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The lifelong impact of chronic diseases on New Zealand families is at the centre of a major new 

research programme.  

Three of the government’s National Science Challenges – A Better Start, Healthier Lives and Ageing 

Well – are collaborating to develop a research project aimed at identifying opportunities for improving 

the health and wellbeing of New Zealanders at every stage of life. It will have a particular focus on 

addressing equitable outcomes for Māori and Pacific people. 

The two-year research project, ‘Lifecourse impact of chronic health conditions; a family and whānau 

perspective’ (the Lifecourse project), will help understand the wider benefits of chronic disease 

prevention, and determine what makes some New Zealand communities thrive despite living with 

chronic disease. It will also help lay the groundwork for studies in other communities.  

Specifically, the Lifecourse project will: 

• investigate the impact of chronic disease on the wider whānau at different life stages – from 

childhood and youth through to adulthood, as well as the later years of life 

• undertake an in-depth qualitative study of Tokelauan families to assess the family, household 

and community strengths that allow people in these communities to thrive despite the 

challenges of living in families with chronic disease. (The NZ Tokelau population has high 

health needs but has seldom been the focus of research to address their health issues.) 

• develop a framework for assessing the power of a kaupapa Māori early life and whānau 
programme, Te Kura Mai i Tawhiti, to transform Māori outcomes throughout the different life 

stages. 

• develop a whakapapa-centred framework for undertaking intergenerational wellbeing 

research with hapū and iwi. 

 

The Lifecourse project aligns with the goals of the three National Science Challenges, with each 

Challenge contributing $500,000 – with a total project funding of $1.5 million. 

 

Professor Wayne Cutfield, Director of A Better Start, says the vision of the Lifecourse project is to 

improve the lives and livelihoods of families with chronic disease sufferers by identifying areas in 

which they need support, and factors which promote their success.  

“We will achieve this by undertaking research with families of a chronic disease sufferer, and 

developing and implementing interventions to improve their wellbeing,” Professor Cutfield says.  

Professor Jim Mann, Director of Healthier Lives, says life-course research is essential to the 

understanding of non-communicable diseases (NCDs), which account for much of the ill-health that 

occurs in middle-aged and older people.  



“That’s because potentially preventable causes of these diseases are often present, detectable and 
modifiable early in life, before diseases such as diabetes, coronary heart disease and cancer 

develop,” Professor Mann says. 

“Life-course approaches to tackling chronic diseases are essential to inform health and wellbeing 

policies and programmes that make a lifelong difference for all New Zealanders.” 

Associate Professor Louise Parr-Brownlie, Director of Ageing Well, describes the Lifecourse project as 

an extraordinary opportunity to collaborate on research that stretches over the whole course of a 

lifetime. 

“As an organisation that is committed to ensuring all New Zealanders age well, it was very important 

to us that an equity lens was applied by the research team,” Associate Professor Parr-Brownlie says.   

The Māori and Pacific-led projects will explore life-course and intergenerational perspectives of 

health through childhood, household, community and iwi-led whakapapa projects.” 

The Lifecourse project will be led by Dr Barry Milne at the University of Auckland. He says it is 

fantastic that the three health-focused National Science Challenges have come together to fund a 

project to help understand what leads to thriving people and communities.  

“We plan to focus on improving the lives of people with chronic conditions, and to understand the 

impact of these chronic conditions on the lives and life-courses of their whānau – their children, 

their partners and carers, their elders, and their wider households,” Dr Milne says.  

“The Lifecourse project includes community and iwi-led development of novel kaupapa Māori 
research methods to investigate the life-course and inter-generational elements of hauora Māori.” 

Pacific communities will also be a strong focus of the Lifecourse project.  

“We welcome this challenge for Pacific engagement and active participation in a family-focused life-

course approach to achieve better health and wellbeing outcomes now and into the future,” says 

Pacific health researcher Dr Ofa Dewes, who is a co-principal investigator on the project. 

“For Pacific, the research will be consistent with our world views – community-oriented, culturally-

centred, holistic, and expansive.” 

 

Key Contact 

Dr Barry Milne, Lifecourse Project Lead is available for interviews.   

Email: barry.milne@auckland.ac.nz. Mobile. 020 4075 9637 

 

For further media inquiries please contact: 

• Michele Crawshaw, Senior Communications & Marketing Adviser, A Better Start National 

Science Challenge. Email: michele.crawshaw@auckland.ac.nz, Mobile: 021 590 840. 

• Fleur Templeton, Knowledge Exchange Manager, Healthier Lives National Science Challenge. 

Email: fleur.templeton@otago.ac.nz, Mobile: 021 225 4218. 

• Rebecca Richardson, Communications Adviser, Ageing Well National Science Challenge. 

Email: comms.ageingwell@otago.ac.nz, Mobile: 021 279 1514. 
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ABOUT THE THREE NATIONAL SCIENCE CHALLENGES 

 
A Better Start, Healthier Lives and Ageing Well are among 11 National Science Challenges. Their focus 

is on health and wellbeing research. They are funded by the Ministry of Business, Innovation and 

Employment. See below for more information on each Challenge: 

 
A Better Start – E Tipu e Rea is a national collaborative research programme working to 

help children, teenagers and their families achieve the best possible start in life. Our job is 

to find practical, evidence-based solutions that make a measurable difference for tamariki, 

specifically in the areas of Healthy Weight, Successful Learning & Literacy, and Mental 

Resilience. A Better Start works closely with communities, drawing together indigenous 

and Western approaches to knowledge, and bringing the best researchers from different 

disciplines here and overseas to take a holistic approach rather than address health, 

wellbeing and learning issues in isolation. Abetterstart.nz 

 

Healthier Lives – He Oranga Hauora is a national collaborative research programme, 

investigating innovative approaches to the prevention and treatment of four major non-

communicable diseases – cancer, cardiovascular disease, diabetes and obesity. Healthier 

Lives is hosted by the University of Otago. Our vision: Aotearoa New Zealand with equitable 

health outcomes and a substantially reduced burden of non-communicable diseases. 

Healthierlives.co.nz 

 

Ageing Well – Kia eke kairangi ki te taikaumātuatanga is a national research collaboration 

with the goal of adding life to years for all older New Zealanders. Ageing Well brings together 

internationally recognised science and research leaders in multidisciplinary teams to 

investigate some of the most important ageing-related issues. Ageing Well is committed to 

leading transformational change in the NZ science and research sector. The organisation is 

Māori-led with half of its Focus Area research funding (2019-2024) committed to investigate 

the ageing experience in Māori and Pacific communities. Ageingwellchallenge.co.nz 
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