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Creating new forms of value with Indigenous 

customers: Auckland War Memorial Museum, a 

case study 
 

Sally Manuireva 

Abstract  

Auckland War Memorial Museum works with Māori stakeholders to co-develop an equitable 
approach to collection care, documentation and interpretation.  This research project was 
completed in December 2014 as part of a Master in Business Administration at University of 
Auckland and sought to reframe those communities as customers in order to explore the 
potential for audience growth and participation. Specifically it posed the question: could a 
market orientated strategy result in new forms of value being created for and with Māori 
people?  

By considering a range of largely qualitative data, including from museums beyond Auckland, 
a picture of value creation for and with indigenous people in museums was created. This 
formed the basis of recommendations to Auckland Museum and generated insights for all 
museums that have a commitment to the indigenous population they serve.  

Keywords: indigenous; Māori; customer; value creation; participation; strategy. 
 

Auckland Museum and the New Zealand context 

Auckland Museum, Tamaki Paenga Hira, has stood in Auckland Domain since 1929, although 

it was first established in other premises in 1867. Collecting began in 1852 and now the 

Museum houses a broad collection including Māori taonga1 and pre-eminent collections from 

throughout Polynesia and the Pacific.  

Governed by the Auckland Museum Trust Board, the institution has a legally enshrined 

commitment working in partnership with Māori people. The Trust Board is advised by the 

Taumata-ā-Iwi, especially on matters of custodial policy and guardianship of Māori taonga.  

Recently the Trust Board approved Future Museum, which is a 20 year development plan.2 It 

heralded a strategic shift towards greater engagement with the people of Auckland, an 

increased focus on collections and a commitment to delivering a coherent Māori dimension. 

Future Museum is the foundation for the aforementioned co-development aspirations around 

collections. 

The timing of the Museum’s focus on co-development is not accidental. Māori are recognized 

as the first people of New Zealand and there is a legislated commitment to a bi-cultural society 

http://www.aucklandmuseum.com/about-us/corporate-information/taumata-a-iwi
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in the Treaty of Waitangi, which was signed by Māori chiefs and representatives of the British 

Crown in 1840.3 A number of iwi4 are moving through the process of settling historical claims 

against the Treaty, which should result in increased participation by Māori in many aspects of 

city life. At the same time, the expectations of the Māori people of their museums are 

changing: 

“New Zealand museums, like its society, are moving from a colonial, authoritative and 

centralised position in relation to their visitors into a radically different situation of 

partnership, devolution and co-management of cultural heritage with source communities”.5 

Can new forms of value be created through a market orientated approach?  

This question was inspired by material on market orientation and value creation, especially 

the seminal work of Treacy and Wiersema (1993)6 into customer experience and market 

leadership, which places excellence in customer intimacy over excellence in operations and 

product design as a means of creating value.  The research question was further refined into 

these sub-questions: 

 What do we know about value creation in museums for indigenous people? 

 What do we know about value creation at Auckland Museum for Māori customers? 

 What might a customer value driven strategy look like for Auckland Museum?  

The research methodology involved triangulating data from a range of secondary sources. 

The first source of data was a literature review. The second source was the published strategic 

documents of a number of museums from a pre-defined region of North America, Canada, 

Australia and New Zealand, namely institutions that were cited in the literature review.7 

The third source was strategic documents and visitor research findings from Auckland 

Museum. All the material was from secondary sources as primary research was not permitted. 

As a result, there is a low presence of indigenous voices in the study, a constraint that was 

addressed in the recommendations.  

Definitions were important, starting with “indigenous”:  

Practicing unique traditions, (indigenous peoples) retain social, cultural, economic and 

political characteristics that are distinct from those of the dominant societies in which they 

live. Spread across the world … they are the descendants – according to a common definition 

– of those who inhabited a country or a geographical region at the time when people of 
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different cultures or ethnic origins arrived. The new arrivals later became dominant through 

conquest, occupation, settlement or other means.8 

This definition was also adopted by the New Zealand Human Rights Commission in relation to 

the Treaty of Waitangi settlement process.  In addition, other terminology was taken into 

account in the data gathering including ‘aboriginal’, ‘First Nations’, ‘native’ and ‘source 

communities’.  

