
 
Lessons Learned in the 

Recruitment and Retention 

of Native Hawaiians 

& Pacific Islanders 

A NIA Workshop on Innovation Issues in Minority Aging Research  

November 13, 2019 

 

Mele A. Look 

Director of Community Engagement 

University of Hawaiʻi – John A. Burns School of Medicine 

Department of Native Hawaiian Health 

 

 



Ulu Network: Community coalition 

    

  

Hawaiʻi 

(Big Island) 

Maui 

Kahoʻolawe 

Lānaʻi 

Molokaʻi Niʻihau 

Hāna Community Health Ctr. 

Waiʻanae Coast Comp. Health Ctr. 

Kauaʻi 

Oʻahu 

Ke Ola Mamo 

Kalihi-Pālama Health Ctr. 

Hawaii Primary Care Assoc. 

Papa Ola Lōkahi 

Waikīkī Health Ctr. 

Waimānalo Health Ctr. 

Hoʻola Lāhui 

Hawaiʻi 

Kauaʻi Community 

Health Ctr. 

Nā Puʻuwai 

Molokaʻi General Hospital 

Mālama I Ke Ola 

(Community Clinic of Maui) 

Hui No Ke Ola Pono 

Hāmākua Health Ctr. 

Hui Mālama Ola  

Nā ʻŌiwi 

Bay Clinic 

Koʻolauloa Community Health Ctr. 

Lānaʻi Community 

Health Ctr. 

West Hawaiʻi Community  

Health Center 

Molokaʻi Community Health Ctr. 

Hilo Medical 

Center 

Kanu O Ka ʻĀina Charter School  

North Hawaiʻi Comm. Hospital  

LEGEND: 

        Ulu Network Organization Main Site   

 
Ulu Network Organization Satellite 

Ka Honua Momona 

God’s Country Waimānalo  

Hui Mālama O Ke Kai 

MAʻO Farms 

Hālau Mohala ‘Ilima 

Hawai‘i Maoli 

Kōkua Kalihi Valley 

Kula No Nā Po‘e Hawai‘i 

Partners in 

Development  

Maoli Ola Nutrition 

Consultants 

Ka‘ū Rural Health  

Comm. Association  

Waialua HCC 

Keiki O Ka ‘ Āina 

Alu Like, Inc. 

QMC/Queen Emma Clinic 

California 

Pacific Islander Health Partnership 

'Ainahau O Kaleponi Hawaiian Civic Club 

The Kohala Ctr. 



Chung-Do JJ, Look MA, Mabellos T, Trask-Batti M, Burke K, Mau MK. Engaging 

Pacific Islanders in Research: Community Recommendations. Prog 

Community Health Partnersh. 2016;10(1):63–71. 



Community-based participatory research 

framework  

Townsend CK, Dillard A, Hosoda KK, et al. Community-Based Participatory Research Integrates 

Behavioral and Biological Research to Achieve Health Equity for Native Hawaiians. Int J Environ Res 

Public Health. 2015;13(1) Dr. Alika Maunakea Epigenetic Researcher 

 CBPR often begins with a health issue or 

research topic of importance to the 

community with the aim of combining 

knowledge and action for social change to 

improve the community’s health and 

wellness and ultimately to eliminate 

health disparities. 
 

 
 Definition modified from WK Kellogg Foundations’ Community Health 
Scholars Program (2001)  



CBPR vs. conventional research approaches 

Health 
concern 

identified 

Data analyzed and 
interpreted, Findings 

disseminated and 
translated 

Study 
designed 

and funding 
sought 

Participants 
recruited  

Measurement 
tools designed 

and Data 
collected 

Community 
identifies 
issues of 
greatest 

importance: 

INCREASED 
RELEVANCE 

Community 
input in study 

design and 
proposal 

submission: 

INCREASED 
OWNERSHIP 

AND 
ACCEPTABILITY 

Community 
provides 

guidance on 
recruitment and 

retention 
strategies: 

INCREASED 
PARTICIPATION 

Community 
input in tool 

development:  

INCREASED 
RELIABILITY 

AND VALIDITY 

Community involvement 
with interpretation, 
dissemination and 

translation: 

ASSURES CULTURAL 
APPROPRIATENESS AND 

SOCIAL CHANGE 

Based on 
epidemiologic 

data and 
funding 

priorities 

Based on 
literature or 

past 
experiences 

Adopted from other 
studies which are tested 

with psychometric 
analytic methods 

Researchers 
analyze and 

interpret data; 
Findings published 

in peer-review 
journals 

Based on 
“scientific 
rigor” and 

funding 
requirements 

Adapted from Viswanathan et al. (2004) 

CONVENTIONAL 

CBPR 



“I am not YOU” 

Researcher says Community thinks 

“We have federal funding to do a 

cognitive decline study (APoE) with 

Hawaiian and Pacific Islander elders” 

“We are worried that too many of our 

kupuna have diabetes” 

 

“This is an important health issue” 

 

“Will this project help my ‘ohana NOW?” 

