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By IPANZ President Jo Cribb

The robots are coming…

The robots are coming to take our jobs.  
Sounds like a bad science fiction movie.  
But it is actually the tenor of recent articles 
in usually well-regarded publications 
(Harvard Business Review, New York Times, 
the Economist for example) and the focus of 
large research projects at a wide of range of 
institutes including the University of Oxford 
and the McKinsey Global Institute.  

Having had the benefit of reading much of 
the literature on the future of work (due 
to writing an upcoming book on the topic 
which will be available in good bookstores 
in late June), I would say the core messages 
of this body of work are that the way we 
work and think about work is changing. 
And digitization and automation, driven by 
advances in machine learning, will drive 
(some predict rapid) change in what we 
know as work and the workforce more 
generally.  

PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE

The impact of changes is predicted to be 
right across the workforce. No one is safe. 
More menial jobs will be automated and 
more white-collar roles (the usual example 
is legal analysis) will be delivered through 
artificial intelligence systems. The good 
news from the research is that jobs which 
involve human contact will increase and 
that those focused on complex, multi-
dimensional, unique problems will be hard 
to automate.  

Preparing and investing

IPANZ, as one of its three workstreams in 
2018, is keen to explore what the changing 
nature of work means for public servants. 
What skills and capabilities will public 
servants need to thrive in the public service 
of the future? How can the public service 
influence the type of skills and competencies 
developed through the education system? 
How can the public service effectively 
develop the capabilities of existing public 
servants? And how do we prepare and invest 

in ourselves to ensure we remain relevant 
and have long, fulfilling work lives?  

To start the ball rolling, IPANZ will prepare 
a draft discussion document. We will distill 
our thoughts (as well as drawing on those 
of some experts) about the future public 
servant. With the aim of engendering 
debate, we will widely share our discussion 
document. Think of it as a strawperson 
to spark thinking and discussion. Then, 
through a series of events and channels, we 
will seek your input and ideas, and based 
on these we will prepare a final document 
capturing the collective thinking about the 
future public servant.  

This journal issue is the first step – to get you 
starting to think. I look forward to learning 
what you think about your future over the 
coming year.  

Jo Cribb 
President
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Public service 2018:  
Wellbeing measures and  
greater collaboration

Finance Minister Hon Grant Robertson 
outlined his vision for the public service at 
the IPANZ Annual Address at the Beehive 
in February.

He said he wanted to see greater 
collaboration and innovation and a 
developing ability to measure and 
improve wellbeing outcomes for New 
Zealanders. 

“The previous Government was, to some 
extent, attempting to address wellbeing 
issues through its Social Investment 
approach. While the underlying principles 
of early intervention, greater cooperation 
across agencies, and the use of data are 
all valid, the ‘balance sheet’ lens adopted 
by the government when implementing 
this approach was too narrow.”

For example, the health of a community is 
vital to the wellbeing of an individual; and 
people should not be viewed as “liabilities 
on a balance sheet”. 

Robertson called on government agencies 
to work together better and to be 
prepared to take greater risks.

“I know that the public service can 
and does undertake some great cross-
agency work on issues that cut across 
departmental boundaries. But I’m sure 
we’ve all seen instances where policy 
advice is still developed and delivered in 
siloes.”

He said departments can take different 
directions based on their objectives, 
and that having a set of sustainability 
indicators would help identify 
opportunities for working together.

Innovative and entrepreneurial

The government would review the Public 
Finance Act and State Sector Act to ensure 
they allow for greater collaboration 
and creativity. He said he wanted chief 
executives to be less risk averse and 
the public service to be innovative and 

entrepreneurial.

“We want the public sector to feel 
empowered to co-design with us. I want 
this government to be more active in 
driving growth and innovation in our 
economy. The public service is a critical 
part of this innovation drive as well, as an 
enabler and as a leader.”

Robertson said that this could include 
working with private business and non-
government organisations. 

He spoke about the Living Standards 
Framework and the work which Treasury 
is doing to develop wellbeing measures 
for societal outcomes that were wider 
than just GDP. 

“The Government is developing a 
comprehensive set of environmental, 
social and economic sustainability 
indicators to better show how we are 
doing as a country. The Living Standards 
Framework and measuring the health 
of the ‘four capitals’ puts sustainable, 
intergenerational wellbeing at the core of 
the public sector system.”

The Living Standards Framework 
measures success in developing four 
capitals – financial and physical, human, 
social and natural. Robertson said the 
inclusion of cultural capital was also 
possible.

These indicators could be used by the 
public service to consider policy options, 
their cost and effectiveness, and in 
evaluating outcomes.

The week following Robertson’s address, 
Treasury published on its website a 
Treasury Paper and four discussion papers 
about wellbeing measures.

Treasury Chief Economic Adviser Tim Ng 
said, “The papers are part of a programme 
of Treasury work to further develop 
our Living Standards Framework. We 
are beginning to use this framework 
to consider the collective impact of 
policies on intergenerational wellbeing 
and to help lift the quality of policy and 
government services from a wellbeing 
perspective.”

Intergenerational wellbeing

The Framework uses the OECD’s “How’s 
Life” analysis and uses the four capitals – 
natural, human, social, and physical and 
financial – as a way to organise indicators 
of intergenerational wellbeing.

Speaking to Newsroom, Treasury 
Secretary Gabriel Makhlouf said New 
Zealand was leading the world in its 
efforts to integrate a wellbeing network 
into policy making. 

Public Sector journal is always 
happy to receive contributions 
from readers.

CONTRIBUTIONS
PLEASE

If you’re working on an interesting 
project in the public sector or have 
something relevant to say about a 
particular issue, think about sending 
us a short article on the subject. 
While we will always look at well 
written pieces on any public sector 
subject, it would help if your article 
touched on or related to one of the 
journal’s quarterly themes.

Themes for 2018 are:

July: 	 Free & frank advice, 
	 political neutrality 	
	 and stewardship

September:	 Public administration 	
	 reform

December:	 Open issue

Contact the editor John O’Leary at 
johntoleary@hotmail.com

IPANZ NEWS

“Around the world people have talked 
about this conceptually. The OECD has 
produced a sort of Better Life index and 
we’re modelling some of our work on that, 
but nobody has said, ‘Right, let’s use this 
to develop public policy. Let’s use this to 
start making decisions around resource 
allocation’, which the Minister of Finance 
has said he wants to do.”

Makhlouf says Treasury started working 
on the Living Standards Framework under 
the National government, and that it was 
an apolitical set of measures.

The Treasury papers were designed as 
discussion documents, aimed at gathering 
feedback on the Treasury’s work to 
date, and were open to discussion and 
response. 

Treasury will develop a set of indicators 
for the four capitals before the end of 
2018.

Robertson says government agencies will 
start to see the direction of travel with the 
development of Budget 2018, which will 
be delivered on 17 May, but that Budget 
2019 will be New Zealand’s first Wellbeing 
Budget.

Grant Robertson



FUTURE DISRUPTION: 
AN OCCASION FOR DREAD OR EXCITEMENT?

Welcome to the first issue of 2018. We are rested  
after the summer break and ready to take on another 
public sector year. With a new government in  
charge, there’s plenty of change promised in the  
state sector. To keep up with what promises to be 
a year of considerable change, we’ve made a few 
changes to the journal line-up – but more of that  
later.

The theme of this issue is the public servant of the future: that 
slightly ill-defined being whose shape we can discern (sort 
of) but whose precise nature and role is still unclear. Will she 
be a friendly, approachable servant of the public good – or a 
remote technocrat overseeing the processing of unimaginable 
quantities of data? Will he be a loyal staffer, at home in his 
Ministry and his area of expertise - or gig economy nomad, 
migrating constantly from project to project, job to job? Will 
these two people – and here is where the “blue sky” thinking 
comes in – even be human? Advances in technologies such as 
artificial intelligence and robotics suggest that the answer to 
that question isn’t necessarily “yes”, at least when it comes 
to the more routine transactions between the citizen and the 
public sector. 

To help us understand all this, Kathy Ombler looks outside 
the Terrace beltway as she discusses the subject of the public 
servant of the future in her cover article, talking to future-state 
experts like Sylvia Zuur of Enspiral and Professor Williamson, 
Pro Vice Chancellor of Victoria University of Wellington and 
Dean of Commerce at the Victoria Business School. Some of 
Kathy’s themes are echoed by Georgina Geotina and Max Lin, 
two of IPANZ’s New Professionals, in their contribution on 
page 22. Georgina and Max see considerable disruption ahead, 
and admit to feeling a mixture of “dread and excitement” – 
after all they, as comparative youngsters, are going to be living 
in this brave new world of machine-assisted policy making, 
contract or blended financing, and fragmented governance. 

One area of the public sector that receives too little attention 
is local government, despite it being of considerable 
importance in our everyday lives. To address this deficit, we 
have included in this year’s line-up a four-part series on local 
councils. First up is Queenstown Lakes District Council, which 
is having to deal with the problems of surging growth in one 
of the country’s most picturesque areas. It’s a case, as writer 
Briar Edmonds reveals, of paradise under pressure.

I mentioned above that we are making a few changes to the 
journal’s article line-up. One of these is a one-page digest of 
research currently underway or recently completed which 
may be of interest to readers of the journal. Since “disruption” 
seems to be a theme of this issue (and of our age generally), 
my pick is “Managing Disruption: an auto-ethnography of 
a middle manager”, which reflects on a middle-manager’s 

experience of a market-led, economics-based restructuring 
project in a public sector organisation. Author Dennis Parker 
says, “My hope is that the findings will provide valuable 
insight for those planning, participating, or being the ‘target’ 
of changes coming from such restructure projects.”

No more navel-gazing

New Zealand is seen as the least corrupt nation on earth, 
but it’s also small and a very long way away from anywhere 
else. This can lead to a certain tendency to navel-gaze that 
can become negative. Given this, I thought it might be an 
idea to look more outwards in the journal, to see what other 
public sectors are doing as they confront the tide of change 
that lies ahead. Fortunately, the journal’s previous editor and 
occasional contributor Shelly Farr-Biswell has decided to re-
locate to the United Kingdom for a few years. I’ve asked her to 
write a British Brief for each issue of the journal this year on 
a subject relevant to the New Zealand public sector, the idea 
being that larger countries like the United Kingdom which 
are in some ways ‘closer to the action’ may be addressing 
challenges which for us here in New Zealand are still only on 
the horizon. In her contribution to this issue, Shelly writes 
about her visit to the Office for National Statistics’ Data 
Science Campus in Newport, South Wales, which forms part 
of ONS’ ambitious programme to find new ways in which 
statistics and data can be used to tackle public policy issues. 
Statistics colleagues from around the world have been visiting 
the Campus, apparently, to learn about what’s being done 
there – including folk from our own Statistics New Zealand, as 
Shelly notes. Do read the piece – it’s fascinating, unicorn dust 
stuff.