In terms of other definitions, there is a widely accepted explanation for ‘museum’ within the 

profession:  

“A museum is a non-profit, permanent institution in the service of society and its 

development, open to the public, which acquires, conserves, researches, communicates and 

exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage of humanity and its environment for the 

purposes of education, study and enjoyment.”9 

The museum concept is grounded in a European and American tradition and so has a strong 

colonial heritage. It was established that ‘museum’ can mean something quite different from 

an indigenous perspective and that there is an emerging paradigm where indigenous peoples 

are developing their own museums and cultural centers. This could be seen as either an 

opportunity or threat and is highly relevant to this topic. 

Value, market orientation, customers: what does it all mean? 

A market-orientated approach can be described as “… a management philosophy or process 

(that) seeks to create superior value for customers by responding to market information”.10  

This overlaps with the concept of customer value, which can be described as understanding 

people’s needs and satisfying those needs in a manner that is superior to competitors. The 

work of Treacy and Wiersema was of particular importance; it places excellence in customer 

intimacy (defined as being expert in understanding and meeting your customers’ needs) over 

excellence in operations and product design. It is argued that market orientation results in 

loyal customers, who are highly motivated to help the business succeed. Organisations 

wishing to be more market orientated may need to change their business model, as resources 

should be focused on creating and sustaining customer intimacy. It seems that audiences 

today expect to actively participate in cultural experiences and this represents a significant 

opportunity for museums and their customers:  
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A growing body of scholarship suggests potential benefits of these forms of participatory 

culture, including opportunities for peer-to-peer learning, a changed attitude toward 

intellectual property, the diversification of cultural expression, the development of skills 

valued in the modern workplace, and a more empowered conception of citizenship.11 

Audiences are increasingly searching for multi-faceted, unexpected encounters and learning 

is becoming more informal, merging with the idea of leisure. Participatory culture means 

more self-directed, co-created and collaborative experiences.   

Thus there is a major shift towards the audience being the central determiner of value, 

enabled by a market orientated approach and by placing participatory culture at the heart of 

corporate strategy.  

Only a small amount of published material about market orientated strategy in museums was 

identified and indicated that a service-orientation is more common. Yet market orientation 

can have a positive influence on economic performance in museums because understanding 

and addressing customers’ needs increases competiveness.  

The setting for this enquiry is one of a new era of equity and power sharing, where individual 

contributions are valued and relationships are developed with indigenous communities for 

the long-term: 

“Today’s leading museums are shifting from colonial upholders of a world captured and made 

miniature for all to behold, to institutions seeking to share responsibility and become 

meaningful to tomorrow’s generation of globally connected descendants”12  

Value creation in museums for indigenous people 

The strategic documents of a selection of other museums were studied for evidence of a focus 

on indigenous people and value creation. 

This indicated a range of ways in which value is created for indigenous communities in 

museums, namely: collections, representation, governance, planning and policy and digital 

access. These seem to be about medium to long term value creation with a focus on specialist 

services and expertise. Furthermore, museums appear to be more focused on indigenous 

people as ‘communities of interest’ or stakeholders as opposed to ‘customer’. But it was also 

clear from the research that the idea of ‘customer’ in the public sector is more challenging 

than in the private sector, not least because of the complex environment in which public 

sector organisations operate13 and the way museums are defined. 
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The two areas that appeared most likely to drive value were greater equity in governance and 

digital. Having said that, ‘representation’ clearly matters; it is clear that indigenous people 

wish to see their culture – past, present and future – accurately and authentically presented, 

which is a legitimate and valid expectation.  Taking into account the shifting landscape of 

museums’ engagement with indigenous communities, it can be argued that such 

representation is essential and non-negotiable and must be in place before a conversation 

can begin about new forms of value being co-created.  

Thus a picture forms of complex, constraining issues, not least of which is the inequity in 

power relationships and the range of understanding of ‘a museum’. Indigenous people’s 

expectations of the museums that claim to serve and represent them are changing and this 

change is being accelerated by factors such as legislation, digital technologies and the 

aforementioned emerging culture of participation.  

Whilst the literature review also endorsed the view that a participatory culture leads to value 

being created for and with indigenous peoples, the evidence was that collaboration between 

museums and indigenous people tends to be isolated to projects and dependent on individual 

relationships. The challenge for museums – and Auckland Museum is no different - is how to 

scale this up from a project to the whole business. This must be in symbiosis with the provision 

of specialist services such as support for repatriation of human remains and sacred objects.  

