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Practitioner competence is a critical ingredient in the development of 
a robust, valid and equitable evaluation. In Aotearoa New Zealand 
the evaluator competencies identify cultural competence as a core 
capability. There are some particular challenges that Pākehā (New 
Zealand European) evaluators face in developing this competency. 
In grappling with these complex challenges, and in the absence of 
a pragmatic and systematic way of responding, the writers discuss 
the use of a heuristic they have developed that may aid enquiry and 
support evaluators to work in a culturally responsive manner. Three 
case examples are presented for applying the heuristic in practice. 
The benefits of, and insights from, using the heuristic are discussed.

Introduction
Practitioner competence is widely cited in evaluation literature as 
fundamental to the production of robust, valid and fair evaluations 
(Bailey, 2010; Jakob-Hoff & Coggan, 2003; Patton 2015; Stevahn, 
King, Ghere & Minnema, 2005) and cultural competence increas-
ingly recognised as an integral component (American Evaluation 
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Association, 2011; Hopson, 2009; Kirkhart 1995, 2013; SenGupta, 
Hopson & Thompson-Robinson, 2004). In the Aotearoa New 
Zealand Evaluation Association (ANZEA) competencies, cultural 
competence is identified as a core capability (ANZEA, 2011). 

This article discusses the use of a heuristic, or tool in the form 
of a diagram, through which evaluators who are Pākehā (New 
Zealanders of European descent)1 might pursue the development 
of cultural competence. We argue that Pākehā evaluators face par-
ticular challenges in developing cultural competence, and that this 
is an issue of importance given that perhaps three-quarters of our 
self-identified evaluator community (that is, those who are mem-
bers of ANZEA) are Pākehā. In the article, we name several of the 
particular challenges Pākehā face and possible reasons for these. We 
describe a heuristic for categorising different behaviours, actions, atti-
tudes, competencies, and sensibilities that may build toward cultural 
competence, and propose some ideas for engaging with them. We 
provide three case examples to demonstrate use of the heuristic and 
address some of the identified challenges. 

We, the authors, are Pākehā evaluators seeking to engage mean-
ingfully with what it means to be culturally competent in our eval-
uation practice. The challenges we identify in this article are ones 
we grapple with ourselves. We do not have the answers, but offer 
our thinking as part of an ongoing conversation. We have discov-
ered first-hand the lack of a common understanding of key concepts, 
and differences arising from deeply held personal views and private 
experiences about ourselves and how we see the world. The heuristic 
is a pragmatic rather than theoretical tool that we use and find help-
ful. In our experience, the heuristic highlights different aspects of 

1   The term ‘Pākehā’ is contested. For the purpose of this article we use it to refer to New 
Zealanders of European descent, however people self-identify. Issues of identity are discussed more 
fully in an earlier article by the authors (Torrie, Roorda, Peace, Dalgety & Bailey, 2015).
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cultural competence and suggests a systematic process for exploring 
cultural competence, considering appropriate action, and enabling 
more fruitful conversations not just between Pākehā evaluators, but 
also perhaps in the future with Māori and Pasifika colleagues.

The article does not claim an ideological position about how 
Pākehā should or might be involved in evaluations involving Māori 
and other cultural groups different from our own, or recommend 
the best way of approaching these. It does, however, suggest that a 
reflexive orientation toward evaluative processes may be helpful in 
the context of developing cultural competence.

Evaluator reflexivity
We begin by locating this discussion in a wider context that links 
evaluation quality to evaluator credibility and competence. In respect 
to credibility, Patton (2002) has long maintained that in qualitative 
evaluation the “evaluator is the instrument” (p. 51), and that “the 
concepts and conceptual frameworks we use, whether unconsciously 
as a matter of tradition and training or intentionally as a matter of 
choice, carry embedded messages about what or who is important” 
(Patton, 2002, p.130). This process of reflecting on oneself, and the 
use of strategies to question our motivation, assumptions and world-
views is known as reflexivity (Bolton, 2010). Patton (2011) elaborates 
specifically on the way “reflexivity has entered the evaluation lexicon 
as a way of emphasizing the importance of self-awareness, political/
cultural consciousness, and ownership of one’s own perspective”  
(p. 55). In Patton’s sense, reflexivity encourages us to consider “what 
do I know, how do I know what I know, what shapes and has shaped 
my perspective, with what voice do I share my perspective and 
what do I do with what I have found?” (Patton, 2011, p. 55). This 
is relatively new thinking for evaluation but has a longer history in 
education and other, not dissimilar practice fields. For evaluators 
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working from specific theoretical frames, such as feminist or critical 
theory perspectives, processes of self-reflection and transparency of 
orientation are more fundamental. (See, for example, Lather, 1991.) 
Thomas (2009, p. 63) describes reflexivity, incorporating “personal 
reflexivity” (how our personal experiences, values, and beliefs shape 
our practice) and “epistemological reflexivity” (how our assumptions 
about knowledge and the world impact on our practice), as the cor-
nerstone of critical methodology.

There is, as yet, no systematic review of reflective practice in evalu-
ation, but it appears that the importance of reflexivity, particularly in 
relation to developing cultural competence, is more readily accepted 
now than in the past (SenGupta et al., 2004). Indeed, reflective 
practice has been increasingly mainstreamed, so that Patton (2015) 
now argues that any report should include some information about 
the evaluator, as the instrument of a qualitative inquiry (including 
making any biases explicit as relevant), and also the reflexivity and 
reflectivity processes undertaken as part of the analysis process (p. 
700). Patton further notes that “for better or worse, the trustworthi-
ness of the data is tied directly to the trustworthiness of those who 
collect and analyse the data—and their demonstrated competence” 
(2015, p. 706). We suggest that, in working in the cultural space, 
tools to enhance and encourage evaluator reflexivity may be crucial 
for developing cultural competence, and such tools may help hone a 
critical edge for evaluators as instruments in credible and competent 
practice.