Public Sector is not all serious, and I’m glad to say Dave 
Armstrong, playwright and serial columnist, has agreed 
to write more Sideways Looks for the journal this year. In 
his piece on page 19 he reminds us that, when it comes to 
predicting the future, futurologists almost invariably get 
it wrong – it seems that by now we were all going to be 
commuting to Moscow by rocket! But he has little doubt 
about the disruptions that lie ahead, and wonders when does 
a public service wanting to improve the lives of the people it 
serves become a Nanny State interfering with the rights and 
privacy of its citizens? How long, he asks, does it take Big Data 
to become Big Daddy?

Finally, as always, do think about contributing a piece to one 
of this year’s three remaining issues (we have an article from 
MBIE in this one about some very smart software that has the 
potential to greatly assist people in their interactions with 
government). We love hearing from you, our readers.

 
Happy 2018, 
John O’Leary 
Editor

EDITORIAL

I, PUBLIC SERVANT: 
Getting our public sector ready for the future
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FUTURE DISRUPTION: 
AN OCCASION FOR DREAD OR EXCITEMENT?

I, PUBLIC SERVANT: 
Getting our public sector ready for the future

COVER STORY

We asked an academic, a union 
leader and a millennial-age ‘social 
entrepreneur’. Common themes they 
raised included overly hierarchical 
leadership, transparency, workforce 
flexibility and diversity and, of course 
technology: its opportunities and risks. 
They called for the public service career 
of the future to be worthy and fulfilling, 
and for more relational engagement with 
the public. In essence, how the public 
sector is managed might change; the 
ethos must remain the same.

More transparency and a leadership 
shakeup are critical for empowering 
the mission-driven public servants of 
the future, says Enspiral Foundation 
member, Silvia Zuur. 

She says that probing into the future 
workforce of the public service calls for 
examination of two, distinct narratives: 
the future of work and the future of 
government (in its organisational 
process and decision-making structures).

Much of Zuur’s work focuses around 
organisational design, the future of 
work, how it’s changing, and how young 
people are entering this new work force 
and the skills they need. “I don’t fit in 
any traditional job description (but) my 
career might soon be considered the 
norm.” 

Future careers will continue to evolve, 
she says. “The jobs of the future haven’t 
been written yet. We don’t know what 
the one year olds of today are going 
to be calling themselves. Take the 
example of social media manager. That 
role didn’t exist ten years ago; now it’s 
totally normal.”

Mission- and purpose-driven

Zuur demurs from labelling millennials 
as ‘the me generation’. “The people I’ve 
grown up with are actually mission- 
or purpose-driven. There is less 
organisational loyalty and more mission 
and fulfilment loyalty. We’re no longer 
stepping into one career for life. If 
someone is trying to make an impact in 
a certain area, they are not going to limit 
themselves to one organisation or job 
to fulfil that. They are not going to stay 
in an analyst job because they’ve been 
promised a promotion in three years’ 
time; that will not retain the young 
people coming into our public service.”

Here enters the ‘gig economy’, the term 
to describe the trend away from stable, 
long-term, 9am-to-5pm employment 
toward temporary contracts and short-
term engagements. “The gig economy 
enables freedom, and it moves us 
beyond the constraints of the one-
career life,” says Zuur.

She quotes Foundation for Young 
Australians (FYA) research that shows 
young people are now expected to 
have 17 jobs across five careers in their 
lifetime. As well, in 2016, an analysis 
of 2.7 million job advertisements 
revealed seven new clusters of work. 
New clusters are closely related and 
portable, so, instead of preparing for 
one ‘dream job’, young people would 
prepare for a ‘dream cluster’ based on 
skills and interests.

Our public service employs 348,000 people across New Zealand, nearly 14 percent of the population.  
All New Zealanders are affected by the work they do. As technology advances like a high-speed train and jobs, 
generational disparities and demographics change, is our public sector prepared? KATHY OMBLER found out.

Zuur believes that young people today 
are far more progressive than past 
generations and are seeking more 
innovation. “Yet public sector leadership 
can be conservative, working within old-
fashioned hierarchical structures. Young 
people are not going to respond to that.

“Leadership has to change. We need 
courage from those in positions of 
authority to open up power, to ask what 
could their organisational structures 
look like to allow these young people to 
step in, and up? Otherwise you’re always 
going to feel, as a younger person, that 
you’re trying to bash through this change 
from the bottom. The fundamental of 
this shift is about building trust.”

Thinking about the future of 
government, a key question for Zuur 
is how does a government serve its 
people rather than the people serve the 
government?

She forecasts a shakeup in government 
organisation over the next 20 years. 
“From an organisational construct 
perspective, we have to redefine and 
reorganise the government sector 
because I believe the current system is 
not inviting for people to engage with. 

“I would ask: how is the government 
going to empower public servants to be 
mission-driven and fulfilled within the 
work they will be doing and, how is the 
government going to be more open and 
transparent to its clients, the taxpayers?”

Transparency is key, she says. “I think 

“So much is hidden and trapped 
within bureaucracy, and that’s not 
a way the future wants to work.”

Silvia Zuur



public sector organisations 
need way more openness and 
transparency so that when young 
people are looking for work 
opportunities they can see what 
these organisations are doing. So 
much is hidden and trapped within 
bureaucracy, and that’s not a way 
the future wants to work.”

Zuur says setting the benchmark 
for transparency is Taiwanese 
software programmer, Audrey 
Tang, who has been appointed 
Taiwan’s government minister for 
digital policy.

“Tang is a radically transparent 
digital minister; for example most 
internal meetings are transcribed 
and published, with surprising 
results,” says Zuur.

Tang has noted that public officials 
become more innovative and 
risk-taking and propose new 
ideas thanks to this transparency, 
believing they are motivated by the 
public recognition they get when 
their innovations are successful.

There is a flipside, because 
innovation can also be shot down 
by public scrutiny, says Zuur. She 
requests a little more forgiveness 
from the public and the media 
when the public sector brings 
innovation and courage into the 
space. “The flipside of innovation 
is risk. So if you want innovation, 
along with transparency and 
accountability, the public service 
of the future will have to figure 
how to balance all that.”

FYA research shows that since 
2012 the demand for digital skills 
has increased by more than 200%. 
That said, Zuur says programmers 
of the future must also retain 
empathy with people.

“I work with a training school for 
web developers and we don’t 
just teach tech skills; part of our 
programme is about teaching 
human skills. Students learn about 
listening, receiving feedback, 
working in a team, dealing with 
stress and the importance of 
diversity in the workforce. It’s not 
just which language you can code 
that’s important, it’s about having 
empathy for the humans who are 
going to be using the applications 
you are coding.”

And let’s not forget empathy for 
the future public servant, she adds. 
“How do we bring more heart and 
soul into our government in how 
it works with its public servants? 
They are not just about economics 
and black and white metrics - they 
are human beings.”

Zuur calls for change in the 
organisational structures of some 
government agencies to better 
support their employees, for 
example case managers who deal 
daily with citizens’ problems. “The 
structure needs to support the 
human being to be the best public 
servant, without them burning out. 
A government of integrity needs 
to treat its public servants with 
integrity.”

Not just transactional

PSA national secretary, Glenn 
Barclay, is concerned that public 
sector leadership is not thinking 
enough about its future workforce 
planning. He says embracing 
technology comes with risks, and 
that providing relational as well 
as transactional engagement with 
the public is critical. So, too, is 
workforce diversity and ensuring 
better career development across 
the entire public service. 

“I think it’s very easy to be passive 
about technology and automation; 
to say this is a train coming and 
we have to get on board. Also, 
too often the thinking around 
technology is just about efficiency. 
We should be asking what do we 
want from technology, how do we 
utilise it, not only to deliver better 
public services to the community, 
but also to create better jobs for 
workers?” asks Barclay.

Too great an emphasis on 
technology creates a risk of 
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AI – an opportunity  
or a threat?
Matt Boyd, Research Director at Adapt Research Ltd and 
Professor Nick Wilson of the Department of Public Health 
at Otago University in Wellington observe that intelligent 
digital systems which learn from data and make decisions 
for humans are transforming society. Past technological 
change has led to adaptation, but artificial intelligence is 
arriving rapidly, often with unexpected results.

AI is a global opportunity, but also presents risks, 
including bias, prejudice and injustice in AI algorithms; 
domination of content production and media discourse; 
transformation of work, and impacts on equality, health 
and welfare; security risks, physical risks, and even 
existential risks that threaten human survival.

In this context, say Boyd and Wilson, we must as a 
society make highly considered decisions around AI. 
Organisations that adopt a risk-aware mindset around 
AI will create true, long-term opportunities while 
minimising the risks.

When AI augments decision-making, people’s autonomy 
may be disrespected if the desired choice reflects third-
party interests above the individual’s. These systems may 
not be designed to be malicious, but may simply turn out 
that way.

The public sector is obliged to determine whether our 
present legal tools are suitable for dealing with such 
systems, whether we ought to take a stance on banning 
harmful systems (e.g. autonomous weapons), and 
whether we need to regulate AI systems that undermine 
equality and a truthfully informed public.

The public sector needs to ensure safe adoption of AI, 
using appropriate regulation, certification of AI design, 
and systematic education on algorithm ethics.

Furthermore, the public sector has an obligation to 
inform the public with clean data and heed the public 
voice about what kind of society it wants to live in. 
Monitoring and responsiveness are critical, as is 
engagement with organisations whose systems appear to 
be functioning against the interests of society.

Finally, note Boyd and Wilson, we need research on the 
social and ethical aspects of AI, policy to address risks, 
and a vision for New Zealand consistent with long-held 
core societal values. 

For more on AI and the New Zealand public sector, see Boyd 
and Wilson’s recent publication in Policy Quarterly https://
www.victoria.ac.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/1175176/
Boyd.pdf.

Glenn Barclay



viewing public services as purely 
transactional, he says. “With the Better 
Public Services target of improving the 
proportion of New Zealanders using 
government services online, what 
gets overlooked is the importance of 
relational engagement.

“Most people want relational 
engagement with public services; they 
don’t just want to be on the receiving 
end of a transaction. The human aspect 
of public services is absolutely critical 
and has to be maintained for trust in 
public services to be maintained.”

There are also questions of job loss, 
and how technology encourages 
centralisation, adds Barclay. “Over the 
last nine years we’ve seen a number of 
agencies close their regional offices. 
Rather than using technology as a means 
to just cut positions, let’s use it as an 
opportunity to rethink positions; to 
rethink the kind of work agencies could 
be doing to support the relational side of 
their engagement with the public.”

“We don’t think the public service is 
currently doing any good thinking about 
these changes and future challenges. 
They have done so in the past. That 
seems to have fallen away. There is 
workforce planning but I think it takes 
more than that; it takes some genuine 
thinking about what kind of public 
service do we want, how is it going to 
look, and how do we support relational 
engagement by the public with their 
public services?”

We would love that work to start up 
again and we would like to be part of it, 
says Barclay.

“For example we think, with some 
exceptions, there’s been little 
development in training in the public 
service, and when it comes to career 
development there are a number of 
weak points in the system. One is how do 
we keep young people?

