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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

This paper presents a view of research and development absorptive
capacity from a Māori perspective. The assessment is part of a case
study of a longitudinal programme – Science for Technological
Innovation: Kia kotahi mai – Te Ao Putaiao me te Ao Hanagarau
that aims to increase Aotearoa New Zealand’s capacity to use scitech for economic beneﬁt. The paper ﬁnds that while Aotearoa
New Zealand’s macro policy and meso institutional levels have
become more responsive to Māori research and development
demands, at the micro level of the individual or the ﬁrm there are
still constraints given the small numbers of Māori in science,
technology, engineering and mathematics. In response to this, a
novel model of Māori sci-tech capacity is under development that
considers not only research and development technical capacities,
but also the human and relational capacities required to
accelerate absorptive capacity to respond to Māori social and
economic aspirations.
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Introduction
Māori make up only a small proportion of New Zealand’s academic and research workforce (Kidman et al. 2015). Despite strategies and frameworks developed over time, participation and achievement rates for Māori in mainstream tertiary education organisations
remain lower than anticipated (Jahnke and Te Wiata 2016). Latest ﬁgures from the Ministry of Education (MoE) show there were 495 Māori academics compared with more than
10,000 non-Māori in 2018 (Hurihanganui 2018), with even lower numbers of Māori in
science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) disciplines. Recent media
attention has highlighted a need for more academic capacity in the university and research
and science sectors. Given the implications of National Science Challenges (NSC) such as
the case study presented here, this paper examines Māori STEM capacity in Aotearoa New
Zealand and the programmes trying to address this issue.
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Recent evidence suggests that academic barriers can be reduced by culturally responsive
policies and strategies, integrated support services, support staﬀ and programmes, and
improved institutional practice (Theodore et al. 2017). Science for Technological Innovation: Kia kotahi mai – Te Ao Putaiao me te Ao Hanagarau (SfTI-TAPTAH), one of
Aotearoa’s 11 NSCs, is developing an approach that seeks to translate such evidence
into its programmes. With a mission ‘to enhance New Zealand’s capacity to use physical
sciences and engineering for economic growth’ (Science for Technological Innovation
2015a), SfTI-TAPTAH has reframed the research and development notion of ‘absorptive
capacity’ (AC) to incorporate a Māori perspective. The case study presented here reﬂects
on the ﬁrst years of SfTI-TAPTAH, a 10-year national programme focussing on the High
Value manufacturing sector with research that includes IT and data analytics, additive
manufacturing, medical technology, virtual reality, robotics, and ‘internet of things’.
While SfTI-TAPTAH research involves the development of novel and leading edge
science and technology, the broader mission is ‘capacity building’ so that ‘science will not
be left stranded in the lab’ (Science for Technological Innovation 2015b). Such a mission
implies that scientists require additional skills apart from their technical proﬁciency to
ensure that their leading edge science ﬁnds an economic or social use. These non-technical
human and relational capacities have become the focus of both research and a SfTITAPTAH development programme that explicitly incorporates Māori needs and
demands (kaupapa), Māori preferred ways of engaging (tikanga) and Māori knowledge
(mātauranga). This approach is novel for two reasons. First, most capacity building research
in the research and development (R&D) sector focuses on ﬁrm level capacity or absorptive
capacity (Cohen and Levinthal 1990), and only more rarely (Lane and Lubatkin 1998) considers the capacity of the organisation external to the ﬁrm – in our case study, the research
institution and its scientists. Second, considering AC from an Indigenous perspective is likewise novel, given that most capacity building is considered from a developmental rather
than R&D perspective. Combining both the focus on scientists and science institutions’
AC in relation to incorporating Indigenous notions of AC is therefore breaking new ground.
The paper proceeds as follows. First, there is a brief overview of AC as deﬁned in the
R&D innovation and developmental academic literature. These AC deﬁnitions are then
reviewed to provide context to policy developments that have sought to address Māori
science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) technical capacity. To assess
the success or otherwise of these policies, the third section provides an analysis of a
scoping review of current Māori STEM capacity. In response to these ﬁndings, a
human and relational capacity development programme and model is described that
seeks to accelerate scientist’s capacity to work with Māori on Māori-derived sci-tech projects. The paper concludes by oﬀering some comments on next steps.

