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Delivering for New Zealand and New Zealanders
New Zealanders have high expectations of their government. They expect progress on the big issues 
facing the country; housing for instance, or protection against COVID-19 at the border. There is also a 
strong expectation that public services will be straightforward to access, convenient to use, and effective. 
New Zealanders expect government and all its agencies to exercise power legitimately: upholding 
democracy and human rights, respecting the law and te Tiriti o Waitangi/the Treaty of Waitangi (te Tiriti), 
and contributing to an inclusive, cohesive society.

The Public Service is here to support and enable your Government to meet these challenges. The Public 
Service is now strongly positioned to support transformational change through your Government’s 
ongoing work programme and manifesto commitments. The new Public Service Act 2020, and a robust 
approach to system leadership, now provide the means for the Public Service to act as a unified system 
able to focus and leverage the changes that will make the most difference for New Zealand and New 
Zealanders, within the framework of your government’s programme and policy direction. 

This section of the briefing describes the contributions that the Public Service will make to: 

• achieving outcomes for New Zealanders; real tangible improvements in the lives of individuals, 
whānau, and communities

• improving services to New Zealanders and New Zealand businesses by organising around  
New Zealanders’ needs rather than agency function

• ensuring that the public sees government agencies, and the Public Service as a whole, as an integral 
part of society and legitimate in its exercise of authority. 

Finally, this section addresses public service capability and the change process in place to ensure that the 
Public Service is unified around a common spirit of service, public service principles and values, and able 
to work as a single system in the service of New Zealand and New Zealanders. 
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Achieving outcomes
New Zealanders expect the Government to take 
leadership on critical issues to deliver outcomes for 
individuals, whānau and communities. These issues 
are often complex and pressing, and they inherently 
span multiple portfolio areas. Critical issues that 
matter for New Zealand include:

• addressing climate change

• eliminating family violence and sexual violence

• reducing poverty

• affordable and healthy housing 

• and, more recently, safe and secure borders.

The performance of government is judged on 
improvements in outcomes in the lives of New 
Zealanders and for New Zealand.

The Public Service is strongly positioned to drive 
progress on Government’s priorities and support 
transformational change. Over the past three years 
strong foundations have been laid and the system is 
ready. Developments in the innovative use of data 
make possible more sophisticated interventions at 
individual, whānau, and community levels. Data is the 
engine of better outcomes.  

The Public Service can drive progress on the priority 
outcomes of the Government with an approach that 
gives space and permission to do things differently, 
and with a sense of urgency. To do this, we need to:

• organise relevant agencies around a few priority 
outcomes, and make them jointly responsible for 
improving those outcomes 

• engage the public in the priorities of the 
Government and sustain the commitment of 
public servants by setting ambitious goals and 
using tangible measures to track and report 
transparently on progress 

• provide assurance of progress to Ministers and 
respond to Ministerial priorities 

• use data to drive action, learning and adaptation

• develop innovative ways to address difficult 
problems, including for prevention and early 
intervention, and communicate what works

• match ownership of priorities by lead Ministers 
(and oversight of Cabinet Committees) with 
individual and joint responsibility of chief 
executives. 
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Better services 
New Zealanders expect a world-leading, modern, 
Public Service that supports their Government to 
improve the lives of all New Zealanders. People 
do not live their lives according to how agencies 
are organised. A leading edge Public Service is one 
that puts the needs of the individuals, whānau and 
communities they serve at the centre; where digital 
services are easy and convenient to interact with and 
are organised around the needs of people (e.g. life 
events such as the birth of a child); and where face-
to-face services are fully integrated around people’s 
needs, so that those accessing the services no longer 
need to do the joining up. 

The predominant channels for the delivery of public 
services are either via digital technology or face-to-
face interactions. For all services, digital technology 
is a key enabler. People now expect us to organise 
services around the families and communities we 
serve. They expect to tell their story once and have 
the system mobilise around them. They expect to 
be able to engage online and have their say “in real 
time”.

Digital services
These will be mostly transactional services that 
involve one-off or episodic contact between 
an individual, or individual business, and the 
government. Examples are the provision of 
information, and transactions like paying a fine, 
registering a vehicle, or seeking a tax refund. 