“What the PSA would like to see is a 
future where young people can visualise 
a public service career not just in one 
agency for 40 years, but across the public 
service as a whole; and that the notion 

of being a ‘public servant’ will be as 
powerful as that of being a social worker, 
or some other specific role.”

Another cohort to consider is the ‘middle 
aged’ public servant (aged roughly 38 
to 55) who, according to PSA’s most 
recent Workplace Dynamics Survey, 
strike a career plateau. “Once they get to 
a certain point there are limited career 
opportunities, yet these are some of our 
most skilled and experienced people and 
we need to figure out ways of utilising 
them.”

He sees a future for intergenerational 
mentoring and support, and strategies 
such as Learning Reps.

“The notion of Learning Reps has been 
around for a while in the UK; they 
advocate learning among their peers and 
build learning cultures in workplaces. 

“Also, increasingly there are multi-
generations in workplaces and we 
should view these as an opportunity 
for mentoring and support between 
generations. This not just about learning 
technology skills, it’s about recognising 
the perspectives that different 
generations bring to the work place and 
working off those.”

Out with old stereotypes

An important consideration for the 
future public service workplace is 
diversity; ensuring workplaces are safe 
places for everyone, says Barclay. “(For 
example) our Rūnanga o Ngā Toa Āwhina 
has developed Ngā Kaupapa, based 
around Te Ao Māori concepts, setting 
out what a good workplace looks like for 
Māori workers.”

Ngā kaupapa seeks inclusive workplaces 
with respect for diversity, and 
recognition of tikanga Māori and te reo 
Māori skills, so that Māori workers can 
fully contribute and be respected for that 
contribution.

It’s a very exciting development that 
gives a glimpse into how the public 
service needs to change in the future, 
says Barclay. “Traditionally the public 
sector has done well in terms of the 
proportion of Māori it employs but the 
ongoing challenge is the number of 
Māori in leadership roles. That comes 
down, in part, to the question of is this a 
safe place for Māori to work?”

In conclusion, we should always 
remember who makes up the public 

service, and the range of occupational 
groups involved, says Barclay. 

“There still is a stereotype of the 
public servant as being in an office in 
Wellington when in fact there is a wide 
range of occupational groups spread 
across the country. We have social 
workers for example, the single biggest 
occupational group in Oranga Tamariki, 
case managers and frontline workers 
in Work and Income, in Justice we have 
bailiffs, we have probation officers in 
Corrections. If you think about these 
jobs in the future - technology might 
help or alter how people do these jobs 
- but in many respects the jobs may not 
fundamentally change. It comes back 
to that point about the importance of 
relational engagement with the public 
and the quality of services. People 
making good professional judgements 
are still going to be required in the 
future.”

Major shift required

New Zealand’s government sector is 
exceptionally innovative. That was a first 
impression Professor Ian Williamson 
received, when he arrived here last year 
to take on the Pro Vice-Chancellor and 
Dean of Commerce roles at the Victoria 
Business School. 

“Having worked with governments 
across Asia/Pacific and North America, 
one thing that immediately stood out for 
me here is that the government, in both 
the political and public administration 
environments, is willing to try new 
things, to take risks and consult with 
thought leaders about new approaches. I 
found that quite exciting.”

That said, he believes radical differences 
in the future workplace, and in 
society, will require a major shift in the 
capabilities of the public sector. 

“Addressing new and complex economic 
and social issues will require employees 
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“Most people want relational 
engagement with public 
services; they don’t just want 
to be on the receiving end of a 
transaction.”

Prof. Ian Williamson



8  PUBLIC SECTOR April 2018

APIs 
Better for government, better for customers

yet taken full advantage of this. I think 
New Zealand can contribute a lot to 
the growth of Asia/Pacific and that will 
help shape this country, from both an 
economic and quality-of-life perspective.

“It’s about more than just trade it’s also 
how we think about cultural capabilities 
within our society and support honest 
mutual engagement with our Asia/
Pacific neighbours. That’s going to 
require good government leadership.” 

Secondly, Williamson says the growing 
rural/urban divide represents social and 
economic issues for both communities, 
and he sees a need for government 
support to enable more small-to-
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) to 
counter these.

“People are going to Auckland because 
of economic opportunities and there are 
concerns about the social implications 
for Auckland and of course about the 
communities they’re leaving. One of the 
advantages of technology now is that it 
really doesn’t matter where your job is 
located, so I see a growing role for SMEs. 
You can have thriving businesses in rural 
communities that allow people to hang 
on to their heritage, and have jobs for 
their kids that are not dead-end jobs. 

“So if government can create an 
environment that supports growth of 
SMEs across all geographical locations, 
that has positive implications for all 
aspects of New Zealand life.”

Williamson’s third issue is how New 

with a breadth of skills, as opposed to 
depth in a specific skill. Historically, 
if you were going to work in Treasury 
you’d have depth in economics, but one 
of the innovative things that Treasury 
is doing right now is focusing on the 
wellbeing aspects of public policy. 
Wellbeing is inherently more than just 
a financial consideration; it requires an 
understanding of many non-financial 
and in some cases intangible issues. 
That changes the portfolio of talent 
that is needed in new hires. It also has 
implications for existing (knowledgeable 
and experienced) employees who are 
critical to the organisation’s success 
but must develop new skills and 
perspectives.”

Think also about the policy and 
regulatory environment around the 
financial sector, he adds. “Today, with 
the advent of bitcoin and other crypto-
currencies, it would be impossible 
to develop good financial sector 
policy without combining finance and 
economics skills with IT expertise. The 
practicality of developing that breadth of 
capability in a workforce is not trivial.”

As the workplace changes so, too, 
must education. “Ten years ago an 
organisation could tell you what your 
career path looked like. That’s changed. 
Now you’re going to have to be ‘re-
tooled’ three or four times over five or 
ten years.”

Micro-credentials are a new and 
innovative way for achieving this, he 
says. “The government has launched 
three pilots, the first being a self-
driving car engineering programme. 
These are bite-sized pieces of 
education, with field-specific skills, 
that can provide confidence to 
employers that a person has gained 
mastery over a certain subject. The 
New Zealand government is open to 
universities doing more work in this 
area.”

Three big issues

Taking a step back, Professor 
Williamson sees three big issues that 
New Zealand needs to think about, 
and that the government sector will 
have to play a role in helping deal 
with.

“Asia/Pacific, where we happen to 
be, will over the next 10 or 15 years 
be the growth engine for the rest 
of the world. New Zealand has not 

28 August, 2004. Ref: DCDL-0003802. Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand

Zealand embraces the current rapid shift 
in demography. 

“The average age of the Māori and Pacific 
populations are substantially lower than 
that of the Pākeha population and the 
birth rates are higher. That’s going to 
have huge implications about what this 
place looks like in the not-too-distant 
future, and that doesn’t even take into 
consideration immigration from other 
countries.

“It’s going to mean different kinds of 
economic activity and social services, 
and different expectations in terms 
of society and government. How will 
government support that, how will it 
enable development within the Māori 
and Pacific communities and how will it 
bring all society along?

“I think government officials should be 
spending a lot of time thinking about 
these three issues, and about what 
expertise government agencies need 
to manage them. My sense is it will 
be radically different, so we need to 
consider how people are hired, how they 
are developed, and how to form a talent 
pipeline that’s supportive.”

“Ten years ago an organisation 
could tell you what your career 
path looked like. That’s changed. 
Now you’re going to have to be ‘re-
tooled’ three or four times over five 
or ten years.”
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APIs 
Better for government, better for customers

READER CONTRIBUTION

An API is essentially a way for computer systems to 
communicate directly with each other to exchange 
information. This may not sound particularly exciting but, 
along with real-time technological benefits, it opens up 
opportunities to think differently about how to assist people 
with their interactions with government. 

Rather than providing a government service solely through 
a single website, APIs allow that service to function 
through other providers, exchanging data between the 
third-party products and an agency’s systems. This allows 
the service to be made available through a range of 
websites and applications from commercial organisations, 
government agencies, industry bodies, and many other 
types of providers. This means more choices for those using 
the service so they can access it in the way that’s most 
convenient. 

This is best illustrated with some real-life examples of recent 
MBIE APIs and their usage: 

For example, the Companies Office API allows a customer 
to incorporate new companies, maintain company data, or 
to file an annual return. Makers of business management 
or accounting software can then integrate this API into their 
products. This means that their customers can interact with 
the software they use to manage their business without 
needing to use the Companies Office website.

Any changes the software developer makes are 
automatically pushed to the Companies Register in a secure 
and authenticated process, which minimises duplication 
of effort and provides a consistent, familiar experience for 
the user. The same software can also incorporate APIs from 
other government agencies such as Inland Revenue or ACC, 
providing a suite of options in a single product.

Also, the Licensed Building Practitioners (LBP) API is being 
used by local government so builder information can be 
directly looked up in the LBP register, which means manual 
searches of the website are not needed. This enables the 
likes of local councils to easily confirm whether a builder 
is licensed, without needing to copy information from one 
system to another and risking data entry errors. 

The right tools

The choice to provide APIs is about providing the right tools 
and letting the market innovate, and coming up with new 
services. The benefits of APIs are huge for both customers 
and agencies.

APIs allow increased reach of services, they encourage 
further innovation and save money, there’s less pressure on 
an agency’s customer support, and they promote available 
government data and provide secure data transmission. 
APIs themselves are not a new concept, and they’re well 
understood in the marketplace and across agencies. 
Websites and ‘phone apps commonly use APIs to provide 
an integrated service to consumers. As a user, you see only 
one website or app, but behind the scenes APIs are working 
together to enable payment processing, address searches, 
maps, social media integration, and many other functions.

The ministries that preceded the formation of MBIE used 
APIs in various forms for service delivery since 2002, which 
was when leading companies such as Google and Amazon 
first released their own APIs. In 2014, MBIE began work 
on developing a coherent approach for growing the API 
channel.

It was crucial to have senior management understand the 
value of APIs and rethink the way MBIE’s services could be 
delivered. This resulted in a strategy for driving APIs through 
the use of new technology, production of more APIs, along 
with more engagement and support of third-party product 
providers. While there are many advantages with APIs, it 
should be noted that the intention of the strategy is not to 
eliminate the direct customer relationship. This is because 
there are some parts of the business where it’s not suitable 
to use third-parties. There will also remain a significant 
proportion of customers that don’t use products integrated 
with MBIE services. 

A new API platform launched by MBIE in 2016 provides 
APIs in a modern, standardised way, helping business 
applications communicate with each other. This platform 
has initiated processes for designing, building, and 
operating new APIs, making it easier for units within MBIE to 
introduce new services.

MBIE’s API Explorer website at www.api.business.govt.nz 

Rather than providing a government service 
solely through a single website, APIs allow that 
service to function through other providers, 
exchanging data between the third-party 
products and an agency’s systems. 