Redeﬁning absorptive capacity
The concept of capacity is familiar within the R&D and innovation literature. It is most often
associated with the notion of absorptive capacity, or the mechanism by which a ﬁrm, as a
consequence of its own R&D eﬀorts and internal capacities, is able ‘to recognize the value
of new external knowledge, assimilate it, and apply it to commercial ends’ (Cohen and
Levinthal 1990, p. 128). This is particularly important for knowledge-intensive High
Value Manufacturing industries in the context of ‘open innovation’ (Chesbrough 2003)
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whereby such industries open up their internal innovation processes to interaction and collaboration with external expertise to solve their complex science and technology problems
(Tacke 2010; Belderbos et al. 2016). Increasingly, open innovation is widespread, with innovative ideas garnered from many sources, including universities (van de Vrande et al. 2009;
Chesbrough and Brunswicker 2014). However, unlike in other Organisation for Economic
Co-operation Development (OECD) countries, New Zealand ﬁrms have low levels of collaboration with universities and research institutions with low expenditure on R&D by
OECD standards (Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment (MBIE) 2016;
OECD 2017). Given this, a key rationale for programmes like SfTI-TAPTAH is to contribute to the processes that accelerate uptake and use of leading edge science.
While most open innovation and AC research is on the ﬁrm (Perkmann 2007; Miller et al.
2016; Mascarenhas et al. 2018), SfTI-TAPTAH research mostly focuses on the micro level of
the research scientist and team. A particular focus is technical ‘knowledge creation and its
dissemination’ (Bartling and Friesike 2014, p. 5) through scientists’ interaction, collaboration
or co-creation with businesses and Māori enterprises. The technical capacities of leading
edge research scientists derive from ‘years of training, reward systems, rules of competition
and collaboration between and within diﬀerent [science] groups’ (Geib 2017). Such science
knowledge is both explicit and tacit (Polanyi 1967), with tacit knowledge being that which is
‘incommunicable’ because it is ‘experience performed in the pursuit of knowledge’ (Nahapiet
and Ghoshal 1998, p. 245). Technical capacity is the sum of society’s investment in training
through the higher education system and the opportunity to collaborate or compete in the
‘closed community’ (Harding 2011, p. 367) of the science system. Yet, science is increasingly
‘open’, with speedy dissemination of results, cross-institutional collaborations ﬁnanced from
both private and public sources, and inter-disciplinarity (Friesike et al. 2015). Such openness
is a function of both scientiﬁc curiosity and the need to address globally common ‘wicked
problems’ (Rittel and Webber 1973) such as climate change or the spread of infectious
disease. These globally complex issues require scientists to operate across borders: geographic, disciplinary, social and cultural. That is, scientists’ human and relational capacities
are as necessary as their technical capacities if they are ‘to talk [to] and work with their partners in order to progress co-innovation eﬀorts’ (Daellenbach et al. 2017, p. 456). From a
Māori perspective, these latter capacities are vital given the constrained nature of current
Māori sci-tech capacity, a result of past impediments to Māori development. The Māori
experience of colonisation in Aotearoa New Zealand parallels that of other indigenous communities and for well over one hundred years, statistics have indicated that the Māori population occupies the lower socio-economic realm in New Zealand society, illustrated by poor
education and health statistics, as well as higher rates of incarceration (Walker 1990; Durie
2001). While current government policy aims to rectify such impediments, the strategies
needed to accelerate sci-tech capacity for the beneﬁt of Māori are largely scattered and unfocussed. Before exploring this, we examine the prior context that has given rise to the current
need to address sci-tech AC from a Māori perspective.

Absorptive capacity and Indigenous people: macro factors
Indigenous people are amongst the worlds’ poorest even if they live in industrialised
countries (United Nations 2009; Hall and Patrinos 2012). To support developing
nations, institutions like the UN or the World Bank supply the capital or technical
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expertise which such nations then ‘absorb’ (Berger 1982; Lamb 2013). Thus, in the economic literature, AC is seen as a form of developmental capacity. While innovation AC and
developmental AC diﬀer theoretically and in practice, the juxtaposition is useful. First, as
in the R&D (OECD 1997, 2015a, 2015b) and social innovation literature (Centre for Social
Innovation 2003; Krlev et al. 2014), developmental AC points out that macro level factors
(management, economic, social and human) provide the underpinning infrastructure for
micro (ﬁrm level) or meso (community/institutional) level outcomes (Heﬀernan 2013,
p. 13). Second, the developmental AC literature notes that external prescriptions or ‘borrowed ideas, [utilized] borrowed experiences and funds and [engaged] borrowed hands’,
do not necessarily lead to benefactors’ planned for social or economic outcomes
(Heﬀernan 2013, p. 14). Rather, indigenous-sourced collective understandings and practices need equivalent or greater consideration. In respect of this, innovation AC needs
to be aware of its normative leanings. Privileging individual enterprise divorces organisations from their historic and ideological context and obviates the macro level constraints –
structural, political, resource or ideological – that inhibit or prevent enterprises from
‘developing’ in the ﬁrst place (Kenny and Clarke 2010) and misunderstands or ignores
Indigenous collective cultural arrangements and preferences.
For many Indigenous people, the macro level constraint is colonisation, which along
with its historical and many would argue ongoing ideological impacts (such as ethnocentrism), has impeded Indigenous sci-tech capacity (Scott 2011). Because of this capacity
‘deﬁcit’ or ‘gap’, development agents often apply narrow technical solutions. Such
‘deﬁcit thinking’ ﬁrst, overlooks the fact that all communities have capacities, and
second, that capacity developers may themselves have much to learn. In other words,
capacity development or AC is a ‘two-way’ street. As Indigenous advocates have emphasised, Indigenous peoples are not just recipients of development but agents contributing to
transformational change through ‘traditional knowledge systems and innovations developed over generations’ (Balawag 2016). For Māori, this knowledge system is mātauranga
Māori (translated as knowledge, wisdom, and ways of knowing), and how the sci-tech
system in Aotearoa New Zealand accommodates and uses this knowledge is important
to Māori social and economic development.
In acknowledgment of these historical impediments, over the last thirty years there
have been policy eﬀorts to address persistent Māori under-representation in the mesolevel institutions that enable sci-tech capacity. Such initiatives, in line with the changing
view of capacity approaches as described earlier, are exemplars of the Māori ‘potential’
ideology, that aims to fulﬁl ‘Māori aspirations for optimal quality of life’ (Te Puni
Kōkiri 2007) so that Māori ‘make choices for themselves’ (Barcham 2012, p. 64). At the
policy level, Māori education strategies such as Ka Hikitia – Managing for Success focus
on education system performance and Māori education achievement (Ministry of Education 2013). Increased educational attainment is seen as a crucial enabler of Māori economic aspirations in policies such as He Kai Kei Aku Ringa, the Māori Economic
Development Strategy (Te Puni Kokiri 2013). In turn, the science and innovation policy
Vision Mātauranga (VM), expects to ‘unlock the innovation potential of Māori knowledge, resources and people to assist New Zealanders to create a better future’ (Ministry
of Research, Science and Technology 2005). Such policies inﬂuence the institutional
level, with an ‘indigenous dimension’ embedded within higher education (Frawley 2017,
p. 71). Similarly, most if not all research institutions (eg. Crown Research Institutions
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and Universities) and many central government agencies in Aotearoa New Zealand have
attempted to address the VM policy in some way with statements relating to ‘mātauranga
Maori’ or Vision Mātauranga.
While the macro and meso level framework appears to be in place, Māori micro level
ﬁrm and individual sci-tech capacities still appear to be lagging. This matters for a number
of reasons. First, moving ‘up the value chain’ in an economic sense requires greater Māori
engagement and alignment with science and innovation (BERL 2011, p. 4). Second,
increased Māori technical capacity positions Māori to contribute to, create and lead
advances in science and technology rather than react to or become passive end-users of
products or processes that may or may not meet Māori economic and social objectives.
Third, and as has been recognised internationally, diversifying the research cohort diversiﬁes the science and technology knowledge domain itself (National Academy of Sciences,
National Academy of Engineering, and Institute of Medicine 2011; O’Brien et al. 2015).
Opening space for Māori foci (kaupapa), explicit and tacit knowledge (mātauranga) and
processes (tikanga) present an R&D opportunity unique to Aotearoa New Zealand.
To conclude this section, while innovation AC is a normative concept privileging ﬁrm/
individual capacities, application to the Māori context needs to consider the macro condition of colonisation that has inﬂuenced meso level institutions that in turn has enabled
or constrained R&D innovation at the micro level of the Māori ﬁrm or individual. In the
next section, we discuss a scoping project that deconstructs this complex web of interactions. While focussing on the technical capacities of individuals, the project has implications for how to accomplish an acceleration of the human and relational capacities
needed to talk to and work with Māori partners.