These are highly amenable to automation and it is 
desirable that the predominant means of delivery in 
future will be over the internet. The challenge will 
be to achieve a better service experience. Partly this 
is a technology and design issue. But it is also an 
issue around accessibility of related services that cut 
across agency boundaries. ‘Life events’ is one way of 
achieving this kind of service integration. While we 
have made progress in this area, it has been too slow 
and too difficult. We need to make it easier to develop 
joined-up services. At the same time, we need to 
further the work we are doing to address the needs of 
those for whom there are barriers to accessing digital 
services.

Face-to-face services
These mainly involve ongoing contact between a 
government agency or agencies and an individual 
or whānau, with the intention of assisting them to 
address a major issue or issues in their lives. These 
are often provided at the community level and need 
to be driven by people working at the front line, in 
partnership with communities. From the point of view 
of the Public Service, the challenge here is ensuring 
that those agencies that can make a difference are 
brought together into an effective overall service for 
the individual or whānau. Options for making progress 
include using network models for aligning service 
delivery.

Some face-to-face services will not involve continuing 
contact with a service user. An example is the 
processing of passenger arrivals and departures at 
the border. In these cases, customer experience and 
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enforcement of the law/regulations may both be 
enhanced by better alignment between agencies. 

 
 

 

We propose to bring together and strengthen the 
leadership arrangements for both digital and face-to-
face services in order to secure renewed momentum 
around service integration. This could be implemented 
through the appointment of system leaders focused 
on driving service transformation across the Public 
Service. Such arrangements will require mandate and 
backing, and additional capability to support the leads. 

We will provide you with supplementary briefings 
on our approaches to pursuing better outcomes and 
services, and options for taking this work forward.

Responding to COVID-19
The COVID-19 pandemic poses one of the most 
significant threats to the safety of the New Zealand 
public and the security of our economy in living 
memory. The Public Service has and will continue to 
be a key enabler of your Government’s response to, 
and ongoing management of, the COVID-19 threat 
and its impacts.

In the early stages of the pandemic, the Public 
Service helped to deliver important components 
of your Government’s response. This included, for 
example, the management of essential services 
and wage subsidy schemes to ensure the wellbeing 
of New Zealanders and the continued functioning 
of our economy through periods of lockdown, and 
repatriation of our citizens. The Public Service has 
also been leading on early stages of work to support 
economic recovery, including integrated Employment, 
Education and Training programmes.

It will be necessary for the Public Service to play an 
ongoing role in this space, as your Government looks 
to manage the continued economic impacts of the 
pandemic and considers a managed re-opening of our 
borders. The Commission will support you and your 
Cabinet colleagues in identifying and establishing 
the necessary organisational and governance 
arrangements to implement your Government’s 
policies in this area.

Legitimacy of the  
Public Service 
It is vital that the Public Service, in making decisions 
that impact on people, is seen as legitimate by the 
public. This can also be described as the Public 
Service’s ‘licence to operate’. It requires strong 
connections between the Public Service and New 
Zealand’s communities, cultures, and traditions – 
including our democratic and constitutional heritage. 
It also requires a very high ethical standard of Public 
Service behaviour and operations, and it requires 
public servant conduct in day-to-day interactions 
with the public to be grounded in a common spirit of 
service to the community.

In all other overseas jurisdictions trust in government 
has been in decline. New Zealand has stood out 
against this trend, with measurable increases in trust 
in government, but we will not be immune unless we 
take steps to strengthen the performance of the Public 
Service in terms of legitimacy. 

Three specific actions to strengthen legitimacy now 
stand out as over-arching priorities:

• facilitating active citizenship and open 
government

• strengthening the relationship between Māori and 
the Crown

• achieving diversity in the Public Service workforce 
and inclusiveness in Public Service workplaces. 

Active citizenship and open 
government
New Zealand aspires to be an inclusive and cohesive 
society. This has implications for how the Public 
Service works, including an obligation to foster active 
citizenship and open government.  

