahere Rautaki, Framework for Change 2019 2023.)

Te Tokotoru is shared with the intent to tautoko other efforts by 
iwi, hapū, kaupapa Māori organisations, communities and parts of 
government with which this mahi aligns. It is not intended to replace 
other frameworks and models, or to be imposed on others. Its goal 
is to support government teams to better recognise and create the 
conditions and flexibility for communities, iwi and hapū to develop 
and apply their own models and approaches and to centre the things 
that matter to whānau. It is a lens to help government think differently 
about investment, including how to prioritise culturally grounded 
approaches and how to work in more connected and collective ways. 
It provides a systems lens on what needs to be in place for families and 
whānau to be safe, well and thriving. 
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How Te Tokotoru helps us to implement Te Aorerekura

Strengthen indigenous and 
community-led approaches

There is a much wider range of 
supports and effective responses 
than are currently recognised 
or funded, including, cultural, 
indigenous, natural and local 
supports.

Te Tokotoru activates and recognises 
the potential beyond services: 
customary and cultural, natural and 
community-led practices. 

Te Tokotoru helps to rebalance towards 
tangata whenua and indigenous-led 
practices (what is already working). 

9

Centre people and recognise 
holistic and interconnected 
protective factors

Investing in and building up and on 
existing strengths in people, hapori, 
iwi in place. Prioritising protective 
factors and social and cultural 
infrastructure creates the conditions 
for people to innovate and lead their 
own change.

Te Tokotoru helps to centralise whānau 
perspective and experience in place and 
builds from there. 

Support equity and 
intergenerational wellbeing

Currently many of our spaces and 
services are not neutral – they 
can be experienced as harmful, 
alienating and can compound 
inequity. Its important to start with 
healing, and ensuring our spaces 
and services are safe and inclusive.

By showing the interconnected nature 
of people’s experiences and our historic 
context, Te Tokotoru helps make some of 
the complexity visible. 

Invest differently in ways that 
matter to whānau and families - 
“beyond services”

Spaces, places, policies, practices, 
environments and behaviors can 
all contribute to strengthening and 
healing, but investment needs to be 
intentional and deliberate.

Te Tokotoru helps to prioritise investment 
across the three dimensions, starting from 
aspiration and strengths. Te Tokotoru 
acknowledges the responsibility of 
kāwanatanga, the role that each person, 
organisation or agency can play - using the 
levers and opportunities we have so that 
we are more healing, strengthening and 
responding in our spaces, places, policies, 
practices, and environments. 



How Te Tokotoru aligns with the shifts in Te Aorerekura

Shift 1.

Drive change from deficit models to 
strength-based approaches. Focus 
on the system, beyond services 
alone. Acknowledge government 
responsibility, power and levers for 
influence at different levels.
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Shift 2.

Build on what is already working. 
Centre what matters and makes 
the difference for whānau and 
communities. Enable indigenous and 
locally led responses.

Shift 3.

Build the knowledge, cultural 
competence and new capabilities 
of government kaimahi. Learn with 
communities and build on strengths.

Shift 4.

Invest more in prevention at the same 
time as improving responses and 
healing approaches to strengthen 
protective factors.

Learning and Monitoring

Learning together; working with tangata 
whenua, communities and the specialist 

sectors to measure progress.

Shift 5.

Acknowledge historic complexity 
and enable integrated safe and 
whānau-centred supports.

Shift 6.

Support long-term recovery, 
rehabilitation, restoration and 
healing across the life course of 
whānau. 



Examples of Te Tokotoru being used by government agencies

Using Te Tokotoru for 
collaborative design of locally led 
health solutions with iwi/Māori
ACC Māori Health Team

This case study shares how Te Tokotoru 
is being used by ACC’s Māori Health 
Partnerships team to engage more 
holistically with iwi, hapū and whānau.

The team engages with iwi and hapū 
across 12 waka regions to design and 
deliver local health solutions across 
Aotearoa.

Te Tokotoru has supported the team 
to join up internally, connecting up 
those who are responsible for the three 
dimensions of healing, strengthening and 
responding, and creating an environment 
where iwi and hapū can engage with 
different services at the same time. 

Instead of the linear prevention to 
treatment continuum, Te Tokotoru 
presents a more holistic way of working 
that works better for communities and 
has helped leaders to see the bigger 
picture, with whānau at the centre.
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Translating whānau voice to 
government – use of Te Tokotoru 
in Family Court redesign in Kaitaia
Oi Collective & Ministry of Justice

This case study shares how Te Tokotoru 
was used as part of a process in Kaitaia 
to redesign the Family Court system, to 
better meet the needs of Te Hiku whānau, 
hapū, iwi and communities. 

