Heart Health Impacts of Kapa Haka: A Kaupapa Māori Mixed-Methods Study
Introduction:
Māori experience a disproportionate burden of cardiovascular disease, and culturally aligned health interventions are urgently needed. Kapa haka is a culturally embedded practice that strengthens cultural identity and supports holistic wellbeing; however, its cardiovascular effects have not been clinically quantified. This study examined the heart health impacts of kapa haka training using a kaupapa Māori framework integrated with biomedical assessment.
Method:
A mixed-methods design was undertaken with members of an adult competitive kapa haka group during a five-month preparation period for Te Matatini. Pre- and post-heart health assessments included blood pressure, lipid profile, glycated haemoglobin (HbA1c), spirometry, graded cardiopulmonary exercise testing in a subset. Naturalistic observations of kapa haka documented physical, cognitive, and cultural demands. Within-subject changes were analysed using paired statistical testing.
Results:
Sixteen participants completed heart health assessments. HbA1c decreased significantly from 35.8 ± 4.8 to 33.2 ± 4.6 mmol/mol (4.9% reduction; p = 0.04). Among participants completing maximal exercise testing, peak oxygen uptake increased from 28.3 ± 8.4 to 33.6 ± 10.9 mL/kg/min (11.8% improvement; p = 0.01). Recovery systolic blood pressure reduced from 141 ± 27.6 to 131 ± 26.4 mmHg (p = 0.02). Observations confirmed kapa haka incorporates sustained aerobic activity, high-intensity anaerobic movements, muscular strength, and coordination.
Discussion:
Kapa haka was associated with clinically meaningful improvements in metabolic control, aerobic capacity, and cardiovascular recovery. These findings support kapa haka as an effective, culturally grounded pathway for improving heart health and advancing equity in cardiovascular disease prevention for Māori.