What is cultural competence?
Discussion about the subject of cultural competence is taking place 
globally (American Evaluation Association, 2011) and within other 
professions as well as evaluation (Bhui, Warfa, Edonya, McKenzie, 
& Bhugra, 2007; DeSouza, 2008; Papadopoulos & Lees, 2002). 
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Despite an international literature, cultural competence is an evolv-
ing concept and it is difficult to find a succinct and agreed definition. 
Cultural competence begins with the recognition of the differences 
of views, values, beliefs, and experiences of different cultures, and “is 
rooted in how evaluators attend to issues of diversity, cultural respon-
siveness and multicultural validity” (Thompson-Robinson, Hopson 
& SenGupta, 2004, p. 1). In 2009, Hopson was framing culturally 
responsive evaluation as “a theoretical, conceptual and inherently 
political position that includes the centrality of and attunedness to 
culture in the theory and practice of evaluation” (p. 431). In 2011, 
the American Evaluation Association adopted a statement on cul-
tural competence that states: “Cultural competence is a stance taken 
toward culture, not a discrete status or simple mastery of particular 
knowledge and skills” (American Evaluation Association, 2011, n.p.). 
The competencies for local evaluators (ANZEA, 2011) and draft 
quality standards (ANZEA & Families Commission, 2014) place 
culture at the centre of evaluation practice. 

For the purpose of this article we use the term cultural competence 
to describe the importance and centrality of attending to culture in 
evaluation practice in a way that acknowledges and honours different 
perspectives and ways of being, in order to undertake ethical and 
effective evaluation (see Torrie et al., 2015, pp. 142–143 for a dis-
cussion of the term cultural competence and other current cultural 
evaluation terminologies). Cultural competence cannot be reduced 
to a mechanistic capability to carry out a task (such as riding a bike 
or using the appropriate Māori greetings); rather it is a reflective pro-
cess involving conscious responsiveness by a practitioner to a par-
ticular context and location, at a point in time. Dunaway, Morrow, 
and Porter (2012) suggest that the most common paradigm of cul-
tural competence has three components: cultural awareness, cultural 
knowledge, and cultural competence.
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Cultural awareness includes the process of understanding one’s own 
culture, biases, tendency to stereotype, reference-group membership, 
and power relations. Cultural knowledge includes learning about the 
attitudes, values, beliefs, and behaviors of cultural groups. Cultural 
skills focus on communication ability and training learners to be 
aware of cross-cutting cultural issues. (Dunaway et al., 2012, p. 498)

Aotearoa New Zealand context
As we have proposed in an earlier paper (Torrie et al., 2015), evalua-
tors in Aotearoa New Zealand by definition work in a cultural space 
as all policies and programmes—be they economic, environmental 
or social—have a cultural dimension (see also Hopson, 2009, p.431). 
Moewaka Barnes (2003) put it more directly: “All evaluation in this 
country, even if it does not appear to have direct relevance to Māori, 
raises obligations to be considered under the Treaty of Waitangi”  
(p. 146).

Moewaka Barnes’ view derives from the partnership relation-
ship vested under the Treaty of Waitangi in 1840, between tangata 
whenua (Māori, people of the land) and tangata tiriti (people of the 
treaty, the British Crown, government agencies, and settlers). This 
partnership notwithstanding, a robust body of evidence continues 
to be assembled as part of the Treaty settlement process since 1975 
(Waitangi Tribunal, 2014), that describes the impact of colonisation 
for Māori that has resulted in a “dominant/subordinate pattern of 
intercultural relations” (Bishop & Glynn, 1999, p. 12). Integral to 
this pattern have been the ways in which research and evaluation 
has historically been “done to” indigenous peoples by the domi-
nant, white settler culture (Cram, 1997, p. 2; Smith, 1999) and the 
negative consequences of this research attention for Māori, Pasifika 
(settlers from the Pacific Islands), and other minority peoples. As a 
result, research and researchers in many Māori and other indigenous 
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communities were/are viewed negatively or warily (Cram, 1997; 
Smith, 1999; Kawakami, Aton, Cram, Lai & Porima, 2008). 

Mention the word ‘research’ in a Māori setting and there will be 
accounts (usually second- or third-hand) of insensitive, unethical 
or even damaging behaviour by some previous researcher. For this 
reason, evaluators—even Māori evaluators—are ‘walking on poi-
soned ground’ thanks to the activities of our predecessors. (Sporle, 
2003, p. 66) 

Kaupapa Māori approaches to research and evaluation have been 
emerging and developing over at least the last 30 years, alongside the 
re-emergence of Māori as an increasing presence in social, political, 
and economic institutions. Such approaches demand engagement 
and participation with Māori ways of being and knowing in the 
design, implementation, analysis and reporting of evaluations along-
side other evaluation competencies. These evaluative processes are 
where Māori evaluators increasingly apply Māori evaluation practices 
and frameworks and assert the self-determining principle of by, with 
and for Māori or as Māori (Wehipeihana, 2011) with the reasonable 
expectation that previous Māori research and evaluation experiences 
of being done to will not be repeated. Pasifika and other minorities 
have been on their own path of questioning and challenging the sta-
tus quo. 