In the last term of Government progress has been 
made on open government through New Zealand’s 
participation in the Open Government Partnership 
and though the proactive release of Cabinet 
documents. Action over the next term needs to build 
on these first steps, and focus on embedding practices 
around openness across a broader front of government 
activities.  

9(2)(f)(iv) - confidentiality of advice 



      

Active citizenship depends crucially on citizens having 
access to the decision-making processes that affect 
them. Traditionally we have built capability and good 
practice around consultation on government decision-
making. For the future we will need to go further than 
this if the Public Service is to reflect an increased public 
expectation of participation. Concepts of partnership 
with communities, and co-design of services, are part 
of the vocabulary of the Public Service. The challenge 
now is to develop the capability and working practices 
to carry this into widespread practice.

Māori-Crown relationship
The relationship between the Crown and Māori is 
fundamental to New Zealand nationhood, and will 
remain so. Issues continue to be raised and must be 
addressed; this will always be a feature of the New 
Zealand polity. A Public Service that cannot effectively 
help Ministers engage on these places its reputation at 
risk among a large segment of society. Development 
of capability to support the Crown in this area will 
also contribute to the Public Service reflecting the 
communities it serves. 

In the last term of Government, some foundations 
were laid to strengthen the Public Service’s capability 
and role in supporting the Māori-Crown relationship. 
This included explicit legislative mention of this role 
for the first time in the Public Service Act, and the 
establishment of Te Arawhiti | The Office for Māori 
Crown Relations to drive improved public service 
capability. There are a number of further steps that 
can be taken to build on these foundations, including:

• strengthening leadership of this work within the 
Commission and across the system. A Māori 
advisory committee has already been established 
to advise the Public Service Commissioner on the 
implementation of the Public Service Act. There 
are opportunities to use future appointments 
and the system leadership tools in the Act to put 
greater emphasis on this aspect of the Public 
Service’s role

• building on requirements in the new Act to build 
and maintain capability within agencies to engage 
with Māori and understand Māori perspectives; 
for example, through implementation of agency 
capability plans and annual reporting.

Depending on the Government’s priorities in this area, 
there are further options to transform how the Public 
Service works in partnership with Māori to improve 
outcomes. We are working with Te Arawhiti and Te 
Puni Kōkiri to consider these options and will keep you 
updated as this progresses.

Diversity and inclusion
The Public Service, either as a result of government 
policy or by operation of the law, makes decisions and 
exercises authority in ways that directly impact the 
lives and wellbeing of New Zealanders. It is therefore 
important that the Public Service not be seen as 
external to or set apart from society, but rather as an 
integral part of society reflecting the mix and makeup 
of the general population. It is important that the 
Public Service reflects the communities it serves. 
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• enabling a more adaptive Public Service through 
workforce interoperability. Some progress has 
been made in this area through heads of profession 
and professional networks. The Public Service 
Act provides for increased alignment through 
Government Workforce Policy Statements, the 
ability to better facilitate secondments and more 
consistent terms and conditions, and transfer of 
leave entitlements when public servants move 
within the Public Service.

While we have made some strong progress in each 
of these areas, there is much more that can be 
done to improve the Public Service’s capability to 
deliver for New Zealanders. A key part of this will be 
implementation of the Public Service Act – that is, 
ensuring that the key changes made through the Act 
(described above) are embedded in the system. Some 
key initiatives include:

• rationalising existing functional leadership and 
head of profession arrangements with the new 
system leader provisions in the Act, and ensuring 
that we are taking a consistent and coherent 
approach to system leadership across different 
functions

• implementing models for cross-agency working 
where there is a need for this in the system. For 
example, the models could be used to strengthen 
the existing approach to cross-agency work 
on family violence and sexual violence, which 
currently relies on informal arrangements rather 
than formal structures. The models may also be 
used to get traction on key Government priorities 
when these have been articulated

• implementing key provisions of the Act that 
support workforce interoperability, including 
workforce policy statements and mechanisms to 
support consistent terms and conditions and leave 
portability

• reinforcing the integrity of the Public Service 
through revised standards and guidance that 
reflect the new Act, and strengthening the Public 
Service’s capability to facilitate active citizenship 
and open government.