Simon Ferguson

Over the past decade government agencies have made a significant movement from traditional paper and in-person service 
delivery channels to website-based online services. The Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment (MBIE) is focusing 

on the next channel shift, from primarily providing services directly to citizens and businesses to being a facilitator of 
Application Programming Interfaces (APIs). SIMON FERGUSON from MBIE’s Service Transformation Team explains.
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is a catalogue where the public can browse a full suite of the 
Ministry’s APIs to find services that could benefit them. People 
can view technical documentation, see early publications of 
draft API definitions and give feedback. The site also includes 
functions for log in, access requests for APIs, and allows users 
to manage their API profile.

There are two classes of APIs offered in the MBIE suite 
– retrieval and interactive. Retrieval APIs simply allow 
customers to access information held by MBIE. Then there 
are the interactive APIs, which allow a two-way flow of 
information. With these, users can submit applications, 
maintain their details, and interact with MBIE. MBIE’s public 
APIs are available for the Companies Register, the Disclose 
Register of financial products and investment schemes, 
the Financial Service Providers Register and the Insolvency 
and Summary Instalment Orders Registers. They are also 
available for Intellectual Property registers (including patents, 
trademarks and designs), the Licensed Building Practitioners 
Register, information on Market Rent, Tenancy Tribunal 
applications, the Motor Vehicle Traders Register and the New 
Zealand Business Number Register. They are also used for 
the Personal Property Securities Register and the Register of 
Radio Frequencies.

Lessons learned

Looking back on the process to get APIs to where they 
are now, MBIE has faced a number of challenges and 
learned some good lessons which can be applied to other 
organisations. 

Firstly, it’s not enough to build the APIs and assume that 
consumers will just start using them. It’s important to identify 
key clients and work with them to assess what their uptake 
of your services is likely to be. The best thing to do is to give 
them early visibility of draft API designs before these are built 
and operational. This way, potential consumers have time to 
start planning and designing in advance and the lead time 
for usage of production APIs is minimised. They can also give 
feedback on designs so APIs are fit for purpose. In some cases 

it may be appropriate to co-design an API with key clients.

Secondly, there is a set-up cost for users. There’s an initial 
development cost for users to consume the services. However, 
there are benefits for software providers, who can gain a 
competitive advantage for their product by having a point of 
difference over their rivals. There can also be cost savings for 
high-volume customers adding automated interactions into 
their system, so reducing administrative demands.

It was also a challenge to get system updates pushed out to 
customers, as they happened. One solution was to maintain 
multiple versions of the API and gradually get customers to 
transition to the latest version – though we found this could 
be a cumbersome and overly complex process.  

In some instances we found it would be necessary to get 
all consumers to update their software on a set date, such 
as legislatively required changes or significant system 
replacements. For example, the Personal Property Securities 
Register has been operating since 2002 with a major 
replacement coming in July 2018. Over 70% of transactions on 
this register are now conducted through APIs, and hundreds 
of customers use them. Co-ordinating the many software 
providers has been an intensive job, and needed a high level 
of engagement over an 18-month period.

There was also a challenge in balancing privacy and 
open information. APIs are a natural means for allowing 
government data to be open to the public. However, 
where data includes personal information (such as names, 
addresses, and other details held in public registers) there 
must be extra care with API design. All of MBIE’s APIs require 
software providers to sign an API Access Agreement to cover 
usage terms and conditions. All APIs have authenticated 
access, and this can be removed if there are complaints about 
a customer’s misuse of data 

‘Invisible compliance’

Another risk was that agencies can lose touch with their 
customers. Shifting to APIs means MBIE’s relationships are 
increasingly with the software providers that build the APIs. 
This means there is less need for direct customer contact. APIs 
are a shift towards ‘invisible compliance’, where customers 
can meet business compliance obligations automatically, but 
this means they may have less awareness about the role of 
the regulator. There’s a high level of trust placed on the API 
software providers to ensure high levels of responsiveness, 
support, privacy, and security – and this has to be at least as 
good as the service provided when dealing directly with MBIE.

APIs are a natural consideration as government agencies 
develop the way they interact with customers, and will 
become prevalent in the future. It requires a willingness 
to embrace the idea of having services delivered by 
intermediaries, and a change in mind-set to focus on dealing 
more with them than with customers. With APIs there can be 
great gains in making it easier for businesses and the public to 
deal with government. 

MBIE’s API Explorer www.api.business.govt.nz

GCDO’s API guidelines for government agencies https://www.
digital.govt.nz/standards-and-guidance/technology-and-
architecture/application-programming-interfaces-apis/

APIs are a natural consideration as government 
agencies develop the way they interact with 
customers, and will become prevalent in the 
future.

10.5m 
API calls per month 
(average Sep 2017 – Jan 2018)

30  
public APIs

473  
API subscribers  

(each subscriber may have  
many end-users of their products)

MBIE APIs by the numbers



11  PUBLIC SECTOR April 2018

Rebecca Kitteridge, Director-General of  
the Security Intelligence Service talks with  
Public Sector’s ROSE NORTHCOTT about  
career choices, transforming the NZSIS into 
a more open and sustainable organisation,  
and the fascinating work of our human 
intelligence agency. 

Why did you switch from law to the public sector?

After completing a BA and LLB I started work as a family 
lawyer. I then moved into broader areas of litigation and then 
into commercial law with Chapman Tripp. While the latter 
was more forward-looking work with clients, you are still 
constrained by what the law is and I was increasingly thinking 
about what the law should be. I became interested in public 
policy and institutions and decided to move into the public 
sector.

Those nine years weren’t wasted. The focus on things such 
as customer value, responsiveness and excellence has been 
useful throughout my career and given me an understanding 
of the private sector.

How has your public sector career progressed?

I started as the Legal and Constitutional Advisor in the 
Cabinet Office. It was early in 1997 and the first Government 
under MMP had just been elected. It was a momentous first 
term, with a change of Prime Minister and the collapse of 
the coalition government. Plus the whole public sector was 
adjusting to an MMP environment. It was a fascinating time to 
be in that role.

After five years I moved to the legal division at MFAT, working 
on constitutional issues in the Pacific and managing work on 
international treaty making. I was about to become a ‘proper’ 
diplomat when the Deputy Secretary Cabinet role came up and 
I couldn’t resist. After that I became Secretary of the Cabinet.

Moving away from a law focus was deliberate on my part. A 
Leadership in Practice course at the Leadership Development 
Centre was transformational; I realised that my true love 
and an area where my strengths aligned was organisational 
development. The Cabinet Office was a great place to hone 
those skills because it is small, semi-autonomous with a 
direct reporting line to the Prime Minister, but also quite a 
complicated little place involving operational, regulatory and 

policy elements. 

What attracted you to the NZSIS?

During my time as Cabinet Secretary, I was asked to undertake 
a compliance review of the Government Communications 
Security Bureau (GCSB). It was a very important seven months 
for me. The GSCB was in a state of real distress and I felt my 
role was to properly flush out the issues in a way that was 
going to make it a stronger organisation and help it move into 
a different future.

It was tricky to manage as the environment was very 
political, but we got through. The GSCB staff were gratifyingly 
supportive and the review led in the end to a strengthening of 
the whole intelligence community.

I’d already been thinking of a role with the NZSIS, which is why 
I was interested in doing the GSCB review. I thought I would 
enjoy the work at NZSIS and could add value. New Zealand 
is an inclusive society, tolerant and accepting of diverse 
communities. All of that is what the NZSIS stands for. We are 
here to keep the country safe, a country we all want to live in.

What’s the main role of the NZSIS?

While the GSCB works mainly in the electronic sphere, we are 
the human intelligence agency - we deal with people. 

An important function is domestic security in areas like 
counter-espionage, counter- terrorism and national security 
threats to New Zealand. While our focus is primarily domestic, 
we do have international obligations to guard against New 
Zealand research institutions being used to advance the 
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction through dual 
technologies. We also have a small foreign intelligence 
function. 

A big part of our work is providing protective security services 
across the New Zealand government, including security 
clearances services. The protective security requirements help 
departments to assess themselves, looking at the physical 
security of buildings, technology security systems, and 
security in relation to their people. This is not “one size fits all”. 
We ask them to look at the type of organisation they are and if 
they have their settings right in those three areas.

It’s important to understand our functions relate to the 
collection of intelligence and the communication of 
intelligence to those who need to know. We are not a law 
enforcement agency. If we investigate a person who, for 

A job beyond ordinary:
A conversation with Rebecca Kitteridge 

Rebecca Kitteridge

Q & A
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example, we think is about to undertake criminal activity, we 
will talk to the police. We have very good connections across 
the public sector, including with police, border security, 
defence and the GCSB.

Who watches the watchers?

We work to national intelligence priorities set by Government 
and are subject to robust oversight and scrutiny from the 
Intelligence and Security Committee of Parliament and 
the Inspector-General. We are also subject to oversight by 
the Privacy Commissioner, the Auditor General and the 
Ombudsman. We are a public service department and I 
am accountable for my performance to the State Services 
Commissioner, who is my employer.

What are the main security threats to New Zealand?

There are three areas. Firstly, in the geopolitical sense, what 
we might have assumed to be a permanent international 
order is under pressure. That creates issues for New Zealand 
as a small player. There are challenges to western liberal 
democracy for which multilateralism has worked very well for 
decades, to our electoral system, and to human rights. There 
are big players who don’t subscribe to an international, rules-
based system that has worked very well for New Zealand.

Secondly, spheres of influence. There’s a lot of jockeying for 
position by state and non-state players and it is unclear how 
that is going to play out over time. 

Thirdly, the threat of technology and complex disruptors such 
as in the cyber realm. Changing technologies such as bulk 
data, drones and artificial intelligence are also challenging, as 
well as providing opportunities.

How do you identify future threats?

A lot of effort goes into thinking strategically about future 
threats, by the NZSIS and other New Zealand government 
organisations, and also by international intelligence agencies 
that we interact with on a regular basis. 

Future threats include the areas I have mentioned, with 
complex disruptors really important. Space is an interesting 
area, with new technology making it cheaper to participate in 
space. 

What are your key achievements at the NZSIS?

I have put a lot of effort into putting NZSIS on a more 
sustainable footing. When I started in 2014, there were similar 
organisational issues as at the GCSB. As had been the case 
with GCSB, I got a clear message that NZSIS staff were keen for 
change. 

We did a lot of diagnosis about what the organisation needed 
to do to get to where it needed to be. Thousands of hours of 
analysis work was put into a budget bid so the government 
was satisfied we knew enough about our business and what 
our customers needed to invest that money to grow to where 
we needed to be.  

We also put a heap of effort into successfully strengthening 
our legal compliance processes and systems. I could see 

our legislation was hopelessly inadequate for a modern 
intelligence agency. The new Intelligence and Security Act is 
a huge improvement, with much more explicit guidance and 
policy statements about how we are to do our work.

While the organisation today is very different from when 
I started, I am very appreciative of what my predecessors 
achieved. They all faced their own challenges and took the 
organisation forward.

How does the NZSIS interact with the public?

We interact a lot with the public. That is partly through 
community liaison officers who talk to various community 
groups in a declared way to keep the lines of communication 
open.  We ask the public for help with operational issues, such 
as access to a property. Ninety five percent of people that we 
talk to are happy to help us. 