Pākehā evaluators also have a journey arising out of the particu-
lar social, historical, and constitutional context of this country. As 
Māori have asserted their right to tino rangatiratanga, and to dif-
ferent evaluation experiences, so too Pākehā have been provoked or 
encouraged to review our own role in evaluation and research. 

Challenges for Pākehā evaluators
What are the particular challenges that Pākehā evaluators face 
in developing cultural competence? We know, from our own 
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observations and experiences, and from the reporting of others, 
what some of these challenges look like. Cram (1997) describes the 
“bewildered Pākehā researcher who wants to engage in research with 
and for Māori but is uncertain what this means, let alone where to 
begin” (p. 1). Tolich (2002) coined the phrase “Pākehā paralysis” to 
describe Pākehā nervousness and tentativeness about participating in 
research and evaluation with Māori. Words such as confusing, com-
plex, fraught, and fear of getting it wrong still inhabit conversations 
with some Pākehā colleagues about working cross-culturally. 

There have been positive developments in capability over the past 
decade as a number of Pākehā evaluators now regularly work in the 
cross-cultural space and have trusted relationships with Māori col-
leagues. New ways in which Māori and Pākehā are working together 
in partnership are being written up and presented in research and 
evaluation literature (see, for example, Carpenter & McMurchy-
Pilkington, 2008; Cram & Phillips, 2012; Jones & Jenkins, 2008; 
Roorda & Peace, 2009), and in these approaches there is a conscious 
attempt to recognise that different cultures hold different ontolog-
ical and epistemological beliefs, and to address the question “what 
counts as proof for this culture?” (Davidson & Lunt, 2003, p. 140). 
These developments notwithstanding, we would argue that building 
cultural competence and engaging appropriately with Māori in eval-
uation remains a troubled arena for many Pākehā evaluators. 

Listed below are six issues and ten questions that represent some 
of the challenges that we, as Pākehā involved in evaluation, engage 
with in the quest for cultural competence: 

Participation and roles for Pākehā evaluators 
1.	 What evaluations should Pākehā practitioners be involved in and 

what role(s) should we play (Torrie, 2009)? 
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Significance of cultural competence in evaluation practice
2.	 What weighting should we give cultural competence vis-à-vis 

other evaluation competencies? 
3.	 To what extent does our cultural competence impact on the qual-

ity and robustness of an evaluation?

Developing cultural competence 
4.	 How do we go about systematically developing cultural 

competence?
5.	 How do we know who to go to for guidance in a specific context?

Evaluation practice
6.	 How do we respond to colleagues and stakeholders, including 

commissioners, with differing perspectives about the importance 
and inclusion of cultural factors in an evaluation?

7.	 How do we build cultural competence into every stage of an 
evaluation including, for example, the analytical frame in data 
analysis?

8.	 How do we work in a way that is “culturally safe” (Ramsden, 
1993) for us as Pākehā and for others?

Working with specific groups 
9.	 What cultural competence do we require to work with particular 

groups who are different from ourselves? 

Safe and robust dialogue
10.	What environments exist and/or how can we create environ-

ments where we can have safe, robust discussions about cultural 
competence?

Why is it that issues of culture for many Pākehā are complex, difficult 
to articulate, contested, and sensitive (Torrie et al., 2015)? We offer 
five, related ideas for consideration here, which we think makes this 
an understandable, if not inevitable, reality. 
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The first reason, that informs the others, is history. The Crown 
violations identified in the Treaty of Waitangi settlement process 
since 1975 means that many Pākehā are aware that an earlier learned 
history of this land—benign settlement stories, where “Maori and 
Pakeha work side by side” (Reed, 1961, p. 63) and race relations 
stories, in which New Zealand has the “the best race relations in 
the world” (de Bres, 2012)—no longer holds, but are still in a pro-
cess of developing an understanding of this “new, less comfortable 
worldview” (Huygens, 2011, p.74). This process involves reviewing, 
unlearning and relearning, and, as with any process of change, this 
can be uncomfortable and destabilising. An integral part of the 
change process is resistance, which can be underpinned by many 
different things including excess uncertainty, concerns about compe-
tence, and loss of control (Moss Kanter, 2012). 

The second reason is identity. For Pākehā, the implications of this 
revisiting of history challenges learned assumptions and beliefs about 
identity, culture and tradition, and “internalised self-attributions of 
decency and fairness” (Huygens, 2011, pp 75, 76). What does this 
new knowledge mean for the way we understand ourselves and our 
place in the world today? This question applies equally to Māori but 
their journey is a contrasting one, of “recovering [...] a tradition and a 
culture […] rescuing those aspects of identity which served yesterday, 
and will serve today” (Huygens, 2011, pp 75, 76.)

The third reason is (lack of) knowledge. As part of the domi-
nant culture in Aotearoa New Zealand many Pākehā are not “fluent” 
in either the language or the culture of our Treaty partner or other 
groups. When such fluency is lacking, working in any cultural space 
other than our own is to be ill-equipped to design and implement 
evaluations, or to analyse and interpret information that we gather. 
At a fundamental level this challenges our professional competence 
as evaluators and the validity and quality of our evaluation findings 
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(Kirkhart, 1995, 2013). Furthermore, acquiring the necessary knowl-
edge is not straightforward (where, for example, it is embedded in 
oral cultures, it is a relational rather than a transactional process, or 
is particular to individual iwi). 

