
THE LIVES OF NATIVE HAWAIIAN
ELDERS AND THEIR EXPERIENCES

WITH HEALTHCARE: A
QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS

Current health statistics indicate a high prevalence
of chronic disease and a lower life expectancy among
Native Hawaiians, especially those living in rural
communities. In this study, kūpuna were interviewed
about their positive and negative experiences with
healthcare. Researchers also wanted to understand
the cultural traditions and non-Western healthcare
practices that Native Hawaiian communities
continue today and how they can be used alongside
Western medicine. 

Why study the healthcare
experiences and medicinal
practices of Native
Hawaiian kūpuna?

All participants reported the
limited use of Western
healthcare growing up.  
However, 20/20 families
successfully maintained
their health and treated
illnesses and injuries with
Hawaiian health practices
such as lā‘au lapa‘au, pule,
ho‘oponopono, lomilomi,
and traditional diet.

The high turnover of
providers on neighbor
islands was identified as     
a persistent problem.

Limited access to
specialists on neighbor
islands often required
travel to Honolulu for care.

Kūpuna appreciated
medical and social service
providers who took the
time to get to know them as
people and respected
Hawaiian cultural practices
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We interviewed 20 kūpuna associated
with the ALU LIKE Kūpuna Program.

 ALU LIKE is the only provider in
Hawai‘i to receive Title VI funding
for Native elders and caregivers
from the US Administration on
Community Living
ALU LIKE has 14 sites in Hawaiian
communities and homesteads
across five islands providing
nutrition and social programs to
kupuna. 

Kūpuna living on Moloka'i, Kaua'i,
Maui, and Hawai'i each participated
in 3 talk-story interviews (via Zoom):

Interview 1: Establishing rapport
Interview 2: Learning about
kupuna strengths, resiliencies,
and what they would like to pass
to the next generation
Interview 3: Listening to
experiences with healthcare and
health and social service
providers, and seeking advice for
providers.

Study Methods

The goal of Hā Kūpuna: The National Resource Center for Native Hawaiian Elders is to assure the
transmission of hā (breath of life; wisdom) from older to younger generations by enhancing knowledge to
improve health and well-being. Hā Kūpuna is supported by grant #90OIRC0001 from the Administration
on Aging, US Department of Health and Human Services.

Analysis
Recorded interviews were transcribed
using a voice-recognition software

Because software could not
recognize Pidgin and Hawaiian
words and and names, two team
members would review each
transcript to fix errors
It took 4-10 hours to transcribe
each hour of dialogue

A thematic analysis identified
recurring themes among participants
A deductive approach was used to
generate an initial codebook based on
the interview questions
A realist approach to epistemology was
used, understanding the kūpuna's
words as direct reflections of their
lived experience, rather than
interpreting their responses as socially
constructed reflections



12/20 kūpuna currently used both
Western medicine and Hawaiian
wellness practices.

"You got to take [Western] medicine that
you swallow and then it works inside
out. And that’s what they say, “It needs
to be healed... from the inside out.”
That’s why [Hawaiians] drink a lot of
different kinds of tea, it works from the
inside out."

20/20 kūpuna took a proactive role
in their personal health

"I ask a lot of questions. And they answer
me on the spot. So that makes me feel
good... You got to explain to me what
you're doing to me before you touch me."

9/20 kūpuna shared a positive
experience due to direct
communication from their provider

“I liked him because he told me the
straight facts to me, to my face, what
was wrong with me... which made me
turn vegan. That improved everything.”

Pos i t i ve
Hea l thcare
Exper iences
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Negat ive
Hea l thcare
Exper iences

9/20 attributed negative
experiences with providers to poor
communication

"...be understanding to us, just give us a
chance and let us say things -- but
sometime they just cut us short, you
know? Let us finish our sentence, even if
it take long. Sometimes, we get hard
time talk. We share, but once you cut,
ʻoki us, all pau. We no like say nothing,
we paʻa ka waha [shut our mouth]."

8/20 shared stories about the high
turnover of providers on their
islands

"You get comfortable with the
doctor and then he's gone. Poof, gone.”

14/20 traveled to Honolulu for
specialty care not available on
neighbor islands

"Why do we have to go to Honolulu to
see specialists? Why don’t the specialists
come here [Molokaʻi]? Huh? We got
plenty cancer people here, what
happened to our treatment?!"

Findings
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Advice for Providers
Take the time to talk-story and get
to know the kūpuna as people and

community members.

"I would rather have a doctor who can
see me eye to eye and we can talk. “Oh,
how are you?” or “What can I do for you

today?” Or, you know, “Pehea kou
‘ohana?” [How’s your family?] That’s how

you relate and get closer..."

"It’s not just about the medicine, it’s just
not about why am I sick... Gee, I stay
with [the doctor] half an hour to an

hour, we just walaʻau and we kūkākūkā
[talk story]. That sometimes is good, it’s

healthy!"

Learn about and acknowledge
Hawaiians' experiences with

colonization; respectfully approach
the traditional health practices of

your patients.

"You learn and treat the whole person,
not just a symptom. And you got to

understand where the genesis of that
system comes from and treat that

instead of just giving a drug to numb…
you got to treat the root of it. And they

don't … teach that much in medical
schools."

"I think I would like to see Hawaiian
medicine, along with regular American
medicine. I think that would really help

in introducing Hawaiian medicine.
Because it works! It's just getting it and
doing it… and taking it. But it works. I've

seen it work."

Communicate directly, clearly, and
patiently.

"If you’re gonna tell me something, tell
me straight. I said, "Doc, just tell me the
true facts. She was straightforward and I

liked that."

“What made it positive is that the
communication was clear on both sides.

And if I didn't quite understand, they
would show me pictures or diagrams.
And … they would tell me what they're
going to do through the whole process,

what's gonna happen after I'm done, and
then from there, the follow up with

more literature or whatever needs to be
done.”

Love what you do and show your
passion in your work.

"Be patient, be respectful, have a sense
of humor, don't show disdain, do your
best, or else don’t go into that kind of

work unless you can be supportive and
respectful of the patient. Don’t go into it

if you’re just doing it for the money.
Because it’s more than that."

"Put your heart in it. Whatever you do,
do it from your heart. And don't judge
who they are, where they come from,

this can be a homeless person, can be a
rich person. They’re still a human

being... the main thing for me is to really
aloha, take care with your heart."