I make myself available to the media and talk to community 
and other groups. I’m keen to make it clear that we serve all 
sectors of New Zealand. And of course, our protective security 
people engage with organisations in the public and private 
sectors all the time.

It helps New Zealanders to support agencies like ours if they 
understand what we do. There is now much more information 
available on our website. The public feedback I get is that 
people understand the trade-off between privacy and security. 
They know privacy is always balanced against the community’s 
right to security. I can’t talk in detail about our capabilities or 
sources, because then they would be compromised and we 
would not be effective. People understand that.

What’s the NZSIS like as a workplace? 

It’s very cool and beyond ordinary. Every day I’m impressed 
by the work people do and how smart they are. There are 
constraints of course - you can’t go home and talk about the 
job or have a mobile ‘phone in the building and the blinds are 
always pulled down. But it is a fantastic place to work.

We have just over 300 staff and share some of our services such 
as HR and finance with the GCSB. 

What sort of people do you want to recruit?

Because we do so many different activities, we are looking for 
diverse skills and people. We want all ages and qualifications, 
different ethnic backgrounds and perspectives. We want our 
workforce to represent the community we serve. It’s a diverse 
workforce and I love that. There’s no one mind-set about the 
work we do and that’s really healthy.

The public feedback I get is that people 
understand the trade-off between privacy and 
security. They know privacy is always balanced 
against the community’s right to security. 
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STRESSES & STRAINS DOWN SOUTH

FOCUS: LOCAL GOVERNMENT

For many New Zealanders the 
Queenstown Lakes District is a place that 
inspires cherished memories of family 
holidays in a campervan over summer 
or on the ski slopes during winter. This 
‘Adventure Capital of New Zealand’ is 
one of the wildest and most iconic tourist 
destinations in the country. 

Yet for all its beauty and grandeur, the 
district and its Council have pressing 
challenges which have the potential to 
affect New Zealand’s economy negatively 
if the right solutions are not found.

Lots of visitors… 
but not many ratepayers

The Queenstown Lakes District leads the 
country in tourist numbers each year and 
contributes approximately 8% of New 
Zealand’s overall tourism income. 

Queenstown Lakes District Council Chief 
Executive, Mike Theelen, says: “We take 
our role as New Zealand’s number one 
tourist spot very seriously and we must 
make sure our visitors have a high-quality 
experience when they come here. If we 
don’t take care of tourists with great 
infrastructure and services, the impact on 
New Zealand’s overall reputation is high.”

With such high visitor numbers, the 
district is infrastructure hungry. 
Unfortunately, the district has a small 
number of ratepayers to foot the bill.  

Queenstown Lakes District Mayor, Jim 
Boult, says: “By population we’re a very 
small area, and we have somewhere in 
the order of 24,000 ratepayers. Last year 
we had around 5.5 million commercial 

visitor nights in the town. Extrapolate 
that out and you find we have around 120 
visitors to just one ratepayer. And here 
we are with this tiny group of ratepayers 
needing to pay for what is effectively a 
much larger city. To be frank, the model 
doesn’t work.”

Theelen echoes this point: “Most Councils 
spend about two or three percent on 
tourist-related infrastructure. We’re 
spending close to 40% of our overall 
funding on tourist-related infrastructure.” 

Adding to the pressure of high visitor 
numbers is Queenstown Lakes District’s 
exponentially growing population. 

“At the current rate of growth the 
population will double every ten years. 
Along with this, visitor numbers continue 
to increase at a rapid rate – arrivals into 
Queenstown airport last year grew by 
18%,” says Boult. 

If a new funding model is not found the 
level of services provided will buckle 
under the weight of costs to install 
or maintain the water, roads, toilets, 
sewerage and bridges needed to keep up 
with the demand. 

Some of the mechanisms the Council 
is looking at to increase funding for 
infrastructure include maximising 
the Council’s ability to raise debt and 
liquidating some assets. 

“We’ve just recently obtained a double 
A minus credit rating so that’s enabled 
us to increase our debt headroom quite 
considerably,” says Theelen. 

“We’re also looking to liquidate some 
assets, in particular two large areas of 
land in Queenstown. One of these is 
already on the market – an area called 
the Commonage. The other is a big lake 
view site - the old camp ground above 
town – for which we are about to open up 
expressions of interest for purchase and 
development of the area.” 

Boult says another answer to the funding 

problem lies with a visitor levy or bed tax. 

“We favour a bed tax. It’s commonly done 
internationally, and it’s a very simple 
model: either a set fee or a percentage 
of the room rate. It’s an add-on, a small 
amount of money that can be directed 
back to the area impacted by tourism 
growth,” he says. 

Boult says his Council has promoted 
this idea with both the previous and 
new governments and recently met with 
Deputy Prime Minister Winston Peters 
and other senior government ministers in 
Wellington to discuss these issues further. 

“We do have a bit of a burning deck 
situation; it can’t sit there festering for a 
year or more,” says Boult. “We’re happy 
to be a guinea pig for a bed tax – we’d 
love to trial it here and see if it could 
work as a model for other parts of the 
country.”

Tourist hot spot, house price hot spot

Last year Queenstown stole from 
Auckland the thorny crown of New 
Zealand’s highest property prices, as 
a result of its profile as a lifestyle and 
tourism hotspot – “A prize we didn’t want 
to win,” notes Boult, wryly. 

“If you are just an ordinary family in the 
district – school teacher, council worker, 
police officer, driving a truck, whatever it 
may be – how do you afford to pay over 
a million dollars for a house? Well the 
simple answer is you can’t,” says Boult.

It is also getting more and more 
expensive to rent in Queenstown Lakes 
District, with reports of a ‘rental crisis’ 

In the first of a four-part series on local government, BRIAR EDMONDS takes a look at some  
of the issues facing one of the country’s most beautiful districts – and finds they are less than pretty.

Jim Boult
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in the region. The flow-on effects of 
the housing situation are starting to 
show too, with increased instances of 
domestic violence and mental illness. 

The Council set up a Mayoral Task Force 
in 2017 to look at the affordability of 
housing, and from this some solutions 
arose that the Council is pursuing this 
year. 

Boult says: “One of the solutions is a 
model in which we separate the land 
from the house – the land will stay in 
a community housing trust and be 
leased to the owner of the house on 
an affordable pricing basis. Already we 
have around 500 families on the waiting 
list for this and we expect to see the 
delivery of the first houses under that 
scheme later this year.”

Traffic jams in paradise

Traffic congestion is another bugbear 
for Queenstown Lakes District. Boult 
agrees that the pace of transport 
infrastructure development in the 
district has not kept pace with needs.

The Council has been proactively 
working on the congestion problems. 
“Last year we opened a new road, 
a bypass around the airport. We 
had enormous congestion around 
State Highway 6, at the infamous ‘BP 
roundabout’,” says Boult. 

In an illustration of what good 
infrastructure can do, the problem of 
congestion at the airport was fixed 
overnight. 

Alongside these measures, the Council 
has brought in an effective public 
transport system known widely as ‘The 
$2 Bus’. It was started in December 
last year and already patronage is far 

beyond what was 
initially expected and 
helping to reduce the 
number of cars on the 
road. 

Boult says the 
Council is working 
on a number of other 
projects this year 
aimed at reducing 
congestion.  

Clamping down on 
freedom campers

Queenstown Lakes 
District has seen 
freedom camping mushroom out of 
control over the past few years, bringing 
with it a host of problems for the 
Council to deal with.

Freedom camping is the practice 
of putting up tents or parking up 
campervans/vans in areas not 
designated for camping. Freedom 
camping typically means that campers 
cannot access facilities such as clean 
drinking water, toilets and waste 
disposal facilities.

Boult says: “Freedom camping used to 
be a cottage industry, but over the years 
it has exploded in popularity. The Lake 
Hayes Reserve area became knee-deep 
in campervans, cars and vans, and the 
area was just not set up for this. We 
have seen huge growth in the number 
of campers with no kitchen or bathroom 
facilities. Think - a second-hand Subaru 
with a bed in the back.”

Because of this, there was an increase 
in the number of people doing things 
like hanging their washing in public 
recreation spaces and using the 
outdoors as their bathroom. The Mayor 

has heard numerous horror stories of 
local residents finding their children 
exposed to human waste that had been 
left lying around. 

“Obviously this is a serious public 
health issue.” 

Boult says freedom camping has also 
caused a high degree of angst in local 
residents who felt shut out of their own 
public recreation spaces. 

In February, the Council took action 
and banned freedom camping from 
the Lake Hayes Reserve and Shotover 
Delta areas. The practice has also been 
banned from the lakefront at Wanaka 
and the Council has stepped up policing 
of illegal freedom camping in those 
areas. 

“It’s unfortunate because a large 
number of campers are fine people who 
come to the district and contribute to 
our economy, but we have to listen to 
the needs of the residents of the district 
and take account of the health and 
safety issues here,” says Boult. 

The Council is currently calling for 
public submissions on a district-
wide strategy on freedom camping 
and working with the Department of 
Conservation on solutions to the issues 
resulting from the practice. 

“We think the answer is to create some 
larger, purpose-built camping areas. 
There will be a charge for them, but you 
can’t expect to stay in pristine, beautiful 
scenic areas without some cost.” 
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One year ago, the United Kingdom’s Office for National Statistics (ONS) opened the Data Science Campus.  
Writer SHELLY FARR BISWELL recently visited the Campus to learn more about how data are being used in  

policy development and how this model might benefit other countries.

BRITISH BRIEF

What’s apparent when you first visit the Data Science Campus, 
which is based at the ONS headquarters in Newport, South 
Wales, is that this isn’t business as usual. It might be the blown-
up unicorn (more on that later) or the white-board walls and 
open-plan space, but it’s also how office staff are interacting. 
I arrive on a Friday afternoon and see several groups huddled 
around computer screens as they animatedly discuss datasets 
ranging from explaining tourism and migration using social 
media, to measuring the UK’s urban forest using Google street-
view maps. 
 
 
 

 

ONS Data Science Campus

The Campus is just part of a £17m investment ONS has 
committed to address the new ways in which statistics and data 
can be used to tackle public policy issues. With the mission 
of ‘Data Science for public good’ the Campus is an ambitious 
undertaking.

Managing Director Dr Tom Smith says the Campus supports 
ONS’s move from being a “data publishing house” to engaging 
with policymakers, researchers and businesses about how to 
use data to make better decisions.

“For many years the ONS has been working hard to ensure 
our processes are transparent and support the wider UK 
government’s aim to deliver open data and open policy-
making,” Smith says. 

“Over that time, there has been a massive explosion in the use 
of data, within government, but also in academia, businesses, 
NGOs and community groups. The Campus was established to 
explicitly support ONS’s mission to provide better statistics for 
better decisions.”

Using big data for big results

Campus data scientists are working with researchers to look at 
local, national and international issues. Recent work includes 
developing a tool to visualise local economic indicators that 
combines information collected by ONS with open data so that 
people can look at the activity of the fishing industry, without 
identifying individual fishers or businesses. The dataset, 
along with the code and instructions for the app, are publicly 
available.  