It is likely that in some areas achieving these shifts 
will require investment in additional capability for the 
system. We will discuss the different aspects of this 
work with you and will provide further briefings and 
policy papers on specific topics where applicable.
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Role of the Minister for the Public Service
The Minister for the Public Service is the Minister with overall responsibility for the public 
sector system. This includes the design, performance and capability of the public sector system 
as a whole. The system includes the Public Service as well as the wider group of government 
agencies, such as Crown entities.

The Public Service and parts of the wider public sector are major resources for you and your 
Ministerial colleagues in driving the Government’s programme. You and other Ministers will be 
in daily contact with officials and agencies whose job is to assist you by providing policy advice, 
ensuring excellent implementation of initiatives, and maintaining the high standards of integrity 
and conduct for which New Zealand’s public services are known. 

Agencies and public servants collectively make up the public sector system. The public sector 
system is not a static entity. Its design, operation and performance develops over time to address 
new priorities and meet the needs of a changing and increasingly diverse nation. 

A core part of your role as Minister for the Public Service relates to the performance and integrity 
of the system. You, in conjunction with the Public Service Commissioner, lead the part of the 
system comprised of executive branch agencies.

Your role in leading change and improvement gives the role of Minister for the Public Service 
a cross-Cabinet significance. All your Cabinet colleagues depend on the adaptation and 
improvement of the system for success in their own portfolios. 

The Public Service Commission is here to support you in your role to provide a higher performing 
public sector that New Zealanders trust, which delivers outstanding results and is an exemplar in 
its employment and contracting functions. 

More specifically, you have a range of levers and resources to help you in your Ministerial role. 
These are detailed on the next page.

A trusted, leading edge Public Service that makes a 
difference for New Zealand and New Zealanders.
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Public Service workforce
The Commission has a role in advising on matters 
affecting the Public Service workforce, including 
workforce strategy, employment relations, and 
diversity and inclusion. One aspect of this role 
includes supporting the Government to develop and 
issue workforce standards for the Public Service and 
areas of the wider public sector. We will support you 
in developing revised government expectations for the 
Public Service workforce. 

This role also includes helping the Government take 
a strategic approach to workforce matters. We will 
provide you with advice on the implementation of the 
Government’s pre-election commitment to implement 
a living wage for contracted employees, and on the 
areas of pay equity, pay parity and employment 
relations.

Chief executive appointments 
We aim to ensure the best leadership talent possible 
is employed to help progress the Government’s 
programme. Between now and March 2021, we will 
consult you and relevant Ministers on end-of-term 
arrangements for chief executive roles. These roles 
include three Public Service chief executive positions 
for which appointments will be made under the new 
Public Service Act.

The Public Service Act also requires the appointment 
of a second Deputy Public Service Commissioner. This 

appointment is made on the recommendation of the 
Prime Minister following consultation with each party 
in the House of Representatives. We will discuss the 
process for this appointment with you and the Prime 
Minister.

Speaking engagements
The Commission organises and hosts a programme 
of awards events, aimed at recognising the work of 
public servants and the spirit of service that they bring 
to their work. In the past, the Minister has spoken 
and presented the awards at these events to show 
support for the programmes and the achievements 
of the recipients. The Commission also runs regular 
workshops with Crown entity board chairs and 
coordinates meetings of the Public Service Leadership 
Team, both of which have been attended by the 
Minister in the past. We will discuss with your office 
the potential engagements between now and March 
2021.

Data releases
The Commission collects and publishes data on a 
range of aspects of the Public Service workforce, 
including remuneration. Three such data releases are 
scheduled to occur in the early stage of the new term 
of Government, relating to workforce, chief executive 
remuneration, and expenditure on contractors and 
consultants. We will brief you on the arrangements for 
these releases closer to the relevant dates.



      

Legislative programme
The Protected Disclosures (Protection of 
Whistleblowers) Bill is the main piece of active 
legislative reform in the Public Service portfolio and 
will replace the Protected Disclosures Act 2000 
(for which the Commission is the administering 
department). The Bill is currently before the Education 
and Workforce Select Committee. The due date for 
the Committee’s report will be set when the House 
resumes.