This kaupapa is part of Te Ao Marama, 
a judicially led initiative which aims 
to improve the experience of all who 
engage with the District Court system of 
Aotearoa. 

Te Tokotoru acted as a bridge and 
translation device between the worlds of 
whānau in Te Hiku o Te Ika (the Far North) 
and government in Te Ūpoko o Te Ika 
(Wellington). It helped to design a process 
to keep whānau voice at the heart of the 
system, and in a way that the system 
could understand, digest and reflect on, 
in terms of its current response.

Te Tokotoru closed the distance between 
whānau and the crown, and reoriented 
the system towards greater equity and 
wellbeing for whānau in Te Hiku o Te Ika  
creating, in this case a more restorative 
and empowering family court system. 

Reorienting towards healing and 
strengthening to better support 
tamariki, rangatahi and their whānau
South Auckland Social Wellbeing Board

This case study shares how Te Tokotoru was 
used as part of a tamariki and rangatahi-
centred approach to supporting South 
Auckland tamariki, rangatahi and their 
whānau involved in fleeing driver incidents. 

The South Auckland Social Wellbeing Board 
(SASWB) is a place-based initiative made up 
of 13 government agencies that focuses on 
developing cross-agency ways of working to 
meet complex and diverse needs of whānau.

Te Tokotoru helped to move away from a 
typical episodic, crisis response by unpacking 
what healing and strengthening looks like 
for tamariki,  rangatahi and their whānau to 
identify system conditions to support. 

Te Tokotoru has supported the SASWB to lift 
these insights in a collective effort towards 
meaningful, whānau-led systems change, 
reorientating existing resources to healing, 
strengthening and restorative approaches 
for tamariki, rangatahi and their whānau. 
This has impacted outcomes for tamariki, 
rangatahi and whānau, and shifted the 
practices of police and justice teams. 

A full version of these case studies is available here: Te Tokotoru Case Studies 

https://www.aucklandco-lab.nz/reports-summary/te-tokotoru-case-studies


Tools to apply and support Te Tokotoru 

Te Tokotoru is proving a simple but powerful lens to help 
teams to think differently about the conditions for safety 
and wellbeing. 

It can be used from several different perspectives 
including:

• Government’s role and capacity for influence using 
different levers. For example the role local government 
plays in strengthening and healing via policies, services, 
infrastructure, facilities and environments.

• The potential for strengthening, healing and 
responding via influential settings and institutions 
in the community such as marae, libraries, schools, 
workplaces, social services and health settings.

• Strengthening, healing and responding in terms of how 
outcomes are designed and invested in for particular 
wellbeing issues such as child wellbeing, sexual and 
family violence, mental health or employment inequity. 

The following pages introduce a series of tools to help you 
understand and apply Te Tokotoru in your context:

1. A mapping exercise 
To help organisations and leaders to locate themselves within 
a wider systems ecology and consider their sphere of influence 
and the different roles they or their institutions can play in 
strengthening, healing and responding. 

2. An ecology of support perspective
An ecological perspective helps to build a shared ‘whole of 
systems’ view to identify and act on the biggest opportunities for 
improving wellbeing.

3. A settings tool 
To help agencies and organisations to identify what healing, 
strengthening and responding looks like, or could look like for 
the settings and communities where they operate or partner. 

4. Questions for discussion
To help Te Puna Aonui agencies and organisations to apply a Te 
Tokotoru lens to the Te Aorerekura shifts.
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1. Mapping Exercise

This mapping exercise helps organisations and leaders to 
locate themselves within a wider systems ecology, consider 
their sphere of influence and the different roles they or 
their institutions can play in strengthening, healing and 
responding. 

Where do we map ourselves now? 

• Where might we map our current mahi across the three 
dimensions? 

• What about across the levels? (people, families 
and whānau, neighbourhoods, communities and 
institutions, and systems and policies) 

• What is our main role in the system? 
 

• What might a more connected (joined-up) approach 
look like? 

• Who are our key partners to enable this?
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2. An ecology of support perspective

Activating an ecology of support for people, families and 
whānau

Te Tokotoru recognises that communities often already 
have within them many of the things that they need to be 
well. The opportunity for government as we shift towards 
enabling more locally led approaches is how we can better 
organise ourselves (resources, policy, power, structures, 
funding) around enacting, enhancing, and enabling those 
ecologies of support. 

Te Tokotoru draws on the Child Youth and Wellbeing 
Strategy ecological model to emphasise that the 
conditions for wellbeing (and therefore the conditions 
for strengthening, healing and responding) are set right 
across the system.