“Making datasets available, along with providing the 
background on our analysis and solutions – in this case an 
app – is an essential part of serving the public good,” Smith 
says. “In addition, because the data science community is so 
collaborative – not just in the UK, but around the world – it 
means that our work can serve as a building block for other 
projects.”

Deputy Director Peter Fullerton says one of the Campus’s early 
projects was developing an open-source data visualisation tool 
for reporting on the United Nations’ Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDG) as part of the UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development.

“While we developed the tool for the UK, because it’s open 
source and publicly available, other countries are able to build 
similar tools to support their own reporting commitments.” 
 

Another recent project – Evaluating Calorie Intake for Population 
Statistical Estimates (ECLIPSE) – could improve UK health 
outcomes. Using self-reported data from the UK’s National 
Diet and Nutrition Survey, the UK’s official estimates for calorie 
intake could be underestimated by between 20% and 35%. 
ECLIPSE looked at how to improve the accuracy of those 
estimates. The impact could have implications for individuals, 
communities and the UK’s overall health-care system, where 
treating obesity-related health issues in England alone cost the 
NHS an estimated £5.1 billion in 2014/15.

Prioritising projects

The Campus has been charged with exploring how new data 
sources, tools and technologies can improve understanding 
of the UK’s economy, communities and people. To be chosen, 
projects need to fall under one of five general research areas: 
urban forest, society, sustainability, evolving economy, or the 
UK in a global context. 

Tom Smith says the team looks for projects which are high 
impact and provide a learning element.

“To be high impact, it needs to be a problem that is challenging 
government or the wider public sector. At the same time, if 
there’s an opportunity to take on a project where we can learn, 
for example, by testing a new method or working with different 
data sources, we see that as beneficial to our wider programme 
of work,” he says.

Smith says there is an insatiable demand for data science 
expertise, which is why part of the Campus’s work programme is 
building capability across government, as well as working with 
academia and other researchers.

“Making datasets available, along with providing 
the background on our analysis and solutions – in 
this case an app – is an essential part of serving 
the public good.”
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“Building networks with academia has been a focus over the 
past year. We now have 12 Memoranda of Understanding with 
individual universities, along with our partnerships with the Alan 
Turing Institute and other organisations,” he says.

Peter Fullerton adds that in response to building capability, 
the Data Science Campus launched the UK’s first data analytics 
apprenticeships. 

“In 2017 we selected eight apprentices for the two-year 
programme, which includes 12 months working with the Data 
Science Campus team and 12 months working with other parts 
of ONS. The programme is proving to be a great success and we’ll 
soon be accepting applications for the next round,” Fullerton says.

The Campus is a partner in the UK government’s Data Science 
Accelerator programme. Initiated in 2015, the programme allows 
analysts to develop their data science skills. There are four intakes 
each year for the three-month programme. 

“The programme has three major benefits: it’s helping teams 
deliver on projects across the public sector, it’s building capability 
within organisations, and it’s fostering a data science community 
across government,” Fullerton says. 

The Data Science Campus is also building relationships in the 
private sector. For example, last November the Campus held a 
two-day hackathon with Barclays bank. The winning project from 
the hackathon is now a pilot project for Barclaycard/ONS that will 
explore the development of rapid regional economic indicators 
using payments data. 

The quest for unicorns

While the team has made good progress in building networks and 
increasing capability across the public sector, there’s also been a 
need to recruit.

Fullerton says there will soon be about 
60 staff at the Campus, but they’d like to 
have a team of 100. 

“Many of the data scientists we’ve hired 
have come from the private sector and 
are interested in being involved in work 
that provides a public service. Others 
have come from within government and 
are looking for a new challenge.

Good data scientists, possessing 
all the required skills, are known as 
‘unicorns’ because they can be just as 
hard to find. In practice, the Campus is 
building teams that, collectively, have 
the full range of capability. The blow-up 
unicorn in the Campus’s kitchen area 
serves as a reminder of how important good data scientists are.

Smith says that recruiting has required a concerted effort, but the 
lure of public good in an innovative environment has helped.

“The Data Science Campus offers something unique. While we’re 
not able to offer the salaries of some private companies, we do 
offer challenging projects and job satisfaction – if you’re a data 
scientist this is a place you can make a big difference.”

A different way of operating

The past year has been big in terms of projects and outreach 
for the Campus. Smith and his team have spoken at numerous 
national and international conferences, and have welcomed 
colleagues from around the world, including Statistics New 
Zealand, to learn more about how the Campus operates.

Smith says that it’s been a busy year. “Building a new team 
and developing the culture and 
processes has been great fun, but 
also challenging. I’m proud of what 
we’ve accomplished over the past 
year, but I’m looking forward to 
having a little more time to focus 
on project work.”

In January, the team considered 
its work programme for 2018 with 
possible topics including big data 
alternative economic indicators, 
access to services, measure of the 
physical environment, and quality 
of child social care.

Fullerton says the Data Science 
Campus has an essential role to 

play in helping to address the big issues facing the UK.

“I’ve been in the ONS for 15 years and one of the biggest 
challenges for me since joining the Data Science Campus team 
has been changing my mindset. As a civil servant you spend much 
of your time identifying risks and barriers, which is crucial to 
ensuring you are serving the government and citizens, but can also 
mean that you end up looking for why things can’t be done. To be 
effective in our work we need to be open to new ways of working 
and new ways of thinking – we need to start from the premise of 
‘Why not’?”

Around the world, there is an ongoing discussion about 
establishing good practice in how data are collected, used and 
analysed. For the practice of statistics, the UK government has 
three pillars – Trustworthiness, Quality and Value – with a set of 
principles sitting under them.

The UK government has also established a Data Science Ethical 
Framework that includes six principles:

1.	 Start with clear user need and public benefit.

2.	 Use data and tools which have the minimum intrusion 
necessary.

3.	 Create robust data science models.

4.	 Be alert to public perceptions.

5.	 Be as open and accountable as possible.

6.	 Keep data secure.

In addition, in May the EU’s General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR) comes into force, which will place greater obligations on 
organisations that collect or process personal data. 

Along with other teams in ONS, the Campus work is governed 
by strict guidelines to ensure that data use is ethical and for the 
public good. The National Statistician’s Data Ethics Advisory 
Committee, which has been established to advise the National 
Statistician, and the Campus are trialling a self-assessment 
ethical review process as part of determining which data science 
research projects to undertake.

Data science: DOING IT RIGHT



What are the contemporary and 
future challenges to the role 
of a public manager? This is 
the central question Zeger van 
der Wal, associate professor at 
Lee Kuan Yew School of Public 
Policy in Singapore, asks in his 
recently published book The 
21st Century Public Manager. 

Based on an extensive review of 
contemporary public administration 
literature, and incorporating inputs 
from a global cohort of young, aspiring 
public managers doing professional 
degrees, van der Wal has authored a 
book aiming for the huge global market 
of students and practitioners seeking 
to understand the possibilities and 
challenges to the values and roles of 
a public manager in contemporary 
societies. The prime audience is 
students doing professional degree 
programmes in public administration 
and management. However, the book 
is also aimed at HR professionals 
working in the public sector, and at 
other academics. The public managers 
(and future public managers) the 
book is targeting are from mid-level (I 
would say tier two using New Zealand 
terminology) and upwards, typically 
working in the state sector, with a 
university degree and a public sector 
job, but seeking a Master’s degree 
in public administration/policy/
management.  

The core premise of the book is that the 
21st century public managers are living 
in a ‘VUCA’ (Volatility, Uncertainty, 
Complexity and Ambiguity) operating 
environment. This environment is 

LIVING IN A  
VUCA WORLD

in many respect still unexplored 
and full of new challenges. In 
other words, we cannot rely on the 
current common pool of knowledge, 
skills and capabilities to secure 
public values.  Following some 
introductory chapters in which 
global megatrends, demands, 
dilemmas and opportunities are 
mapped out, the book presents six 
chapters each discussing certain 
(new) demanding areas. In contrast 
to the classic public management 
roles and skills of managing people, 
resources, results and change and 
information/knowledge, this book 
focuses on managing ‘stakeholder 
multiplicity’, ‘authority turbulence’, 
‘the new work (force)’, ‘innovation’, 
ethical complexities’, ‘different 
time horizons’, and ‘cross-sectoral 
collaboration’. Although there are 
some overlaps between the two 
different skillsets, this is a radical and 
brave way of addressing roles, skills 
and capabilities. Tomorrow’s public 
manager needs to navigate uncharted 
waters. Without going deeply into all 
these different work areas, van der Wal 
summarises in his book five different 
key characteristics of the 21st century 
public manager ‘ready to face a VUCA 
world’: a) smart, savvy and (politically) 
astute, b) entrepreneurial while 
maintaining a strong public service 
ethos, c) collaborative and connected, 
yet authoritative in content and style, 
d) active anticipator of now, and in 
the future, e) generalist specialist who 
never stops learning. Accordingly, this 
book not only specifies what we can 
expect from the individual (aspiring) 
public manager, it also sets an agenda 

BOOKS

Karl Löfgren 
School of Government, Victoria University of Wellington

for the future training of leadership 
material in the public sector. 

Comprehensive, clear

The strength of the book is that it 
presents a rather extensive body 
of knowledge relating to the public 
manager role in a comprehensive, 
clear and accessible way. For anyone 
who has not been following academic 
development within this field, the 
book gives a quick introduction to 
several contemporary debates within 
both academic research and the more 
practitioner-oriented consultancy 
world. The use of textboxes and 
short summaries makes the book 
easy to digest. Moreover, the book 
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administrations) which are completely 
different from many of the Asian 
and African authoritarian (or semi-
authoritarian) systems. For systems 
struggling with underdeveloped 
administrative institutions, corruption 
and lack of transparency, and without 
clear borders between politics and 
administration, this book is probably 
out of scope. 

In addition to these comments, it 
should also be mentioned that the 
book is uneven in quality. The author 
admits that the book was written 
in haste, something which is visible 
in several instances. Moreover, it is 
also clear that the author has greater 
expertise in certain areas than others; 
for example, the chapter on ethics is far 
superior to any of the other chapters. 

My overall judgement of this book 
is that there is a place for it in the 
teaching of public managers, but that it 
will hardly prepare public mangers for 
the challenges of the 21st century. To 
be honest, I doubt that any single book 
could accomplish that.  

Zeger van der Wal, The 21st Century 
Public Manager, Public Management 
and Leadership series, London: 
Palgrave, 2017.
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makes an important contribution to 
the discussion of required skills, and 
indirectly to the question of what type 
of training will be appropriate in an 
uncertain future. Overall, this book may 
fill an important role in professional 
programmes in public administration, 
particularly in introductory core 
courses where there is space for general 
discussions about the professional role 
of public managers.

