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Statement of the Problem: The Northland region of New Zealand, where 38% of the population identify as 
Māori, has had low rates of childhood immunisation, placing the population at greater risk of preventable, 
vaccinable diseases.  This presentation will report on a 3-year research project conducted in the Northland region 
of New Zealand between 2021 and 2024. In this fairly remote and isolated region, 38% of the population identify 
as Māori, the indigenous people of New Zealand. Immunisation rates had been low prior to the COVID-19 
pandemic and were the main impetus for the research, which aimed to explore barriers to immunisation in 
collaboration with community and primary care research partners in Northland.  Interviews, focus discussion 
groups and feedback sessions involved 62 community members and health professionals from around Northland, 
with the majority of community members identifying as Māori. Focus groups and interviews revealed distrust 
as the main barrier to immunisation, revealing that the COVID-19 vaccine mandate introduced by the New 
Zealand government between May and November 2021, had exacerbated historically grown distrust versus the 
government. Geographical isolation, shortage of health professionals and high turnover of family doctors, before 
patients and doctors have been able to build a relationship of trust. Another issue mentioned during interviews 
and focus group discussions involved a lack of internet coverage, making it difficult to book appointments and 
lack of access to healthcare and immunisation providers. 

Suggested solutions include better planning to support the local communities, working on solutions with the 
community, and incorporating a culturally appropriate approach to healthcare, involving a Māori world view. 
Some of the approaches which have now been implemented included utilising navigators from the community 
to overcome historical distrust, and training immunisation staff in Kaupapa Māori, a framework which 
emphasises Māori perspectives and practices, to ensure a culturally appropriate approach.  
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