Māori STEM scoping project – objectives, methodology and results
In 2016, the Kāhui Māori, SfTI-TAPTAH’s Māori advisory group, whose role is to ensure
that Te Ao Māori (the Māori Maori world-view) is embedded across the SfTI NSC and to
guide researchers to help them incorporate VM into their research, instigated a scoping
project, the results of which were to be used to guide the Kāhui Māori to ‘creatively
address capacity development’ (Science for Technological Innovation 2015, p. 32).
While methodologically the project cannot be described as a scoping review (Levac
et al. 2010; Peterson et al. 2017), the project does share a scoping review’s ‘aim to map
rapidly … the main sources and types of evidence available’ (Arksey and O’Malley
2005 p. 21). A limited review of the Māori sci-tech landscape during the development
of the SfTI-TAPTAH proposal showed there were substantial gaps in Māori technical
capacity noting a 2010 IPENZ report that Maori made up only 4.6% of architects and
engineers and 6.4% of physical science and engineering technicians (IPENZ 2010).
Despite this, there were aspirations to include Māori PhD students with the requisite technical capacities in the research projects.
In order to build on this early analysis, the Kāhui Māori sought answers to three key
questions: (1) what was the current landscape of Māori STEM; (2) what were the
causes of the landscape; and (3) were there public or private sector initiatives making a
diﬀerence to that landscape. Section two provides explanation to Māori sci-tech development as implied in question 2, hence, the following describes the methodology for questions 1 and 3.

182

K. RUCKSTUHL ET AL.

Question 1 was divided into two sections: Māori student participation and attainment
in STEM subjects; and capacity of the Māori STEM workforce. Sources of data included
secondary literature, reports and publicly available data from the Ministry of Education
(MoE). Data was also requested from the Tertiary Education Commission (TEC). This
information was then analysed to identify Māori student and academic workforce participation and/or retention trends in STEM subjects relevant to SfTI-TAPTAH (deﬁned as:
Natural Sciences, Mathematics, Engineering, Information and Computer Science).
To answer Question 3 an internet search was undertaken to identify Māori-focussed
STEM programme initiatives or funding. The search was deliberately broad in order to be
able to capture the niche programmes or projects that, in particular, had been evaluated.
Five main categories of search data across organisations (including universities; Wānanga
and Polytechnics; Research Institutes and Groups; Trust and scholarships; and schools)
restricted to years 2000–2017 were established. A ‘lookup’ syntax of ‘Māori + STEM +
Science + Engineering + Mathematics + Technology’ was applied until there were a
suﬃcient number of ‘hits’ to conclude there were no additional STEM initiatives or
groups promoted within the target category website (note where the initial lookup term
failed to located an initiative, the lookup was broadened e.g. Māori + Science + Engineering
+ Mathematics + Technology and so on. Once the systematic approach had been concluded,
additional websites were identiﬁed through consultation). For the University sector, the level
of STEM initiatives for each category was then assigned a relative score ranging from groups
with obvious Māori STEM initiatives or funding, to those that provided support for Māori
students or researchers, although not speciﬁcally focused on Māori STEM.
Māori student and workforce STEM capacity
The period 2008–2016 saw a general increase in the numbers of students graduating in
STEM subjects at Bachelor’s degree or higher. In comparison to OECD students, New
Zealand students were on average more likely to study natural sciences, mathematics and
statistics at tertiary level (10% vs 6%), although for engineering, manufacturing and construction it was the opposite (8% vs 16%). Enrolment in ICT subjects was 7% (OECD
5%). Therefore, overall STEM enrolment rates were about the same as most OECD
countries (Norgrove and Scott 2017; OECD 2017). When broken down by ethnicity, the
general trend is likewise apparent for Māori graduates, with 62% completing qualiﬁcations
at bachelor degree level or above within ﬁve years of starting full-time study (Theodore et al.
2017). However, in comparison to European and Asian students Māori were about half as
likely to be studying STEM subjects as a proportion of overall enrolments (Table 1).
When one investigates Māori STEM enrolments at Bachelors and above (MoE 2017a,
2017b), a stark picture emerges. A snapshot of Māori 2016 enrolments and graduates in
STEM forms of research (FoR) (Table 2) shows no Māori graduate with a STEM PhD
and small proportions graduating with Masters or bachelors and postgraduate qualiﬁcations. Enrolment data for 2016 indicates the potential for more Māori STEM graduates
in future years, particularly PhDs. This needs to be tempered with the fact that about half
of STEM graduates and enrolees were in biological sciences, mostly associated with
Health Science, hence less likely to move into FoR associated with SfTI-TAPTAH research.
This student data has a ‘ﬂow-on’ impact into the Māori STEM workforce. In 2010,
an academic workforce planning report suggested that attracting and retaining Māori in
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Table 1. 2008–2016: Distribution of domestic graduates by ethnic group and broad ﬁeld of study –
bachelors or higher in New Zealand tertiary institutions.