A fourth reason is (lack of) relationships. Many Pākehā have 
had limited or superficial experiences of Māori, Pasifika and other 
minority communities, living to some degree in siloed communi-
ties, even when physically co-existing. In our evaluation practice this 
can mean an absence of already established and trusted relationships 
to provide mentoring and guidance to undertake evaluations that 
are valid and credible when negotiating unfamiliar cultural terrain 
(Kirkhart, 2013, 1995; Wehipeihana, Davidson, McKegg, & Sankar, 
2010). This limited exposure to “other” can also result in a limited 
understanding of underlying discrimination and grievances expe-
rienced intimately by these communities, which means that cross-
cultural communication is complex and challenging. Some Pākehā 
evaluators have benefited from recent experiences of working with, 
and receiving support from, Māori and Pasifika colleagues, which 
has helped address some of these gaps. 

The fifth reason is emotionality. Cultural competence has a clear 
emotional dimension. Developing cultural competence involves 
much more than improving our evaluation methodology toolkit. 
The process includes reflecting on our personal and ethnic identity 
and our location within the Aotearoa New Zealand society. There 
is a level of personal discomfort and intimacy as we engage with 
sensitive and unsettled ways in which we see ourselves and the world 
that is often uncommon in professional work contexts. Some of the 
emotional responses experienced by the authors in exploring cultural 
competence have included uncertainty, anxiety, dislocation, anger, 
and shame, along with a strong uplift of energy and mood, and a 
sense of freedom (Torrie et al., 2015, pp. 141, 142).
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Given these complexities, what kind of constructs and processes 
do Pākehā evaluators engage with, in exploring perplexing ques-
tions relating to culture, in order to determine how best to proceed? 
Although the ANZEA competencies and draft standards provide 
guidelines for practice, we could not find a framework for “working 
through” the confusion and uncertainty integral to this challenging 
and dynamic context. Hard-to-answer questions similar to those ten 
identified earlier were the catalyst for the authors (four evaluation 
practitioners and one academic) meeting together. In the process of 
grappling with these issues we constructed a framework as an aid to 
enquiry and practice. The heuristic that follows offers this framework 
for navigating these questions (Torrie et al., 2015).

The heuristic
The heuristic was developed following a lunchtime conversation at 
the ANZEA national conference in 2012 and a challenge made to 
Pākehā evaluators about the need for bilingual fluency. The Pākehā 
evaluators present at lunch, all committed to culturally competent 
practice, engaged in familiar process of “talking past each other” 
(Metge & Kinloch, 1978). We seemed not to be able to “hear” and 
engage with what each other was saying, entered the conversation in 
different ways, and focused on different aspects of what was import-
ant and why. In short, the dialogue that occurred was fractured and 
did not aid communication or improve understanding.

In an attempt to understand this phenomenon, we, the authors, 
sketched out, or ‘mapped’ the different ways we saw Pākehā evalua-
tors entering the discussion, supplemented by other aspects we also 
considered important. We discussed amongst ourselves that ideas 
relating to power are particularly challenging: they are influenced by 
the extent to which people see power imbricated in ordinary life, or 
as being more central than ideas of relationality, or as so paralysing 
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(Tolich, 2002) we do not even try to “get it right”; and that all these 
views influence whether people will even enter a conversation about 
working cross-culturally.

There appeared to be two main ways in which Pākehā evaluators 
engaged with the conversation about working appropriately in the 
cultural space: first, reflecting on ourselves and our evaluator role 
in relation to Māori and other communities, and secondly, focus-
ing on the other and the knowledge, skills, and relationships needed 
to become culturally competent evaluators. The heuristic we devel-
oped—affectionately known as the “octopus”2—is organised accord-
ing to these two ideas and is framed using Symonette’s “inside-out, 
outside-in” paradigm for cultural competence (2004, p. 99). 

Symonette’s (2004) inside-out framing refers to the process of 
reflection on “self-as-instrument and self-in-context” (p. 99). We 
think of this as the “internal” positioning of the evaluator: how we 
conceptualise and locate ourselves in relation to cultural compe-
tence. This is about ourselves as we are, in the moment we begin to 
address the question “what is needed for me to make sense of this 
situation?” We start with our embodied stories of identity, sense of 
place, and personal motivations. This requires reflection on our ways 
of knowing ourselves and seeing and understanding the world, on 
our motivations, and on the “embedded messages about what or who 
is important” (Patton, 2002, p. 130) in the conceptual frameworks 
we use; and the way all of this might shape our practice in relation to 
whether and how we should engage with Māori. While some of these 
ways of knowing may be constant, some may change when applied to 
specific evaluation contexts or over time. 

Symonette’s (2004) outside-in framing refers to the knowledge, 
2   The heuristic developed in its current form organically, and its shape suggested its affectionate 
name. While completely separate from Te Wheke (the octopus model) developed by Rangimarie 
Rose Pere (1984), which is used more metaphorically in respect to Māori wellbeing, the heuristic 
shares the idea of a whole comprising linked and intertwining parts.
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skills, and processes required to engage with others. Symonette 
describes this as “expanding and enriching one’s diversity-relevant 
knowledge and skills repertoire and one’s professional evaluator’s 
toolkit” (p. 99). Making a distinction between where we are at the 
moment, we pause to reflectively engage with what else we might 
need to enhance that engagement. The arms of the heuristic on this 
side highlight some of the knowledge, language, skills and relation-
ships that may be required in traversing unfamiliar territory. 

As noted earlier, the heuristic was developed as an aid to com-
munication and sense-making. It is offered here to provide a shared 
language for raising issues of culture in evaluation and a process for 
facilitating discussion and finding options and solutions for address-
ing concerns or difficulties in working appropriately and consciously 
as Pākehā evaluators. It represents our thinking at a point and time, 
and is a work in progress. 
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Figure 1. The heuristic
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Applying the heuristic to the challenges
The heuristic incorporates different aspects of cultural competence. 
For any particular cultural competence challenge, different aspects of 
the heuristic will be more relevant than others. Locating the relevant 
arms for any given issue can be helpful in interrogating the issue, 
enhancing understanding, and exploring possible courses of action. 
We recommend using the heuristic in this flexible and responsive 
way, dependent on the issue at hand, rather than attempting to apply 
the whole of the heuristic to all challenges. 