An ecological perspective helps us work together to build 
a shared ‘whole of systems’ view so we can identify and act 
on the biggest opportunities for improving the wellbeing 
of whānau and tamariki. It reminds us that action is 
needed at all levels to enable safety and wellbeing: 
• people, families and whānau
• neighbourhoods, communities and institutions
• systems and policies.  

Government agencies can work together to ensure the 
local and broader social and policy settings can work in 
mutually reinforcing ways to better activate this ‘ecology of 
support’.
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3. Settings tool
‘Settings’ refers to the different places and spaces where 
people live their lives—and where people already seek support 
and connection. This includes workplaces, neighbourhoods, 
health settings, places for education, community facilities, 
government frontline services and so on. 

Thinking about the interconnected dimensions of Te Tokotoru 
from a settings perspective helps us to consider: 

• the role different places can play in healing, strengthening 
and responding

• the influence different settings have on people’s experience 
and outcomes

• what it might mean to intentionally mobilise and support 
different settings, and the people within them, to play a role 
in eliminating violence. 

Example settings
The following pages include some examples of settings 
that have significant influence on the wellbeing of people, 
families, whānau and communities, and that could be more 
intentionally activated as part of the ecology of support.

1. Government support services
2. Health
3. Marae

For each setting examples are provided showing how the 
three dimensions of Te Tokotoru might show up. Some of the 
examples given already exist, or are being developed. 

For more example settings see pages 55 - 69 in Activating an 
ecology of support: A futures visualisation project to inform 
integrated community-led responses to family violence and 
sexual violence
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Using the settings as a tool

Settings can be used as a tool by agencies and organisations 
to identify what healing, strengthening and responding looks 
like, or could look like, for the settings and communities where 
they operate or partner.

The way different settings activate Te Tokotoru depends on 
context. As a group, agency or organisation, use the template 
on the following page to identify and map the potential of 
different settings.

Use the three questions to prompt discussion in the context of 
your organisation or work. 

Work with those in your community to understand what 
is needed to activate or enhance the three dimensions of 
support locally. 

Together explore how this might apply—or not—in your 
context?

What is already strong? What could be amplified?



Settings template
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What is the potential through environments, 
behaviours, messages, services, spaces, 
actions, policy, and legislation to contribute 
to Te Tokotoru? Where are your opportunities 
and levers?

Healing 
including restoration and addressing 
intergenerational trauma and adversity

Strengthening 
including primary prevention and promotion of 
protective factors

Responding 
including indigenous customary practices and 
culturally grounded, peer, local, community 
and specialist supports. These encompass early 
intervention, intervention and crisis responses.

Note. The three dimensions of Te Tokotoru overlap 
and interact and can be present at the same time.

Setting name:

Where are you located in 
the ecology? 

• people, families and 
whānau

• neighbourhoods, 
communities and 
institutions

• systems and policies.  

1 2 3

How might people’s 
experience (including 
workforce) be different 
if these things were 
activated?
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Example: 
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Example: 
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Example: 



4. Questions for discussion
The following questions can be used to prompt discussions within Te Puna Aonui agencies and organisations around how to 
apply Te Tokotoru as a lens to the Te Aorerekura shifts.

Shift 1: Towards strength-based wellbeing

What might it look like to start from aspiration and 
strength?

What harms do we know are caused by our agency or 
services and how might they be addressed?

Shift 2: Towards mobilising communities

What might it look like to centralise whānau perspective 
and experience?

What might it look like to activate the potential beyond 
services - cultural, natural, community-led?

What might it look like to enable local whānau-led 
responses?

Shift 3: Towards skilled, culturally competent and 
sustainable workforces

What might it look like for workplace or educational 
policies to support healing and strengthening around 
family violence and sexual violence?

What might it look like to re-orientate skills and capabilities 
towards strengths based wellbeing responses?

Shift 4: Towards investment in primary prevention

What might it look like to balance investment across healing, 
strengthening and responding?

What might it look like to better support and learn alongside 
community-led prevention initiatives?

Shift 5: Towards safe, accessible and integrated responses

Looking internally, how might our internal processes or 
structures be enhancing wellbeing or compounding trauma?

What are the opportunties for early help for family violence and 
sexual violence at the frontline of our services and offices?

How can we support informal helpers and the people trying to 
respond to family violence and sexual violence within families, 
whānau, community or workplace? 

Shift 6: Towards increased capacity for healing

What might it look like to support diverse and cultural forms of 
healing?

What might it look like for our places and spaces to support 
healing?
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