academia was an issue, with proportions of the Māori academic workforce remaining
static over the 1991–2006 period (BERL 2010). An analysis of 2012–2016
University Māori data (Table 3) shows that there was a 25% increase in the number
of Māori staﬀ employed as academics with a 15% increase in research-only staﬀ.
However, the increase as a proportion of all staﬀ was more a modest 12% for Māori
academic staﬀ and a decrease of 20% for Māori research staﬀ (Table 4). In both
cases, Māori made up only about 5% of the overall University academic and research
workforce.
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Table 2. New Zealand University Maori enrolments and graduates in STEM FoR 2016a
Graduates
Level
Number
%
a

Enrolled

PhD

Masters

Bachelor/Postgrad

PhD

Masters

0
0

40
4

465
6

65
4

130
5

Bachelor/Postgrad
3,215
7

Note that multi-responses can be given to ethnic identity. Hence, percentages in Table 2 reﬂect total ethnicities rather
than student numbers.

Table 3. New Zealand University Maori Academic and Research-only Workforce FTEs 2012–2016

To ascertain STEM staﬃng levels, the TEC provided customised data on the 2012 Performance-based Research Fund (PBRF) assessment. There were some limitations to this
data relating to self-reporting of ethnic status and, being multi-response, some individuals’
results will be included in more than one category. Additionally, the PBRF assessment
does not apply to Crown Research Institutes (CRIs). Given these caveats, the PBRF
data revealed that 36 Māori researchers were in STEM FoR. A total of 660 Māori researchers undertook the PBRF assessment, with a total of 7356 researcher Evidence Portfolios
(EPs) submitted of which 6758 EPs have been awarded funded Quality Categories
Table 4. New Zealand University Maori Academic and Research-only Workforce as % of total 2012–
2016
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(TEC 2013). Given the trajectory of overall Māori staﬃng subsequent to the 2012 PBRF
assessment, the percentage of Māori STEM researchers is unlikely to have increased to
any signiﬁcant degree.
Public and private sector STEM initiatives
Category 1: Universities (See Appendix 1)
A total of 11 STEM initiatives for Māori, 9 for Māori and Paciﬁc students, and one
for general STEM students were identiﬁed. It is expected that all Universities provide
Māori students with support, however only seven websites were located using the
search syntax and look-up method. Only Victoria University of Wellington appeared
to have an evaluated initiative targeting Māori STEM retention to degree completion,
with other Universities supporting STEM students at various levels. While not strictly
a STEM initiative as deﬁned for the purposes of this paper, both the Universities of
Auckland and Otago have evaluated their Māori Health Sciences workforce development programme (Jones et al. 2010; Baxter 2015). Hence, these programmes are
included for comparative purposes.
Category 2: Wānanga and Polytechnics’ STEM Initiatives (See Appendix 2)
A total of 24 organisations were investigated, none of which had obvious STEM Māori
or Pasiﬁc initiatives, albeit 16 indicated some STEM content. Of those, 13 had STEM
courses or curricula including a range of Sciences (e.g. Health, Environmental and
Applied Science), Engineering (e.g. Electrical and Automotive Trades) and Information
and Communication Technology.
Category 3: Crown Research Institutes (CRIs) and other groups’ STEM Initiatives
(see Appendix 3)
Seven CRIs, one Crown entity, and eight ‘other’ groups were investigated. Of the
CRIs, each had clear general STEM initiatives with some oﬀering STEM support speciﬁcally for Māori, such as oﬀering internships, scholarships or fellowships. The Crown
entity Callaghan Innovation oﬀered a range of support for Māori students involved
in STEM. Of the ‘other’ groups, none were speciﬁcally oﬀering speciﬁc STEM initiatives
but were aimed at general Māori academic development (eg. Te Kāhui Amokura – a
sub-group of the Universities New Zealand sector group) or postgraduate student academic acceleration (eg Ngā Pae o Te Māramatanga – a national Centre of Research
Excellence).
Category 4: Trusts and Scholarship providers STEM funding (see Appendix 4)
Forty-one Trusts and two online scholarship databases were investigated. Around nine
indicated they might provide STEM related scholarships with a subsequent manual check
revising that number down to seven providers. For example, in 2016, the Māori Education
Trust oﬀered two undergraduate and two postgraduate STEM scholarship, with Te Putea
Whakatipu Trust oﬀering one STEM scholarship. Given the number of providers, a more
extensive analysis was unable to be undertaken.
Category 5: Schools STEM initiatives (see Appendix 5)
Seven school-based Māori STEM initiatives were located, however given the large
volume of information using the ‘look-up’ method, the most relevant for the project
was not able to be reliably determined. A screenshot sample of STEM school outreach
initiatives is shown in Appendix 4 to give a ‘ﬂavour’ of the nature of activity.
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Analysis of results
A number of trends can be identiﬁed from the data. To start, while absolute numbers of
Māori students taking STEM subjects has increased, proportionately these remain low, particularly in comparison to European and Asian students, where Māori are about half as likely
to participate in STEM FoRs. In fact, Māori numbers over the period have slightly declined
in Physical and Natural Sciences. While it is uncertain as to what proportion of the 2016
Bachelors and Postgraduate Māori students will translate into completed Masters and
PhDs, 2016 enrolments reﬂect four per cent of Māori undertaking PhDs. Unsurprisingly,
this historically modest proportion of Māori students has translated into low numbers of
Māori academics and researchers, at least in the tertiary sector. While the 2010 BERL
report noted static Māori staﬃng, the current analysis shows only very modest growth
overall. From a research supply perspective the implication of both these data sets is that
the sector will struggle to ﬁnd Māori researchers to contribute to and lead STEM initiatives
as technical experts, given their very low numbers. There may be other factors at play such as
those highlighted in previous research (see Kidman et al. 2015; Potter and Cooper 2016), the
ﬁndings of which point to the need for greater institutional and government investment in
and commitment to Māori student success and Māori staﬀ more broadly.
What eﬀorts, then, have been made to increase and retain the supply of Māori STEM
researchers? As the desk-top analysis shows, there have been or are initiatives that aim to
increase Māori participation and success, to reach out to Māori communities and to fund
Māori students. Unfortunately, there is very little evaluation of the success of these speciﬁcally
STEM initiatives, apart from the now discontinued VUW programme (Richardson et al.
2018). This does not mean that such initiatives have not been evaluated, only that such evaluations were not easily accessible using the search criteria. What is apparent, is that there have
been and continue to be a number of initiatives aimed at increasing STEM supply, however,
the overall impression is that these ‘are not connected or evaluated for cost-eﬀectiveness’
(Oﬃce of Auditor General 2016, p. 6). To this we would add neither have these initiatives
been assessed for their eﬀectiveness to increase Māori STEM capacity over time.
Overall, many of the initiatives might be classiﬁed as ‘consciousness raising’ such as
school and community outreach programmes, along with targeted individual support
(scholarships and internships) and a handful of collective initiatives, such as Ngā Pae o
Te Māramatanga’s general postgraduate support. Māori taking STEM courses has
increased, however, unlike in the Māori Health workforce development programmes
(Curtis & Reid 2013) where there is a very clear link between training and employment,
there is no initiative aimed at shepherding Māori STEM graduates into STEM careers.
Neither, apart from the VUW STEM evaluation, could we ﬁnd any evidence of programmes making a material diﬀerence to Māori STEM cohort success.
Given this landscape, the KM has begun to lay out an acceleration pathway that includes
the other two sides of the capacity development triangle – human and relational capacity.