In Table 1 we have taken the ten common cultural competence 
challenges identified earlier and matched them to the relevant arms 
of the heuristic. The arms that match most directly with particu-
lar questions are highlighted in bold, and less-dominant linkages 
are in regular font. For example, question 10 about how to create 
an environment where robust dialogue and reflection can safely 
take place, maps against four arms of the heuristic. It maps strongly 
against the two arms of supporting Pākehā colleagues and working 
with Māori/‘other’ colleagues, and to a lesser degree with identity and 
motivation for engagement. The sub-branches offer a more focused 
investigation of the subject. For example, the sub-branches supporting 
Pākehā colleagues asks: “What are politics of responsibility? How do 
we build capacity with colleagues? What role would mentoring play 
in this context?”

Table 1. Cultural competence challenge questions 

Cultural competence challenge questions for Pākehā evaluators
mapped against the seven arms of the heuristic 

Challenge questions Arms (and sub-branches) of the heuristic

Participation and roles for Pākehā 
evaluators 
1.	 What evaluations should we 

be involved in and what role(s) 
should we play? 

•	 Sense of ‘place’ in relation to ‘other’ 
•	 Working with Māori/’other’ colleagues
•	 Motivation for engagement
•	 Cross-cultural competency
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Significance of cultural competence in 
evaluation practice
2.	 What weighting should we give to 

cultural competence vis-à-vis other 
evaluation competencies?

•	 Cross-cultural competency
•	 Sense of ‘place’ in relation to ‘other’ 
•	 Motivation for engagement
•	 Working with Māori/’other’ colleagues

3.	 To what extent does our cultural 
competence impact on the quality 
and robustness of an evaluation?

•	 Cross-cultural competency
•	 Sense of ‘place’ in relation to ‘other’ 
•	 Motivation for engagement

Developing cultural competence 
4.	 How do we go about developing 

cultural competence?

•	 Identity
•	 Cross-cultural competency
•	 Sense of ‘place’ in relation to ‘other’ 
•	 Working with Māori/‘other’ colleagues 
•	 All other arms of the octopus 

5.	 How do we know who to go to for 
guidance in a specific context?

•	 Sense of ‘place’ in relation to others
•	 Cross-cultural competency
•	 Working with Māori/ ‘other’ colleagues
•	 Identity

Evaluation practice
6.	 How do we respond to 

colleagues and stakeholders, 
including commissioners, with 
differing perspectives about 
the importance and inclusion of 
cultural factors in an evaluation?

•	 Sense of ‘place’ in relation to ‘other’ 
•	 Motivation for engagement
•	 Identity
•	 Supporting Pākehā colleagues
•	 Working with Māori/‘other’ colleagues

7.	 How do we build cultural 
competence into every stage of 
an evaluation, e.g., the analytical 
frame in data analysis?

•	 Cross-cultural competency
•	 Working with Māori/‘other’ colleagues
•	 Sense of ‘place’ in relation to ‘other’ 
•	 Motivation for engagement

8.	 How do we work in a way that is 
‘culturally safe’ for us as Pākehā and 
for others?

•	 Identity
•	 Sense of ‘place’ in relation to other
•	 Motivation for engagement 
•	 Cross-cultural competency

Working with specific groups 
9.	 What cultural competence do we 

require to work with particular 
groups who are different from 
ourselves?

•	 Cross-cultural competency
•	 Sense of ‘place’ in relation to ‘other’ 
•	 Speak te reo/language of ‘other ’
•	 Working with Māori/‘other’ colleagues

Safe and robust dialogue
10.	What environments exist and/or 

how can we create environments 
where we can have safe, robust 
discussions about cultural 
competence? 

•	 Supporting Pākehā colleagues
•	 Working with Māori/‘other’ colleagues
•	 Identity
•	 Motivation for engagement.
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Case examples
Three scenarios are provided below where the heuristic is used as 
a framework to systematically guide reflection and dialogue on the 
specific cultural competence issues being raised. The case examples 
explore Questions 1, 6, and 9 in Table 1.

Case example A—Participation and roles for Pākehā evaluators 
Question 1: What evaluations should we be involved in and what role(s) 
should we play? 

A typical scenario is an evaluation of a government programme 
that has a focus on Māori. The evaluation is needed to inform a pend-
ing decision about whether to roll out the programme nationwide. 
The government agency approaches Pākehā evaluators it has previ-
ously worked with, who have a good knowledge of the policy area and 
are available to undertake the evaluation in a tight timeframe. The 
evaluators ask themselves: “Should we accept the contract, and if so, 
what roles and actions do we need to consider given we will be work-
ing with Māori community providers and programme participants”? 