However, there is reason to address 
a few issues in this book, and also 
the broader kind of literature in the 
same genre. First of all, the book 
comes across as a public management 
counterpart to what my colleague 
Brad Jackson (Professor in Leadership) 
has named ‘Heathrow organisational 
behaviour literature’ (a British CEO 
buys a leadership guru book in the 
WH Smith shop at Heathrow on a 
business trip to the US, and returns to 
the office in the UK with a whole new 
vocabulary). While the subject matter 
and the style of writing enhances the 
user-friendliness of the book, this 
reviewer felt more than once that 
certain passages read like they were 
picked from the BBC comedy The Office 
where the notorious office manager 
David Brent mainly communicates in 
management clichés. For example, 
this quote comes from one of the 
initial paragraphs: ‘If you’re driven 
by job security, routine, stability, 
and predictability of your operating 
environment, or simply by leaving the 
office at 5 every day until you retire 
with a decent pension, you may want 
to stop reading now’ (p. 4). Equally, the 
whole ‘megatrend’ approach gives the 
book a bit of a shallow impression. 
Not only are many of these trends only 
substantiated by references to mass 
media and consultancy reports, they 
are also tendentious, given that this 
supposedly is a book designed to be 
valid for the rest of the century. Most 
of the challenges today’s – and future 
– public managers are fronting are not 
that dissimilar to those faced by the 
civil servants in the 1960s: austerity 
measures, ‘wicked problems’, lack 
of coordination and collaboration 
between units and levels, and 
balancing the neutral civil servant role 
with political astuteness. The question 
is whether we in our professional public 

management programmes should 
copy the hallowed and low-fibre ‘funky 
business’ approach to training our 
future cohorts of public managers. 

My second problem is that the book, 
despite its clearly declared prescriptive 
aim, in fact gives very little advice on 
how to manage the challenges of the 
operating environment of the public 
manager of the 21st century. The list of 
anticipated characteristics (mentioned 
above) is not only very general, but 
also contradictory. The future public 
manager should both take risks and 
be innovative and entrepreneurial, 
while at the same time not take risks; 
should be both a specialist and also a 
generalist; be open and collaborative, 
and yet also authoritative. To convert 
all this into a role description 
constitutes a bit of a challenge. 

Muddling through

My third critical comment concerns the 
anticipated target group of the book. 
To be fair, the book makes a serious 
attempt to identify the potential 
target group in terms of both level/
rank, geographical location and sector. 
However, the made-up examples in 
the different chapters signal clearly 
that the envisioned target audience 
is the young, very ambitious and 
career-minded public servant who is 
working very close to the political core 
(Cabinet) in a national administration, 
where every day is like a TV drama. This 
is far from the every-day challenges 
of public managers struggling with 
mundane HR issues (including 
maternity and long-term sick leave), 
lack of funding and cutbacks, obsolete 
and incompatible information systems, 
conflicting political messages, and 
a basic lack of capabilities. For most 
public managers, the every-day work 
is not like an American political drama 
– it is about muddling through where 
innovation is wrung out of necessity, 
not bean bags and white boards in 
conference centres. Furthermore, 
while the book aims to be global in 
the outlook, many of the concepts, 
models and theories are taken from 
empirical studies of predominantly 
liberal democratic systems (i.e. 
either Westminster and/or European 

While the subject matter and 
the style of writing enhances the 
user-friendliness of the book, 
this reviewer felt more than once 
that certain passages read like 
they were picked from the BBC 
comedy The Office where the 
notorious office manager David 
Brent mainly communicates in 
management clichés.
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It is a typical work day. I get up early, make a coffee 
and read the newspaper in the lounge of my suburban 
Wellington house. Sometime between 7.00 a.m. and 8.00 
a.m., I leave for the office – up a flight of stairs. 

I work steadily, then at 9.00 a.m. my wife checks that I 
am dressed respectably for my 9.30 a.m. meeting. Half 
an hour later my meeting starts – in my home office on 
Skype – perhaps with a client in Rotorua, a colleague in 
the Wairarapa and another one in Vancouver. While 
I am sweating in 27-degree February heat, my 
Vancouver colleague is shivering in 8 degrees. 

Around 11 a.m. a colleague in London texts to say he’s 
rather tired after a night at the theatre and wonders if he 
could delay our meeting till the morning (his time). I make a 
note to Skype him at 9 pm that night (NZ time).   

Okay, so I’m a freelancer and I’m definitely not talking to 
people around the world every second of the day. I also do 
get out and have real live meetings in real live workplaces 
now and again, but you get my point. If someone had told 
me even 10 years ago how my working day might pan out in 
2018 I would not have believed them. 

So what will the typical working day of a public servant 
look like in 50 years’ time? About the only rule I can make is 
that futurists – people who try and predict what life will be 
like in the future – almost always get it wrong.

Commuting to Moscow by rocket

I remember British TV shows in the 1960s telling me that 
computers were going to be so important in the future 
that by the year 2000 every suburban house could have 
an entire room containing a massive supercomputer. Sixty 
years ago the People’s Voice, the paper of the tiny New 
Zealand Communist Party, boldly predicted that by the 21st 
century, New Zealand workers would commute to Moscow 
by rocket each morning to work. Of course, by 2000, New 
Zealand would have become a communist country and the 
Soviet Union would still be one. 

I recently read a similarly optimistic prediction from a 
switched-on academic – that by 2070 it will only take an 
hour to travel by rocket anywhere in the world. That might 
well be true, but who will own the rockets and will they be 
affordable to ordinary people?  

The other prediction recently made by some of our self-
appointed futurists is that technology is making such 
strides that soon we will all be working 10 to 20-hour 
weeks. Really? Those with an interest in productivity may 
argue that many New Zealanders are already working 10 to 
20 hours per week, it’s just that they’re taking between 40 
or 50 hours to do it. 

So what would our public service look like if suddenly 

A SIDEWAYS LOOK

Commuting to Moscow
BY ROCKET

What might the future look like work-wise? Columnist and playwright DAVE ARMSTRONG 
takes a break from Skyping with his colleagues in Vancouver to make a few educated guesses.

everyone worked a maximum of 20 hours per week? Would 
it collapse under the strain of only half the required work 
being done each week, or would its staff quickly adapt and 
modernise? 

In the 19th century many people worked 12- or 16- 
hour days, six days a week. The 40-hour week was 
rightly heralded as a great step for working people, and 
productivity improved pretty steadily over the 20th century. 

In France they now work a 35-hour-week and in Sweden 
they’re talking about a four-day week. 

Surely in 50 years’ time it’s inevitable that we will all, 
public servants included, be working far fewer hours, as 
some futurists tell us? I’m not convinced. In New Zealand 
during the 1960s, many families had one member working 
a 40-hour week and being able to support themselves quite 
well. Today, some families have two members working 50+ 
hours and still find it hard to make ends meet. 

It’s not just some poorer people who feel worse off, 
with their loss of penal and overtime rates. Many young 
professionals find themselves expected to work 60+ hours a 
week if they want to retain their salaried job; New Zealand 
in the 1960s looks like a golden leisure age in comparison. 

Longer and longer hours?

So as technology increasingly takes over the work of 
humans, will the profits of this technology be shared? 
Or will they continue to go to the owners of the new 
technology, with everyone else struggling to work longer 
and longer hours just to make ends meet?

And how will this new technology affect the public service? 
We tend to think of machines and robots doing dull, 
repetitive jobs currently undertaken by unskilled people, 
but this is not necessarily true. Did anyone predict that 
‘knowledge’ jobs like newspaper journalists, printers, film 
projectionists, retail assistants and accountants would start 
to disappear over the last decade? 

Today, artificial intelligence (AI) can be used to interview, 
collate, write and even diagnose medical problems. It may 
not just be manual and repetitive jobs that are replaced 
in the future by AI, but white-collar ones as well. “Roles 
involved in high-volume transactional activities,” wrote 
the CEO of a New Zealand educational institution to staff 
recently, and retweeted by a concerned staff member, “are 
a focus for potential automation and we wish to avoid new 
permanent appointments in these areas.” 

But as we become increasingly dominated by technology, 
will the human touch become more sought-after and better 
paid? We all know that being rung up by some anonymous 
person from an overseas call centre or by a machine, is a 
very different experience from being contacted by someone 
local with whom you might identify. 
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As technology improves, can we use it to learn more 
about the clients we serve and help them more 
effectively? The emergence of Big Data means that we 

now have a far better ability to analyse and process data, 
and that we will be able to take a closer, more effective look 
at the lives of individuals whom we serve. We will probably 
know, with much more accuracy, how they spend their 
time, how much exercise they do, what they eat, and to 
what diseases they might be susceptible. 

Surely that’s a good thing, especially if the state can make 
positive interventions in the lives of their clients in order 
to make them healthier? But when does a public service 
wanting to improve the lives of the people it serves become 
a Nanny State interfering with the rights and privacy of 
its citizens? How long does it take Big Data to become Big 
Daddy? 

Creating a more caring, kinder society was one of the big 
issues of the last election campaign. The challenge for the 
public service is to utilise the latest technology to improve 
efficiency yet remain caring and human. There’s still no 
software or app for that. It’s not difficult to see how well-
intentioned efforts to improve public health could easily be 
seen as Nanny State going too far. 

Your dentist knows everything about you

For example, as much as it might improve out dental health 
would we really want our dentist knowing exactly when and 
for how long we brushed our teeth each night over the last 
six months? How would we feel about a doctor analysing 
our daily calorie and alcohol intake since the last visit? I 
suspect privacy will become an even bigger issue in the 
future than it is now. 

Privacy issues aside, improvements in technology and 
the ability to better analyse data could greatly benefit our 
society, not only in areas like health but transport, too. 
We’re all used to the hassle of trying to find a parking place 
in a busy city, but what if technology could direct us straight 
to one? 

One of the transport challenges we face is that people live 
in different places from where they work. Could workers 
only spending part of their week actually in their office 
reduce traffic congestion? That certainly sounds smarter 
than solving congestion by continuing to build more and 
bigger motorways. 

A local body politician I interviewed recently agreed that 
such changes might work well with ‘boutique’ jobs like his 
and mine, but not for the vast majority of occupations. I’m 
not convinced. Though it’s true that a factory worker can 
hardly ring up and say they will be working from home that 
morning, I wonder if in 50 years’ time every job will be what 
my friend calls a ‘boutique’ job. 

Thanks to technological progress we could all become 
healthier and our working lives could become much 
more stress-free and enjoyable. But the people with 
concerns about technology becoming too intrusive and 
compromising our privacy are not necessarily Luddites or 
panic merchants. As we move forward we need to reassure 
everyone why and how we are doing it. The argument of 
‘you have nothing to fear if you’re doing nothing wrong,’ 
doesn’t wash with most people. 

People need to be told how and why technology is being 
used to help them, and reassured that organisations are not 
breaching privacy in the process. It doesn’t help that even 
though most of us use digital technology every day, we 
don’t actually know much about how it works. Even ‘digital 
natives’ – those aged under 25 – who spend almost every 
minute of their day connected to some digital medium, 
have little knowledge of what goes on ‘under the bonnet’, 
as a digital technology teacher recently 
described it to me.