Digital is a clear opportunity in terms of co-creation, collaborative learning and meaningful 

engagement. Currently this is most vividly seen in relation to collections and indigenous 

knowledge but the digital revolution offers exciting prospects for museums as they think 

about changing their relationships with indigenous customers.   

Overall, the conclusion is that value creation for any customer is underpinned by three 

themes: this must be a shared journey with customers, that market insights are invaluable 

and that the museum must be a listening, responsive organization.  

Value creation at Auckland Museum for Māori customers 

As the primary case study, published documents relating to Auckland Museum and the home 

city were reviewed. In terms of external context, Auckland is home to the largest – and 

growing - Māori population in New Zealand, projected to reach 820,000 by 2026.14  A 

population that is young in comparison to the general population, it suffers disproportionate 

levels of deprivation. There are complex stakeholder Iwi relationships across Auckland and 
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there are some powerful external influences on this topic, namely legislation, digital and 

learning. 

In financial years 2012/13, 847,000 people visited Auckland Museum. In that year, more than 

half the visitors to the museum were from Auckland, just under a third are international 

visitors and the remainder are domestic visitors from the rest of New Zealand. From this, 10% 

of visitors to Auckland Museum identify as Māori, which compares favourably to the 

demographic of the city. Nevertheless, this is a percentage that the Museum is seeking to 

increase.  

It appears that Māori customers value a family and social experience, with a greater focus on 

Māori/Pacific history and culture than anything else. They report high levels of satisfaction 

and say that they feel welcome at the Museum. The Museum has a low level of insight into 

their interests although it is known that they are relatively high level users of Facebook.  

The analysis indicated that audience development efforts should focus on families and young 

people. In the world of participatory culture, these two segments overlap around social and 

informal learning. There appears to be a low correlation between what would generate value 

for Māori customers at Auckland Museum and the things which museums more broadly 

believe create value for indigenous customers (i.e. collections, representation, governance, 

planning and policy and digital access). Evidently it is necessary to understand the needs and 

motivations of Māori customers at Auckland Museum more intimately. 

On a positive note, Auckland Museum has an articulated Māori dimension, which is a strategic 

point of difference that adds value for other customers (Porter, 1996). Auckland Museum’s 

current work with Māori communities on the identification, documentation and 

interpretation of taonga is at the lower end of the co-development spectrum in that it was a 

project initiated by the Museum within a pre-determined framework.  Nevertheless, it 

provides a solid foundation for a more collaborative approach in the near future, where those 

communities would be more firmly in the driving seat from the outset.  
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A customer value driven strategy for Auckland Museum 

The recommendations for Auckland Museum are based on principles that could apply to all 

museums, those being: 

 Involve and understand indigenous customers; 

 Widespread staff expertise is critical; 

 Digital matters, embrace the revolution; 

 Innovation and change, including to the business model, are at the heart of this topic. 
 

With those principles and the work around customer intimacy in mind, the recommendations 

are presented within a framework of market orientation:15 customer perception of value, 

customer needs and building long term relationships, as summarised in Figure 1.  

One of these recommendations is for Auckland Museum to adopt a market shaping approach 

by establishing working groups focused on families and young people. These working groups 

should draw on expertise from across the organization and also from external advisors and 

be empowered to be flexible and responsive in their approach. The intention would be for 

working groups to operate in a networked way and not as silos in the organization. 

It is also recommended that further work is undertaken to test the findings and 

recommendations of this research with staff, customers and advisory bodies. Cumulatively, 

this would address the low visibility of indigenous voices around the subject.  

As far as performance measures are concerned, these are vital as only through measurement 

will practice change. This could include: the strength of customer voice, customer metrics, 

and digital and social media usage. Adaptations to the business model may be required, such 

as different staff roles, flexibility to respond to customer needs and enabling personalisation 

of products. Overall, being a listening and learning organization, placing customers at the 

heart of the process is critical. 
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Figure 1: Recommendations for Auckland Museum 

Principle of Market Orientation – Customer’s perception of value 

Actions: 

• Identify with Māori customers what they value in terms of the current and potential offer 

• Test and shape ideas for products and services with Māori customers 

• Generate and use good customer analytics 

 

Principle of Market Orientation - Meeting customer’s needs  

Actions: 

• Identify with Māori families and young people what their needs are, with a focus on 
             currently unexpressed needs. 