In such a scenario, the elements of the heuristic potentially most 
helpful in exploring this question are: (i) sense of ‘place’ in relation to 
‘other’; (ii) motivation for engagement; (iii) cross-cultural competency; 
and (iv) working with Māori colleagues. The sub-branches include 
questions such as: What responsibilities under the Treaty of Waitangi 
are applicable in this scenario? Who is best positioned to undertake 
such work? Should we as Pākehā be in this space? What is our knowl-
edge of tikanga Māori and skills working cross-culturally? What is 
the necessity in the current climate? How will these decisions impact 
on the quality and validity of the evaluation? And if there is a deci-
sion by Pākehā to accept a contract: Have we built relationships with 
Māori colleagues? What are the principles for respectful engagement? 
How clear are we about our own role vis-à-vis Māori colleagues? How 
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do we identify and troubleshoot issues with Māori colleagues? 
In a real-life example of the scenario described above (Roorda & 

Peace, 2009), we can also retrospectively apply the heuristic to review 
and explore what occurred. In this example, the evaluators accepted 
the contract. At the time they addressed questions such as whether 
they could draw on the support of Māori colleagues, and whether 
their knowledge of tikanga Māori skills in working cross culturally 
with respectful engagement were sufficient for the task. Recognising 
their limitations, they actively sought Māori expertise from within 
and outside the agency to provide oversight, and assist with fieldwork 
and analysis. 

Despite these strategies, several significant difficulties were 
encountered. One of these was a lack of consultation with all relevant 
community stakeholders. The evaluators visited staff from the Māori 
provider organisations selected by the agency, but no consultation 
was held with other providers. When the findings were presented at 
a national meeting attended by all providers, some criticised the eval-
uation design because it focused on a small number of providers and 
ignored the experiences of others (Roorda & Peace, 2009). 

Another difficulty encountered was the evaluators’ lack of knowl-
edge about the cultural expertise required on the project. The evalu-
ators worked with the agency to identify a Māori staff member who 
could assist with fieldwork and analysis. However, as the evaluation 
progressed, it became apparent that this person did not have the 
required skills which the evaluators failed to recognise. In contrast, a 
second fieldwork team member was identified by a Māori evaluation 
colleague, and engagement with stakeholders and quality of data cap-
ture was materially better in this case (Roorda & Peace, 2009).

This case example highlights some interesting points. First, 
some issues that arose were structural and beyond the evaluation 
team’s control, meaning that commissioning agencies need to work 
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alongside evaluators in attending to cultural competence. Secondly, 
cultural competence issues arise throughout the evaluation process 
and need to be attended to appropriately at each stage. Thirdly, there 
is a need for a systematic approach to different cultural competence 
questions that arise in the course of an evaluation. In this case, a 
systematic application of the heuristic would also have addressed the 
following questions (see Table 1): Question 3—To what extent does 
our cultural competence impact on the quality and robustness of 
the evaluation; Question 7—How do we build cultural competence 
into every stage of an evaluation; and Question 9—What cultural 
competence do we need to work with particular groups who are dif-
ferent from ourselves? Finally, the heuristic may have engaged the 
evaluators in a more in-depth exploration of whether, as Pākehā, they 
should be in this space, and their ability to assess their own cross-cul-
tural expertise and the assistance they needed.

Case example B—Evaluation practice
Question 6: How do we respond to colleagues and stakeholders, includ-
ing commissioners, with differing perspectives about the importance and 
inclusion of cultural factors in an evaluation?

In working as a team to develop the heuristic and record our 
journey, holding differing views about culture and cultural compe-
tence became familiar and sometimes uncomfortable professional 
challenges for us. These views reflect our diverse personalities, back-
grounds, values, world-views, training, and influences, and adjust-
ments to a revised history of this land. This particular scenario 
describes the writing of this article. 

Even though the authors share a common goal of working appro-
priately and effectively with Māori and others different from our-
selves, we differ in how we frame, understand and engage with this 
process, and therefore our strategies for achieving that goal. Our 



Finding our way: Cultural competence and Pākehā evaluators

© New Zealand Council for Educational Research 2015  67

process for addressing these differences was to each better under-
stand and articulate our own beliefs and positionality. Then we were 
better able to identify similarities and unpack points of difference, 
and come to agreement about how to proceed. 

We came to think of ourselves as each having a number of con-
tinuums on which we locate ourselves at different places at different 
times. For example, some of the writers find the concepts of structural 
analysis and decolonisation frameworks an important starting point 
for understanding and analysing New Zealand history and society 
(Consedine & Consedine, 2005; Huygens, 2011; Smith, 1999), and 
suggesting possible approaches for developing cultural competence. 
In this view there are shared experiences that occur, including rel-
ative access to power, because of one’s membership of a particular 
group. These writers believe in engaging with a comprehensive pack-
age of concepts and constructs, within which the application of and 
engagement with decolonisation frameworks and structural analysis 
are essential components. 

A second continuum is the approach to making sense of history 
and society as described in recent anthropological and historical liter-
ature (King, 2003, 1999; Salmond, 2014; Waitangi Tribunal, 2014). 
Another of the writers is exploring this as a preferred starting point 
for any discussion about culture and cultural competence. In this 
analysis, recent New Zealand history and society is viewed as a meet-
ing and clashing of differing world systems (Salmond, 2008). While 
Pākehā power, values, structures and world views continue to be seen 
as the dominant force, Salmond (2012) contends that the analysis of 
society and relations between the Pākehā and Māori world systems 
cannot be reduced to simple abstract binaries, such as coloniser and 
colonised. 

There is more agreement among the writers of the centrality of 
relationships and relationality to developing cultural competence. 
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This writing project required strong professional and personal rela-
tionships between the writers to enable respectful and honest dia-
logue while working through our different perspectives. This dialogue 
required collective effort, time, careful listening and reflection, and a 
level of trust and courage to explore our differences. We have found 
that similar qualities need to be developed in our relationships with 
other evaluation stakeholders including those different from our-
selves (Māori, Pasifika and other minority groups), commissioners, 
and policy makers. 