We will also make ourselves available to discuss any 
other items of legislative reform that you are interested 
in pursuing during this term of Government. 

Accountability documents and 
finances
Agencies are required to submit annual reports, 
audited by Audit New Zealand. We would usually 
provide you with our draft report for comment by 
September each year, but this has been delayed this 
year due to the scheduling of the Election. Once 
approved, this is tabled in the House, which we expect 
to occur in November. Our Strategic Intentions for the 
period 2020-2024 will also need to be tabled in the 
Parliament late this year or early next year. 

A number of adjustments to appropriations in Vote: 
State Services will need to be made through the 
October Baseline Update. We will provide you with a 
separate briefing on the details of these changes.
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The role of  
Te Kawa Mataaho  
Public Service 
Commission
Overview
The Commission’s purpose is to lead the public sector 
in the service of New Zealand and New Zealanders 
– we lead, we serve. We will take a position when 
required, we back public servants, and we protect the 
integrity of the Public Service. We ensure that the 
system is focused on delivering the services that New 
Zealanders want, need and expect.

We work alongside the two other central agencies 
– the Treasury and the Department of the Prime 
Minister and Cabinet – in their respective roles.

Leading the system
The Public Service Commissioner is the Head of 
Service, and leads the Public Service and wider public 
sector agencies to work as one system to deliver better 
services and better outcomes.

The Commissioner acts to protect and enhance the 
legitimacy and integrity of the Public Service, and the 
spirit of service that sits at the heart of the Service and 
everything it does.

The Commission provides leadership and oversight 
of the Public Service, ensuring that it carries out its 
purpose. 

We will take a position when 
required.

We will back public servants.

We will protect the integrity 
of the Public Service.

And we will refocus the 
system to deliver the services 
New Zealanders want, need 
and expect.

The legislative purpose of the Public Service is to 
support constitutional and democratic government, 
enable both the current Government and successive 
governments to develop and implement their policies, 
deliver high-quality and efficient public services, support 
the Government to pursue the long-term public interest, 
facilitate active citizenship and act in accordance with 
the law.

The Commission also upholds long-held public service 
principles that guide the work of public servants: 
political neutrality, free and frank advice, merit-based 
appointments, open government, and stewardship.

The fundamental characteristic that motivates and unites 
the Public Service is acting with a spirit of service to the 
community. People sign up to the Public Service because 
they want to make a difference for New Zealanders and 
New Zealand.
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A fit-for-purpose Public Service 
We are transforming the way the Public Service 
works to ensure that it is fit-for-purpose and has the 
capability to deliver the outcomes and services New 
Zealanders need.

A key part of this evolution has been the passage of 
the Public Service Act. Passed earlier this year, the 
new Act replaces and builds on the previous State 
Sector Act 1988. Features of the new Act include:

• an articulation of the purpose, principles and 
values of a unified Public Service, and recognition 
of the spirit of service as the fundamental 
characteristic of the Public Service

• an affirmation of the role of the Public Service to 
support the Crown in its relationship with Māori 
under te Tiriti

• the ability to formally establish cross-agency 
boards and ventures for joint working

• the ability to establish functional chief executives 
and appoint system leaders for particular areas

• a requirement for the Commissioner to establish 
and lead a Public Service Leadership Team, 
and develop a strategy for building leadership 
capability in the Public Service

• provision for Public Service employees to be 
appointed to the Public Service, and mechanisms 
to support more flexible movement between 
Public Service agencies 

• a requirement for chief executives to promote 
diversity and inclusiveness in their agencies 

• requirements for chief executives to provide long-
term insights briefings on trends and challenges 
facing their departments.

Now that the Act is in place, the Commission is 
engaging with the Public Service Leadership Team on 
an implementation programme to embed the changes 
and further drive the development of capability in the 
system. Some elements of this work are described in 
the earlier section on Public Service capability. 

Our statutory role 
The Public Service Act provides the overall mandate 
for system leadership and some specific powers and 
levers that assist the Commission in carrying out its 
wider role. Under the Act the Commissioner provides 
leadership and oversight of the Public Service.