• Pilot working parties with both these segments, outside the existing business model  

• Audit and plan to develop staff skills and competence  

• Test and embed a range of digital and interpretative approaches 

 

Principle of Market Orientation - Building trusting relationships for the long term 

Actions: 

• Establish and use meaningful customer metrics  

• Draw on the expertise of respected representatives of the target customers  

• Build a network of ambassadors to champion the Museum’s efforts and to form an 
              open feedback loop 

• Make the voices of Māori customers visible and vibrant to other customers 

• Ensure appropriate use of communication and distribution channels, including social  
              media, mobile devices and the web 

 

Fig. 1. Recommendations 

At the time of writing this article, implementation of these recommendations is being 

planned.  

Final thoughts 

The study resulted in a vivid picture of the potential for value creation in relation to 

indigenous people. This is within a new frame of reference of participatory culture. The 

research forces attention on long term customer relationships rather than stakeholder 
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interactions. It confirms that the potential of this new era of collaboration is significant, 

identifying digital technologies and social experiences as particularly potent value drivers. 

It is apparent that a number of challenges in adopting a market oriented approach will arise. 

Not only are museums grappling with legacy issues of power and authority, but they also face 

complex expectations as public service providers. Moreover, making a strategic shift to 

customer excellence over operational and product excellence may prove challenging for some 

institutions, as it requires a responsive and authoritative (not authoritarian) culture. The most 

effective response to this challenge would be to meaningfully amplify the voices of indigenous 

people in museum processes through mechanism identified in the research. 

Reflecting on the themes that emerge from this research, it is notable that the commitment 

of people – be they customers, employees, in governance, or key stakeholders – is essential 

on this transformational journey. It is also critical to have relevant performance measures; 

without these, change is unlikely to occur.   

Overall, Auckland Museum has a solid foundation on which to build and is well placed to make 

this journey in partnership with Māori customers and using a market orientation frame.  

Notes 

1. Taonga, or treasure, is used to refer to diverse items of cultural significance in New 
Zealand museums. 

2. Auckland War Memorial Museum, “Future Museum”, 2012. Date accessed, June 7 
2014: http://www.aucklandmuseum.com/getmedia/453249c8-73a5-44a8-a4ba-
055cf737465d/auckland-museum-future-museum-master-plan 

3. New Zealand Government, “Settling historical Treaty of Waitangi claims”. Date 
accessed July 12 2015: https://www.govt.nz/browse/history-culture-and-
heritage/settling-historical-treaty-of-waitangi-claims 

4. An iwi is a Māori tribe descended from a common named ancestor or ancestors, and 
is usually comprised of a number of hapū, which is a sub-tribe. 

5. McCarthy, C. (2011) Museums and Māori: Heritage professionals, indigenous 
collections, current practice, 239. 

6. Treacy, M, and Wiersema, F, (1993) Customer intimacy and other value disciplines. 
7. The details of these institutions are available upon request  
8. United Nations, “Indigenous Peoples, Indigenous Voices factsheet”. Date accessed, 

June 7 2014: 
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/5session_factsheet1.pdf 

9. ICOM, “Definition of a Museum”. Date accessed, June 7 2014: 
http://archives.icom.museum/definition.html 

10. Sorjonen, H, “The Manifestation of Market Orientation and its Antecedents in the 
Program Planning of Arts Organizations”. 
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11. Jenkins, H. et al. 2009. Confronting the Challenges of Participatory Culture: Media 
Education for the 21st Century. Retrieved 1 October 2014. 
http://mitpress.mit.edu/sites/default/files/titles/free_download/9780262513623_C
onfronting_the_Challenges.pdf 

12. Tapsell, P., 2003. “Beyond the Frame” 
13. Weinberg, M.L. and Leeman, K, 2013. Creating Strategic Value: Thinking, Acting, 

Learning”  
14. Statistics New Zealand, “National Ethnic Population Projections: 2006 (base) -2026”. 

Date accessed, November 23 2014:  
http://www.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/population/estimates_and_projections/
NationalEthnicPopulationProjections_HOTP06-26.aspx 

15. Whitwell, G., Lukas, B.A. and Doyle, P, 2003. Marketing Management: a strategic, 
value-based approach. 
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