We began with and returned to the heuristic in the process of 
developing this article, as a place to clarify our points of view when 
we became aware we were, yet again, talking past each other. We 
reflected mostly on five of the heuristic arms to assist us in unpacking 
our differences: Sense of “place” in relation to “other”; motivation for 
engagement; identity; supporting Pākehā colleagues; and working with 
Māori/“other” colleagues. As with the first case, beginning with sense 
of place in relation to “other”, we discussed our views about respon-
sibilities under the Treaty of Waitangi, how to make sense of or anal-
yse our society, including our settlement history, and how we view 
Pākehā in our society. Underlying these views we found our deeper 
perspectives were related to the identity arm: how do we identify as 
individuals, where do we come from and how do these influences 
inform our values and worldview, and what are our personal values 
and beliefs? In relation to the supporting Pākehā colleagues arm, ques-
tions included: how do we build each other’s capacity, and how do 
we mentor each other? 

Case example C—Working with specific groups 
Question 9: What cultural competence do we require to work with par-
ticular groups who are different from ourselves?

This a hypothetical scenario where the heuristic is used in the 
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design phase to systematically identify some key elements required 
for culturally competent practice. In this case a government agency 
requests a summative evaluation of a cultural development pro-
gramme for New Zealand Chinese communities which includes the 
objective of raising awareness of these communities in wider New 
Zealand society.

The arms of the heuristic that we would expect to be applied 
are: Sense of “place” in relation to “other”, cross-cultural competency, 
speak te reo Māori/language of “other”, and working with “other” col-
leagues. The focus of the sense-of-place enquiry would include: what 
is the settlement history of this group, what are or have been the 
responsibilities of government to this group, and what are the key 
principles for respectfully engaging with them? Questions under the 
cross-cultural competency arm might ask: what skills do we have 
working cross culturally, what knowledge do we have of Chinese cul-
ture, what evaluation approaches would be most appropriate for this 
group, what ability do we have to communicate in the language of 
the target group? And, finally, questions relating to working with 
colleagues would ask us to consider: what is our role with Chinese 
colleagues, how would we build relationships with them, how might 
we troubleshoot issues with them? 

Cultural competence would involve the evaluators having an 
awareness of the long Chinese settlement history in Aotearoa, the 
significant economic and social contribution of Chinese to specific 
regions and the nation as whole, the institutional and social discrimi-
nation they experienced from a [Pākehā] government and the formal 
apology made to them,3 and developing a knowledge of Chinese cul-
ture, protocols, language, and their position in New Zealand society. 
This preliminary list of factors has been developed without guidance 

3   The Chinese were the only nationality that paid a poll tax to enter this country for work and 
they were unable to become New Zealand citizens until 1951 (New Zealand Government, 2002).
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from Chinese colleagues; having such relationships would be essen-
tial to inform the design of the evaluation, including stakeholder 
engagement, evaluation team membership, team roles, data collec-
tion, and analysis.

Discussion
We think that use of the heuristic can assist the cultural compe-
tence of Pākehā practitioners. As noted in the previous case examples, 
it is a flexible tool that can be used prospectively in the design of 
evaluations, for example in discussions with commissioners and 
stakeholders, or retrospectively to reflect on what occurred and how 
cultural concerns might have been better taken into account.

Our own early practice of applying the heuristic has assisted us 
in three interrelated ways: First, by providing a common framework 
and language for dialogue; secondly, by enhancing our consciousness 
about our own approach to culture and cultural competence; and 
thirdly, by enhancing our understanding of what informs the per-
spectives of “the other”. These are discussed further below.

1. A common framework and language for our dialogue about cul-
ture and cultural competence. 

Culture and cultural competency, as already noted, is a complex, 
contested, sensitive, and increasingly important dimension of eval-
uation practice in Aotearoa New Zealand. The heuristic offers us a 
visual conceptual picture of the space, some of its key elements, and 
relationships between these elements. It provides guidance where 
reflection is required, or choices need to be made, to promote cul-
tural competence. The heuristic also provides a potential language 
and vocabulary to support clearer and richer dialogue for Pākehā 
practitioners about culture and cultural competency. The heuristic 
explicitly acknowledges that individuals enter the dialogue at dif-
ferent points, bringing their own perspectives, identities, stories, 
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and world views. This framing promotes a pluralistic dialogue that 
respects difference and enables participants to safely enter the discus-
sion from wherever they are. It can provide a tool for engaging with 
others where addressing such questions is complex, and sensitive and/
or “un-discussable” (Dick & Dalmau, 1992). 

2. Enhanced consciousness of what informs our approach to culture, 
cultural competence and evaluation.

The heuristic has the potential to raise the consciousness of the 
practitioner to the various influences on our culture, cultural com-
petence, and evaluation. By systematically reflecting on our identity, 
individual history, and relationships with the other, awareness is 
heightened about how these affect evaluation decisions about who 
and what is important. 

3. Enhanced consciousness of what informs the world of the “other” 
and their perspective of culture, cultural competence, evaluation and the 
world of the “other”.

The arms of the heuristic offers a way of reaching out to, exploring, 
engaging with, and comprehending stakeholders, who are other. The 
outside/in arm of the heuristic clarifies the knowledge and skills the 
practitioner requires about the tikanga/culture, kawa/protocols and 
reo/language to effectively engage and understand the other, partic-
ularly Māori in Aotearoa New Zealand. The heuristic also helps the 
practitioner make sense of the other by locating the other historically, 
in New Zealand society, and in relation to the Pākehā practitioner. 
Additionally, it assists us to understand the views and decisions of 
fellow Pākehā practitioners, commissioners or others with a stake in 
the evaluation process.