The Commissioner’s scope of influence is greatest 
within the Public Service where the Commissioner 
has employment responsibilities for chief executives. 
Aspects of the Commissioner’s mandate, including the 
integrity mandate, extend to parts of the wider public 
sector.

Under the Public Service Act, the Commissioner’s 
functions include:

• leading the Public Service to deliver better 
services and achieve better outcomes for the 
public

• promoting and reinforcing integrity, good conduct, 
and transparency and accountability in the Public 
Service, including through standards and guidance 

• being responsible, in conjunction with 
departmental chief executives, for developing 
senior leadership and management capability in 
the Public Service

• promoting the development of workforce 
capability and capacity, including in the 
employment relations area

• appointing the leaders of the Public Service 
and acting as the employer of chief executives 
of departments and departmental agencies. 
This includes appointment, reappointment, and 
performance review

• advising on improvements to the performance, 
function, and structure of the public sector system

• reviewing the performance of departments and 
departmental agencies and assisting agencies to 
improve, as well as conducting investigations and 
inquiries in relation to public agencies.





       

Leading the public sector to deliver
The Public Service supports current and successive Governments to set and achieve ambitious 
goals for New Zealand. Over the last term we focused on supporting the Government to deliver 
on its priorities, while at the same time building and maintaining the capability and culture of the 
Public Service to deliver into the future.

Into the future we will continue to build our interoperability and adaptability to respond to 
challenging cross-agency issues, and we will continue to strengthen the things that provide the 
basis for public legitimacy – active citizenship and open government, diversity and inclusiveness, 
and our ability to effectively support the Māori-Crown relationship.

Using the strong leadership arrangements and the tools that we have put in place through the new 
Public Service Act and our ongoing reform programme, the Public Service is prepared to support 
your Government to deliver on the priority outcomes that you aspire to achieve for New Zealand, 
and to continue to find new and innovative ways to deliver services that New Zealanders can be 
proud of.

We welcome the opportunity to engage with you on your vision for the future and on how we can 
support you in the crucial leadership role of Minister for the Public Service. We are here to support 
you to meet the challenges of implementing your Government’s programme and we look forward 
to working with you.

At the heart of everything we do, our vision is to maintain 
and lead a trusted, leading edge Public Service that makes 
a difference for New Zealand and New Zealanders.
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Appendix 3: Legislation administered  
by the Commission
The Public Service Commission administers the following primary legislation:

The Public Service Act 2020
• Is one of the key Acts that sets the foundations for the public sector system.

• Sets the foundations for the Public Service, including its purpose, principles and values and the 
fundamental characteristic of spirit of service to the community.

• Recognises the Public Service’s role in supporting the Māori-Crown relationship.

• Establishes the role, functions and powers of the Public Service Commissioner.

• Provides for the establishment and disestablishment of Public Service agencies.

• Provides for appointment, responsibilities, duties and powers of chief executives.

• Provides for the establishment of the Public Service Leadership Team, and the appointment of system 
leaders and functional chief executives.

• Provides for various workforce and personnel matters, including how the Employment Relations Act 
2000 applies in relation to the Public Service.

The Crown Entities Act 2004 (parts 1, 2, 3 and 5)
• Provides a consistent framework for the establishment, governance, and operation of Crown entities.

• Clarifies accountability relationships between Crown entities, their board members and responsible 
Ministers on behalf of the Crown and Parliament

The Protected Disclosures Act 2000
• Protects employees who disclose information about serious wrongdoing in or by an organisation.

• Facilitates the disclosure and investigation of matters of serious wrongdoing.

• Will be repealed and replaced by the Protected Disclosures (Protection of Whistleblowers) Bill that is currently 
before the House.

The Fees and Travelling Allowances Act 1951
• Provided for mechanisms for the payment of remuneration, allowances and expenses of members of 

statutory boards, as well as travelling allowances or expenses of local authority members.

• Superseded in practice by the Cabinet Fees Framework administered by the Public Service Commission 
[CO (19) 1], and by the Remuneration Authority in relation to local authority members.

The Ministry of Works and Development Abolition Act 1988
• Provided for consequential matters following the disestablishment of the Ministry of Works and 

Development (e.g. savings provisions relating to contracts and consents).