Te tihi o te maunga – implementing a Māori absorptive capacity
programme
As outlined in the opening section of this paper, AC has been conceptualised as consisting
of three components: technical, human and relational. Given the paucity of Māori
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researchers with the technical capacities to contribute to the research domains aligned to
the SfTI-TAPTAH programme, the Kāhui Māori has supported a programme of human
and relational capacity development. The objective of this programme is to expand human
and relational skills so that the almost exclusively non-Māori technical specialists can
connect and co-innovate with industry and Māori to create new, high-value, highimpact products and services. The programme has four features:
.
.
.

.

Whakawhanaungatanga (connecting) to learn how to make and maintain relationships
with Māori organisations.
Whakawhitiwhiti korero (communicating) to learn the values and perspectives that resonate with Māori.
Auaha-ā-rōpū (co-innovating) to draw on creative, best-practice teams with diverse
skills and perspectives to develop high-tech innovations with the needs of Māori in
mind.
Aronga Pakihi (commercialising) to understand the process, priorities and timelines of
commercialisation, and how to work with Māori to advance their ideas into the commercial market place.

The human capacity programme has developed a number of activities, ranging from
researchers attending specially developed workshops on the Māori economy to participation at Māori-organised business, community or science events. For many of the scitech researchers, this is a ﬁrst ‘taste’ of the Māori world as can be seen from comments
such as, ‘The University never put on a course to engage with Māori. You don’t know
what you don’t know’; or, ‘“Māori model” – I don’t know what that is. Asian I know’.
The workshops proved popular and eﬀective, with two-thirds of the ﬁrst cohorts rating
them as being extremely beneﬁcial (the top ‘grade’) and with scientists from outside the
SfTI-TAPTAH programme asking to participate. Additionally, a specialised resource of
simple Māori language greetings, invocations and songs has been developed for the
researchers to help facilitate relationships with Maori stakeholders and improve insight
to the concept of a Maori knowledge system.
Such activities are important precursors to relationship building with Māori. However, they
are in and of themselves just that, precursors or consciousness-raising activities. Recognising
this, the Kāhui Māori has developed the ‘Te tihi o te maunga’, or ‘mountain summit’ implementation model (Figure 1) to focus on where to accelerate capacity development eﬀort for
maximum outcome and to assesses technical capacity in light of its contribution to and incorporation of Māori people and knowledge. The model is conceptualised as a journey. First, the
sci-tech researcher is ignorant of or sees no relevance in connecting with the Māori world, represented in the model as the researcher being oﬀshore. This represents a state where no Māori
knowledge is incorporated, where Māori are not involved and where there is no direct Māori
beneﬁt. Then the researcher lands on the developing shores of understanding, perhaps through
undertaking some of the human capacity development activities.
However, there is a further journey to reach the summit where the technical capacity
incorporates a high degree of Māori knowledge, where Māori participation is likewise
high and where the beneﬁts are Māori focussed.
As shown in section three, Māori technical experts are few in the sci-tech sphere and in the
absence of any speciﬁc Māori STEM workforce development, an organic workforce approach
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Figure 1. Te tihi o te maunga.

will take many years, and perhaps never seriously impact on Māori sci-tech research capacity.
Rather than waiting for the organic approach, the Kāhui Māori is focussing on a tikangaapproach to building sci-tech relational capacity with Māori community and business.
Through the human capacity development programme, the ‘closed community’ of the scientist is opening up to mātauranga Māori, tikanga Māori and kauapapa Māori. Through this, the
scientists then have to reframe their science to incorporate this new learning.
To date, this has led to:
.
.