Our early experiences of applying the heuristic have also given 
rise to two important insights about its use. The first insight is the 
importance of having a trusted group to work with to share this jour-
ney towards cultural competence. As already discussed, this can be a 
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sensitive and challenging area for many Pākehā evaluators, including 
ourselves. We have experienced a clear emotional dimension present 
in some of our conversations, partly derived from having to acknowl-
edge our own not knowing, our perceived lack of competence, and 
our fumbling, uncertain attempts when articulating potentially new 
ways forward. We have come to see the capacity to be personally 
vulnerable with one another as an essential element to engage sub-
stantively in the discourse. This kind of dialogue required us to have 
consciousness of, and care for, ourselves and others, honed listening 
skills, and openness to multiple ways of seeing. Interpersonal trust 
was indispensable. Creating a trusted group that is ongoing enables 
us to continue to engage rather than back off from conversations that 
are troublesome to us. 

The second insight is the value of developing our own library of 
cultural competence resources. Some approaches to understanding, 
developing, and applying cultural competence in our practice have 
resonated more strongly with us than others. For example, we have 
perhaps been more drawn to decolonisation frameworks, or cultural 
responsiveness approaches, or critical race theory. We are each build-
ing a personal library of cultural competence resources (for example, 
“how to” guidelines; key journal articles from Aotearoa New Zealand 
and internationally on cultural competence, critical race theory, cul-
tural responsiveness, decolonisation, kaupapa Māori approaches, 
indigenous methodologies, white privilege; learnings from discus-
sions with colleagues; newspaper articles about the Treaty settlement 
process and so on) that may fit within or challenge our personal 
framework for understanding cultural competence, but engage us in 
this important reflexive process.

One approach that has had significant impact for us is to identify, 
gather and use powerful questions in our evaluation practice. The 
heuristic presents a number of these questions, as discussed in the 
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case examples earlier. Additionally, some of the writers have found the 
following question to be both succinct and powerful when exploring 
the appropriateness of participating in an evaluation: “Who am I to 
do this [specific] evaluation?”4 The question obviously raises issues 
of evaluator competency, including cultural competence skills and 
knowledge in this particular context. However, the question also 
goes beyond these familiar parameters and asks more challengingly, 
“Who am I [the practitioner] in relation to this specific evaluation 
and evaluand?” 

Next steps 
Culture and cultural competence is growing in its significance in 
professional evaluation practice. Culturally competent Pākehā evalu-
ators are required to produce evaluations that are valid, credible, and 
equitable. This is a complex and challenging space to negotiate. In 
this article we have named some of the key challenges that Pākehā 
evaluators may face, and we have used the heuristic to investigate 
these challenges. 

We have described the heuristic, highlighted its flexibility for use, 
and identified its benefits. Firstly, it provides a common framework 
and language to support the often-complex and challenging dia-
logue about culture and cultural competence. Secondly, the heuristic 
opens up ideas for deeper reflection on what informs our approach to 
culture, cultural competence, and evaluation. Finally, the heuristic 
encourages greater consciousness about what informs the perspec-
tive and approach to culture, cultural competence, evaluation, and 
the world of the other. Furthermore, it is a framework that is, itself, 
open to adaptation, reinterpretation, and representation in alternative 
forms for different and emerging contexts. 

4   Kataraina Pipi posed this question to Moana-o-Hinerangi in a session at the 2010 South 
Island ANZEA Symposium. 
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Where to next? Some of our ideas include reviewing and rework-
ing the heuristic to make it more useful as a diagnostic and devel-
opmental tool, developing practical steps, or questions, or both, for 
each branch. A key process is taking this tool back to a range of 
Pākehā evaluator colleagues to see how well it reflects their viewpoint 
and meets their needs. Their experiences can be gathered via work-
shops, conferences, or a blog. We need also to listen to the views of, 
and engage in discussion with, our New Zealand colleagues who are 
Māori, Pasifika, or from other minority groups. Then there is the 
need to hear the cultural competence challenges of evaluation col-
leagues who are descended from European settlers in, say, Australia, 
Canada and the United States.

We have opted for a dialogic strategy of enhancing cultural  
competence and assumed, at least to some extent, that relevant com-
petencies for Pākehā evaluators can be developed if some initial 
self-awareness is present and opportunities for motivated dialogue 
exist.  However, there is a bigger challenge that we would invite the 
evaluation education community to participate in: how might this 
desirable development be taught to incoming and existing cohorts of 
evaluation practitioners?

There is no endpoint to the cultural competence journey. We are 
finding there are a number of paths toward competence, some more 
linear and some more of a spiraling process. These paths themselves 
move within the broader, evolving space that is evaluation practice 
in Aotearoa New Zealand in 2015. Our Māori colleagues continue 
to encourage and support us. This journey is challenging, unsettling, 
and important. 
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Glossary
Aotearoa New Zealand
iwi	extended kinship group, tribe, nation, people, nationality, race
kawa customs
kaupapa topic, policy, matter for discussion, plan
kaupapa Māori	a framework and way of working built on a Māori 

world view 
Pākehā New Zealanders of European descent
Pasifika Indigenous peoples of the Pacific Islands who have settled in 

Aotearoa New Zealand
te reo Māori the Māori language 
tikanga custom
tikanga Māori	 Māori custom
tino rangatiratanga self-government , sovereignty 
tangata whenua indigenous people of the land
tangata tiriti people of the treaty, or New Zealanders of non-Māori 

origin, originally the British Crown and now government agencies
Waitangi Place where “The Treaty of Waitangi/Te Tiriti of Waitangi” 

was signed, New Zealand’s founding document, meant to be a 
partnership between Māori and the British Crown.

te wheke the octopus
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