 

 

“We will be publishing the results in an 

important peer-reviewed scientific 

journal”  

 

“What does this mean to my everyday 

life?” 



Overview 

1. Do your homework 

2. Relationships are key  

3. Cultural humility facilitates communication 

4. Direct community benefit is essential 

5. Equitable partnership is expected 

Chung-Do JJ, Look MA, Mabellos T, Trask-Batti M, Burke K, Mau MK. Engaging 

Pacific Islanders in Research: Community Recommendations. Prog Community 

Health Partnersh. 2016;10(1):63–71. 

Community 101 for Researchers 

http://rmatrix2.jabsom.hawaii.edu/community-101/ 
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Do your homework 

 “We are not all alike”  

 Understand the specific community you are working with 

 Different languages 

 Different political colonization  

 Different religion colonization 

 Different migration paths 

 Be mindful of the communities experience with 

researchers 

Practical tip: 

Attend community events, and also take time 

to “talk story” with community members  



Do your homework 

 Understand the historical context of research in your community 

Marshall Islands nuclear bomb testing in 1950ʻs & and long term 

radiation exposure  

Hansenʻs Disease (Leprosy) patients    



Example: Hawaiian core values 
Central to how they view and order their world 

 Aloha 

 Greeting 

 love, affection, grace, kindness, compassion, empathy, greeting, sweetheart 

 ʻOhana 

 Family 

 relatives, kin group – [including ancestors – sometimes deified, and future generations] 

 ʻĀina 

 Land 

  that which feeds physically, emotionally, spiritually 

 Lōkahi 

 Unity 

 agreement, accord, unison, harmony 

Pukui MK, Elbert SH, 1986. Rezentes WC, 1996 



Relationships are the key 
strong and enduring 

 Trust begins with mutual values & goals 

 Take the time to develop 

 Demonstrate you are trustworthy through actions, be clear about intentions 

 Small success builds to big success 

  moving from informant interviews to biospecimen collection 

 Give aloha – receive aloha 

 

 

Agres R et al. Sustaining university-community partnerships in indigenous communities: 

5 lessons from Papakōlea (2019) AAPI Nexus. 16:1:35-63. 

Practical tip: 

Observe and understand the etiquette of language and 

behavior appropriate to the place and community 



Cultural humility facilitates 

communication 

 Acknowledge and incorporate Pacific Peoples knowledge systems 

 Identify and develop cultural translators 

 If Pacific elders are a focus they need to be involved throughout 

 It is important to know who the gatekeepers and work together  

 

Practical tip:  

Be aware of cultural practices related to 

appropriate dress, personal space, 

touching, and greetings. 



Ripple Model: Growing Community-Engaged Performative Researchers 

Inputs &Activities                          Outcomes 

Reciprocity 
and Co-
Learning 

According to 
Community 

Values 

Cultural 

safety 

training 

community  

Burke, K., Sy, A., & Freitas, P. (2012) 



Example: 

KaHOLO Project [R01 NHLBI] 

Kaholokula JK, Look M, Mabellos T, et al. Cultural Dance Program Improves Hypertension 

Management for Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders: a Pilot Randomized Trial. J Racial 

Ethn Health Disparities. 2017;4(1):35–46.  

 Cultural dance training to improve hypertension management 

in Native Hawaiians (n=263) 

 Randomized Control Trial – largest with exclusively Hawaiians 

 Mixed methods in program development 

 Transcreation framework 

 Guided by elders and cultural experts 

 Cultural integrity prioritized 

 Retention: 83% at 6 months, 77% at 12 months  

 



Direct community benefit is essential 

 The question you’re committed to answer must be important to the community 

 Be clear with the potential benefits and negative impacts 

 Identify resources and capacity-development opportunities 

Practical tip: 

Ensure immediate and direct benefits for 

the community such as jobs,  funding, or 

educational training.  



Equitable partnership is expected 

 Consider the limitations and flexibility of the grant 

 Establish agreement on what is collected, and how data and materials are 

used, stored, and what will be done with it at the end of the project 

 Collaborative understanding on protocol for data ownership, and any 

dissemination 

 Share back results in relevant forms to the community 

Practical tip: 

Ensure discussions are conducted early in the 

partnership, and revisited at key milestones 



Community-driven dissemination activities 



Summary 

 Community-based participatory research framework is a 

successful approach 

 Meaningful Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander engagement  

can be created: 

1. Do your homework 

2. Relationships are key  

3. Cultural humility facilitates communication 

4. Direct community benefit is essential 

5. Equitable partnership is expected 

 

 



Resources 

 Mele Look, Director of Community Engagement 

University of Hawai’i, School of Medicine, Dept Native 

Hawaiian Health mele@hawaii.edu 

 

 Community 101 for Researchers working with NHPI 

http://rmatrix2.jabsom.hawaii.edu/community-101/ 

 

 Chung-Do JJ, Look MA, Mabellos T, Trask-Batti M, Burke K, 

Mau MK. Engaging Pacific Islanders in Research: Community 

Recommendations. Prog Community Health Partnersh. 

2016;10(1):63–71 
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