.

a machine learning project to identify Māori landholders for a large Māori land trust
with applications more broadly to the traceability of Māori land;
a robotics project using the concepts of ‘whānau’ and Māori intergenerational communication based on non-written information exchanges using icons and symbols
for communication of complex situations; and
a project to develop, amongst other things, a te reo ‘engine’ integrating block-chaining
to assist with indexing, traceability and control of content, integrated text and voice recognition for te reo Māori.

These are the ﬁrst, but by no means last research projects intended to be implemented.
Future initiatives include an Indigenous data sovereignty project, and explorations of how
to incorporate Māori design concepts or indigenous biological materials for use in additive
manufacturing (3-D or 4-D printing).

Conclusion
This paper has considered the notion of absorptive capacity and the way that the concept
is being reframed to focus on the sci-tech institution and researcher rather than the ﬁrm.
While ﬁrm capacities and the ability to absorb external knowledge for commercial
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advantage are key ingredients in an open innovation context, how sci-tech knowledge is
conceptualised, co-created and communicated in the ﬁrst place is the ﬂipside of the knowledge exchange/AC coin. As our research has indicated, Māori capacity has been impeded
due to past historical forces that have current consequences for Māori ﬁrm, individual and
organisational sci-tech capacity. While there have been and continue to be policy and
institutional initiatives to address these past impediments, these appear to be unfocussed,
uncoordinated and un-evaluated. This organic approach is unlikely to accelerate Māori
sci-tech capacity within the near future. As a consequence, the SfTI-TAPTAH Kāhui
Māori is developing its own sci-tech acceleration programme, ‘Te tihi o te maunga’,
focussing on consciousness-raising kaupapa in the ﬁrst instance and then instigating targeted projects that develop tikanga relationships between Māori and scientists and that
embed mātauranga Māori as a priority within each project.
While it is early days for approach, this novel model is under development to assess
these projects’ impact and potentially to act as exemplars for a richer and deeper engagement by Māori with the sci-tech system as a whole.

Disclosure statement
No potential conﬂict of interest was reported by the authors.

References
Arksey H, O’Malley L. 2005. Scoping Studies: Towards a methodological framework. International
Journal of Social Research Methodology. 8(1):19–32.
Balawag G. 2016. Interventions of the Indigenous Peoples Major Group at the 2016 meeting of the
HLPF on Sustainable Development. [accessed 2018 Jan 22). http://tebtebba.org/index.php/
content/369-intervention-of-the-indigenous-major-group-at-the-2015-meeting-of-the-hlpf.
Barcham M. 2012. Thinking about Māori development in terms of the capability approach: the shift
towards the adoption of the Māori potential approach. In: F. Panzironi, K. Gelber, editor. The
capability approach: development practise and public policy in the Asia-Paciﬁc region.
Oxford: Routledge; p. 55–67.
Bartling S, Friesike S. 2014. Opening science. The Evolving guide on how the internet is changing
research, Collaboration and Scholarly Publishing. Cham, Heidelberg, New York, Dordrecht,
London: Springer Open.
Baxter J. 2015. Overview of Māori health workforce development. University of Otago. (accessed
2018 Aug 04). https://www.otago.ac.nz/healthsystems/otago106234.pdf.
Belderbos R, Gilsing VA, Suzuki S. 2016. Direct and mediated ties to universities:’Scientiﬁc’ absorptive capacity and innovation performance of pharmaceutical ﬁrms. Strategic Organization. 14
(1):32–52.
Berger F. 1982. The concept of absorptive capacity: origins, content and practical relevant.
Intereconomics. 17(3):133–137.
[BERL] Business and Economic Research Limited. 2010. Report to: Universities NZ Human
Resources Committee Steering Group. Academic workforce planning - towards 2020. Berl,
Wellington: (accessed 2016 June 15). https://www.universitiesnz.ac.nz/ﬁles/Academic_
Workforce_Planning_Towards_2020_FINAL.pdf.
BERL. 2011. The Māori economy, science and innovation. Wellington: Berl. (accessed 2014 Oct 10).
http://berl.co.nz/assets/Economic-Insights/Economic-Development/Māori-Economy/BERL2011-Mori-Economy-Science-and-Innovation-Scenarios.pdf.
Centre for Social Innovation. 2003. Social Innovations. (accessed 2018 Feb 8). http://
socialinnovation.ca/about/social-innovation.

190

K. RUCKSTUHL ET AL.

Chesbrough H. 2003. Open innovation: the new imperative for creating and proﬁting from technology. Boston: Harvard Business School Press.
Chesbrough H, Brunswicker S. 2014. A fad or a phenomenon? The adoption of open innovation
practices in large ﬁrms. Research-Technology Management. 57(2):16–25.
Cohen W, Levinthal D. 1990. Absorptive capacity: a new perspective on learning and innovation.
Administrative Science Quarterly. 35(1):128–152.
Curtis E, Reid P. 2013. Indigenous health workforce development: challenges and successes of the
vision 20:20 programme. ANZ Journal of Surgery. 83:49–54.
Dallenbach U, Davenport S, Ruckstuhl K. 2017. Developing absorptive capacity for midstream
science in open innovation contexts. International Journal of Technology Transfer and
Commercialisation. 15(4):447–462. doi:10.1504/IJTTC.2017.10010844.
Durie M. 2001. Te mana, te kāwanatanga: The politics of Māori self-determination. South
Melbourne: Oxford University Press.
Frawley J. 2017. Indigenous Knowledges, graduate attributes and recognition of prior learning for
advanced standing: tensions within the academy. In: J. Frawley, S. Larkin, J. A. Smith, editor.
Indigenous pathways, transitions and participation in higher education: from policy to practice.
Singapore: Springer Open; p. 65–80. (accessed 2018 Mar 3). https://link.springer.com/content/
pdf/10.1007/978-981-10-4062-7.pdf
Friesike S, Widenmayer B, Gassman O, Schildhauer T. 2015. Opening science: towards an agenda of
open science in academia and industry. The Journal of Technology Transfer. 40(4):581–601.
Geib C. 2017. How Much Should Expectation Drive Science? Dark Matter. (accessed 2018 Mar 19).
http://cosmos.nautil.us/short/161/how-much-should-expectation-drive-science.
Hall G, Patrinos HA, editors. 2012. Indigenous peoples, poverty, and development. New York:
Cambridge University Press.
Harding S. 2011. Possible pathways moving forward. In: S. Harding, editor. The postcolonial
science and technology studies reader. Durham and London: Duke University Press; p. 365–373.
Heﬀernan L. 2013. Absorptive capacity for global fund grants: Lessons for the international community [PhD], University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill NC. (accessed 2015 July 16). https://
cdr.lib.unc.edu/indexablecontent/uuid:eb336f51-793a-42fc-95c9-8c6ee45ebae2.
Hurihanganui TA. 2018. Maori academics ‘isolated’ and lacking in numbers [Press release].
(accessed 2019 Jan 28). https://www.radionz.co.nz/news/national/366304/maori-academicsisolated-and-lacking-in-numbers.
IPENZ. 2010. Minority groups in engineering education. Wellington: Institution of Professional
Engineers. (accessed 2018 July 12). http://www.ipenz.org.nz/ipenz/education_career/Report_
Minority_Groups_in_Engineering.pdf
Jahnke HT, Te Wiata I. 2016. Barriers and enablers to innovation and participation by Maori in
Tertiary Education. Palmerston North, New Zealand. (accessed January 28 2019). https://
productivity.govt.nz/sites/default/ﬁles/sub-new-models-of-tertiary-education-99-te-mata-o-tetau-massey-university-788Kb_1.pdf.
Jones R, Pitama S, Huria T, Poole P, McKimm J, Pinnock R, Reid P. 2010. Medical education to
improve Māori health. New Zealand Medical Journal. 123(1316):113–122.
Kenny S, Clarke M. 2010. Challenging capacity building: comparative perspectives. Houndsmills,
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.
Kidman F, Chu C, Fernandez S, Abella I. 2015. Maori Scholars and the University Final Report.
Victoria University of Wellington, NZ. (accessed 2019 Jan 29). http://www.maramatanga.co.
nz/sites/default/ﬁles/project-reports/Kidman%20Chu%20Fernandez%20Abella-%20Maori%
20Scholars%20Final%20report%202015.pdf.
Krlev G, Bund E, Mildenberger G. 2014. Measuring what matters - indicators of social
Innovativeness on the national level. Information Systems Management. 31(3):200–224.
Lamb R. 2013. Measuring absorptive capacity: a new framework for measuring constraints.
Washington (DC) USA: Centre for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS). (accessed 2015
April 10). https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/57a08a1140f0b649740003dc/61052MAC-policy-brief-v005.pdf.

KOTUITUI: NEW ZEALAND JOURNAL OF SOCIAL SCIENCES ONLINE

191

Lane PJ, Lubatkin M. 1998. Relative absorptive capcity and interorganizational learning. Strategic
Management Journal. 19(5):461–477.
Levac D, Colquhoun H, O’Brien KK. 2010. Scoping Studies: advancing the methodology.
Implementation Science. 5(69):1–9.
Mascarenhas C, Ferreira JJ, Marques C. 2018. University–industry cooperation: a systematic literature review and research agenda. Science and Public Policy. scy003. doi:10.1093/scipol/scy003.
(accessed 2018 Jun 20).
Miller K, McAdam R, Moﬀett S, Alexander A, Puthusserry P. 2016. Knowledge transfer in university quadruple helix ecosystems: an absorptive capacity perspective. R&D Management. 46
(2):383–399.
[MBIE] Ministry of Business Innovation & Employment. 2016. Science & Innovation System
Performance Report. MBIE, Wellington. (accessed 2018 Mar 15). http://www.mbie.govt.nz/
info-services/science-innovation/research-and-data/pdf-library/2016-science-and-innovationsystem-performance-report.pdf.
Ministry of Research Science and Technology. 2005. Vision Matauranga. Wellington: MBIE.
(accessed 2016 Mar 17). http://www.mbie.govt.nz/info-services/science-innovation//pdflibrary/vm-booklet.pdf .
[MoE] Ministry of Education. 2013. Ka Hikitia - Managing for success: The Māori Education
Strategy 2008–2012. Wellington: MBIE. (accessed 2017 Aug 10). https://www.education.govt.
nz/ministry-of-education/overall-strategies-and-policies/the-Māori-education-strategy-kahikitia-accelerating-success-20132017/history/ka-hikitia-managing-for-success-2008-2012/.
MoE. 2017a. What are they doing? The ﬁeld of study of domestic students/learners. Wellington:
MBIE. (accessed 2018 Feb 08). https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz.
MoE. 2017b. What did they do? The ﬁeld study of domestic graduates 2008–2016. Wellington:
MBIE. (accessed 2018 Feb 08). https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz.
Nahapiet J, Ghoshal S. 1998. Social capital, intellectual capital, and the organizational advantage.
Academy of Management Review. 23(2):242–266.
National Academy of Sciences National Academy of Engineering and Institute of Medicine. (2011).
Expanding underrepresented minority participation: America’s science and technology talent at
the crossroads. Washington, DC: National Academies Press.
Norgrove A, Scott D. 2017. How does New Zealand’s education system compare? OECD’s education at a Glance 2017. Wellington: MoE. (accessed 2018 July 30). https://www.
educationcounts.govt.nz/ … /schooling/how-does-new-zealands-education.
O’Brien KR, Scheﬀer M, van Nes EH, Van der Lee R. 2015. How to break the cycle of low workforce
diversity: A model for change. PloS one. 10(7):e0133208.
OECD. 1997. National innovation systems. Paris: OECD Publishing. (accessed 2017 March 12).
http://www.oecd.org/science/inno/2101733.pdf.
OECD. 2015a. Innovation Strategy: An Agenda for policy Actions. Paris: OECD Publishing.
(accessed 2017 Apr 20). https://www.oecd.org/innovation/OECD-Innovation-Strategy-2015CMIN2015-7.pdf.
OECD. 2015b. Science, technology and industry scoreboard 2015: innovation for growth and
society. Paris: OECD Publishing. (accessed 2017 Apr 20). http://www.oecd.org/sti/scoreboard.
htm.
OECD. 2017. OECD economic surveys. New Zealand, Paris: OECD Publishing. (accessed 2018 Apr 12).
https://www.oecd.org/eco/surveys/New%20Zealand-2017-OECD-economic%20survey-overview.
pdf.
Oﬃce of Auditor General. 2016. Summary of our education for Māori reports. Wellington: Oﬃce of
the Auditor General. (accessed 2018 Jun 10). www.oag.govt.nz.
Perkmann M. 2007. University-industry relationships and open innovation: towards a research
agenda. International Journal of Management Reviews. 9(4):259–280.
Peterson J, Pearce PF, Ferguson LA, Langford CA. 2017. Understanding scoping reviews:
Deﬁnition, purpose, and process. Journal of the American Association of Nurse Practitioners.
29(1):12–16.
Polanyi M. 1967. The tacit dimension. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul.

192

K. RUCKSTUHL ET AL.

Potter H, Cooper L. 2016. Project Whitestreaming: a report on the generalising of Māori specialist
staﬀ positions in the tertiary education sector. Wellington: TEU. (accessed 2018 Jul 22). http://
teu.ac.nz/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/20160314-Project-Whitestreaming-Report-FINAL.pdf
Richardson K, Clark Z, Gaines M, Kingi H, Miller S, Pearson W, Richardson L, Schinske, J. 2018.
Awhina Revolution: a Bayesian analysis of undergraduate and postgraduate completion rates
from a program for Māori and Paciﬁc success in STEM disciplines. CBE Life Sciences
Education. 17(ar15):1–13.
Rittel HW, Webber M. 1973. Dilemmas in a general theory of planning. Policy Sciences. 4(2):155–169.
[SfTI] Science for Technological Innovation. 2015a. Enhance the capacity of New Zealand to use
physical and engineering sciences for economic growth. Wellington: SfTI.
SfTI. 2015b. Science for technological innovation proposal. Proposal to MBIE. Wellington: SfTI.
Scott C. 2011. Science for the west, myth for the rest? The case of James Bay Cree knowledge construction. In: S. Harding, editor. The Postcolonial science and technology Studies Reader.
Durham and London: Duke University Press; p. 175–197.
Tacke O. 2010. Open science 2.0: how research and education can beneﬁt from open innovation
and web 2.0. In: T. J. Bastiaens, U. Baumol, B. J. Kramer, editor. On collective intelligence.
Berlin: Springer; p. 37–48.
Te Puni Kokiri. 2007. Annual report for the year ended 30 June 2007: Māori potential approach.
Wellington: TPK. (accessed 2017 Jun 8). https://www.tpk.govt.nz/en/a-matou-mohiotanga/
corporate-documents/tpk=annualreport-2007/online/4.
Te Puni Kokiri. 2013. He kai kei aku ringa – The Crown-Māori economic growth Partnership.
Wellington: TPK. (accessed 2017 Aug 8). https://www.tpk.govt.nz/en/a-matou-mohiotanga/
business-and-economics/he-kai-kei-aku-ringa-the-crownMāori-economic-growth.
[TEC] Tertiary Education Commission. 2012. 2012 tertiary education performance report.
Wellington: TEC. (accessed 2016 Oct 14). http://pr2012.publications.tec.govt.nz/uploads/TECTertiary-Education-Performance-Report-2012.pdf.
TEC. 2013. Performance-based research fund evaluating research excellence – the 2012 assessment
ﬁnal report. Wellington: TEC. (accessed 2017 November 10). http://www.tec.govt.nz/assets/
Reports/PBRF-QE-2012-Final-Report.pdf.
Theodore R, Gollop M, Tustin K, Taylor N, Kiro C, Taumoepeau M, Kokaua J, Hunter J, Poulton R.
2017. Māori University success: what helps and hinders qualiﬁcation completion. AlterNative. 13
(2):122–130.
United Nations. 2009. State of the World’s Indigenous Peoples. (accessed 2017 Nov 15). http://
www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpﬁi/documents/SOWIP/en/SOWIP_web.pdf.
van de Vrande V, De Jong J, Vanhaverbeke W, De Rochemont M. 2009. Open innovation in SMEs:
trends motives and management challenges. Technovation. 29(6):423–437.
Walker R. 1990. Ka Whawhai Tonu Mātou: struggle without end. Auckland: Penguin Books.

KOTUITUI: NEW ZEALAND JOURNAL OF SOCIAL SCIENCES ONLINE

Appendices
Appendix 1: Universities’ STEM initiatives

193

194

K. RUCKSTUHL ET AL.

Appendix 2: Wānanga and Polytechnics’ STEM initiatives
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Appendix 4: Trusts and scholarships STEM funding
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