I think there’s every reason to look 
forward to the next half-century with 
optimism. Provided the benefits of technological gains can 
be shared, and privacy is respected, we can look forward 
to a much smarter, healthier and happier society. And how 
exactly will it look? The only thing I can predict with any 
certainty, based on the evidence of the last 100 or so years, 
is that those futurists predicting what life will be like in 50 or 
100 years’ time will almost certainly be wrong.

How long does it take Big Data to become 
Big Daddy?

Short Courses
MARCH TO DECEMBER 2018

CENTRE FOR LIFELONG LEARNING

VICTORIA PROFESSIONAL  AND EXECUTIVE DEVELOPMENT

MACHINERY OF GOVERNMENT 
-> Thursday 3 May, 9am-4.30pm

CROWN-MĀORI RELAITONS: TREATY AND MORE
-> Tuesday 8 & Friday 11 May, 9am-12.45pm

SYSTEMS THINKING
-> Wednesday 30 & Thursdays 31 May, 9am-4.30pm

PUBLIC POLICY FUNDAMENTALS
-> Wednesday 20 June, 9am-4.30pm

ADVANCED POLICY LEADERSHIP WORKSHOP
-> Monday 25 & Tuesday 26 June, 9am-4.30pm 

ECONOMIC PRINCIPLES AND APPLICATIONS IN PUBLIC 
POLICY
-> Wednesday 11 & Thursday 12 April, 9am-
5pm

STRATEGIC THINKING FOR GOVERNMENT 
-> Friday 13 April, 9am-4.30pm

PUBLIC SECTOR FINANCE FUNDAMENTALS
-> Monday 16 April, 9am-4.30pm

UNSING DATA: DISCOVERY, ANALYSIS, VISUALISATION AND 
DECISION-MAKING
-> Monday 23 & Tuesday 24 April, 9am-5pm

Victoria Professional and Executive Development
High quality professional and executive development courses specifically designed for the public sector:

Our latest 2018 short course  
catalogue is out now. View it online  
at  https://www.victoria.ac.nz/profdev

We also deliver in-house courses, customise existing courses or design new programmes to suit your requirements.

For more course dates, further information and to enrol visit www.victoria.ac.nz/profdev or call us on 04 463 6556 
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Autonomy, anyone?
How autonomous are New Zealand Crown entities really? Based on 
the international literature on agency autonomy, this article presents 
new empirical evidence. The study is based on semi-structured 
interviews with 17 mainly retired Chief Executives of various Crown 
entities (and three others). The study shows that autonomy is a multi-
faceted concept in the New Zealand agency context, and does not 
necessarily mean a vertical connection to the responsible ministry or 
to the Board.

Co-author Associate Professor Karl Löfgren says that while Crown 
Entities are governed by The Crown Entity Act 2004, there are vast 
differences in the autonomy of agencies as perceived by the chief 
executives.

“The idea from the literature that Ministers want control and chief 
executives want autonomy is not clear in practice. There is a tension 
between Ministers’ desire to control and monitor the agency to secure 
accountability, and the Minister using the agency as protection or 
‘scapegoat’ in crises.”

Associate Professor Löfgren said the findings highlighted 
the need for greater political and public scrutiny of the 
role and degree of autonomy of Crown Agencies and 
potential reform of the 2004 Crown Entity Act. 

“Expectations, Trust and ‘No Surprises’: 
Perceptions of Autonomy in New Zealand 
Crown Entities”

Karl Löfgren, Michael Macaulay, Evan Berman 
and Geoff Plimmer. Victoria University of 
Wellington.

[accepted for publication by the Australian 
Journal of Public Administration, or email karl.
lofgren@vuw.ac.nz]

Here we present some items of recent academic research that may be of interest.  
The Analysis and Policy Observatory has a website with a useful collection of research on New Zealand  

Governance and Policy. See: apo.org.au/collections/new-zealand

RESEARCH UPDATE

A sense of place
Policymakers across myriad jurisdictions are grappling with the 
challenge of complex policy problems. Multi-faceted, complex, 
and seemingly intractable, ‘wicked’ problems have exhausted 
the repertoire of the standard policy approaches. In response, 
governments are increasingly looking for new options, and one 
approach that has gained significant scholarly interest, along with 
increasing attention from practitioners, is ‘place-based’ solutions. 

Place-based approaches seek to break down the ‘wickedness’ 
of broad and complex problems – like poverty for example – by 
dealing in detail with its different places at a very fine-grained, 
local level. 

This paper reflects on the international application of place-
based practice to assess its potential to meet policy challenges in 
Australian settings. 

“Delivering Public Services: Locality, Learning and Reciprocity 
in Place-Based Practice”

Ian Marsh, Kate Crowley, Dennis Grube and Richard Eccleston, 
University of Tasmania

[Australian Journal of Public Administration, Vol 76, no 4, Dec 2017]

Flexible work time – the dark side
Support for labour market flexibility has been growing 
internationally and in Australia for several decades, leading to 
more flexible working times, especially in the public sector. 

This article reviews evidence regarding the influence of flexible 
work time on health behaviour and outcomes as relevant to 
Australia and New Zealand. The research indicates that there 
may be a ‘dark side’ to flexibility – leading to greater work-life 
interference which, in turn, has flow on effects for wellbeing and 
health outcomes. 

The authors’ recommendations from this review are that the 
health dimensions of working time arrangements need greater 
consideration in policy design, including regulation to protect 
workers from the negative effects of flexibility and greater stability 
to working time arrangements.

“Implications of work time flexibility for health promoting 
behaviours”

Eleanor Malbon, Dr. Gemma Carey, University of New South Wales

[Evidence Base, Vol 2017, Issue 4, Australia and New 
Zealand School of Government (ANZSOG)]

The disruptions of disruption
This thesis, for the author’s MA (Cant), describes 
and reflects on a middle-manager’s experience 
of a market-led, economic-based restructuring 
project in an (unnamed) New Zealand public 

sector organisation. It’s in the form of an auto-
ethnography, a reflexive account of the writer’s 

personal experience while acting in a professional 
capacity. 

It shows how a hierarchical organisation, celebrating 
the primacy of management and the financialization of 

all transactions, required middle-managers to put aside their 
professional commitments to work and to enter into and endorse 
loyalty relationships with senior executives. It shows how both the 
language and silences of organisational change served to rationalise 
a new ‘ordering’ of the ‘moral mazes’ of the organisation that not 
only demanded commitment be demonstrated through loyalty, but 
also positioned middle-managers, who were rendered as insecure as 
their colleagues, as the mediators of the restructure project. 

The thesis argues that the negative affect exhibited by team 
members involved in the restructuring project was a direct 
consequence of the intervention methodology and communication 
style deployed by senior management.

Dennis Parker says, “My hope is that the findings will provide 
valuable insight for those planning, participating, or being the 
‘target’ of changes coming from such restructure projects.”

“Managing disruption: An auto-ethnography of a middle-
manager”

Dennis Parker

[University of Canterbury Research Repository https://ir.canterbury.
ac.nz/handle/10092/10976]

Recent Research
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OUR ‘DISRUPTED’ FUTURE

Competition between humans and machines is not new. In the 
1950s, American writer Kurt Vonnegut depicted a world in the 
novel Player Piano where society was completely mechanised, 
left with only a handful of individuals employed as engineers and 
managers. Neither was there any scarcity in alarmist predictions 
about technology and globalisation’s capacity to create massive 
unemployment. As far back as the industrial revolution, and later 
at the turn of the 20th century, people worried about agricultural 
technology and automobiles displacing farmers and carriage-
drivers, occupations in which over half the population was 
employed at the time. 

Looking back now, we know this dystopia of massive 
technological unemployment has not come true. Increasing 
productivity created more income and therefore more demand 
in other services to which people and labour were redirected. 
However, while humans retained their jobs, the fate of horses 
were not so fortunate.

The economies of developed countries also transitioned away 
from primary industries into services. Even though jobs still 
existed, they were certainly disrupted. New professionals can rest 
easy, however, because we believe that the public service will 
continue to exist in the future. However, there is another wave of 
disruption coming for the whole public sector, and so to us new 
professionals. 

How much disruption? 

Discussions about emerging technology and disruption 
eventually lead to sometimes exciting or sometimes scary 
conversations about ‘artificial intelligence’, ‘nano-research’ or 
‘Internet of Things’. We need to brace ourselves because the 
World Economic Forum’s Readiness for the Future of Production 
Report 2018 identifies a dozen emerging technologies, 
ranging from artificial intelligence and robotics through to 
additive manufacturing (e.g. 3D bioprinting of organic tissues), 
biotechnologies (e.g. genetic engineering) and neurotechnology 
(e.g. smart drugs).

There are a whole lot of emerging technologies and potential 
disruptors emerging across the country and the world. The 
public sector will need to engage more actively in the discourse 
about how this impacts New Zealand society as a whole. The 
sector will need to decide how much it will regulate, finance or 
adapt into its operations the various emerging technologies and 
others that are bubbling away in the background. 

In December 2017, the Government Chief Information Officer 
(GCIO) role was renamed to the Government Chief Digital 

New Professionals Georgina Geotina and Max Lin take a look at the future of the  
public sector vis-à-vis the ‘rise of the machines’.

NEW PROFESSIONALS

Officer (GCDO). It is the responsible leader for ICT-enabled 
transformation across government agencies to deliver better 
services. It has done well - look for example at the success of 
SmartStart in providing integrated services around the birth of a 
child. We argue that all agencies have a role to play in improving 
delivery of public services and more. We will come to the ‘more’ 
later. 

Last year, JPMorgan designed a software program called COIN 
that interprets commercial-loan agreements in seconds, a task 
that previously took lawyers 360,000 hours each year to do. 
Imagine the return on investment if this AI does its job effectively 
and well over the next few years. However, unlike the private 
sector, which is primarily driven by shareholder accountability 
and profit-maximisation, the public sector work towards the 
amorphous goal of the “public interest and greater good”.  

In the area of policy-making, we believe that what are often 
perceived as inefficiencies in the public sector are actually the 
public sector trying to do its job properly. Good policymaking 
often requires comprehensive stakeholder engagement that can 
be both messy and slow. There is the need to juggle competing 
interests which is an inherent part of democracy. There may also 
be constitutional processes or constraints that prevent swift 
decision-making.  We also believe in providing value for money, 
which is why we try to make the best policy decisions based on 
the resources we have. 

Thus, disruption in the public sector may look a little different. 
We predict that the main developments affecting the public 
sector will include things like machine-assisted policymaking, 
fragmentation of governance, and increasing political 
polarisation as a result of the compartmentalisation of social 
groups and a shift in politics away from policy detail towards 
a more ‘presidential’ system based on party leaders and their 
personality. 

Other developments may include increased contracting and 
blended finance, more security to mitigate loss of data privacy, 
and an expansion of social services as automation displaces jobs 
in society, with a possible rise in the proportion of government 
expenditure in more human-centric jobs such as teaching, 
healthcare and the arts. 

Dread and excitement

History impacts on how the present is lived and dealt with. 
Fortunately for new professionals, we can be proud that we will 
inherit a legacy that is bright: New Zealand has been consistently 
rated over the last decade as having one of the best public 
sectors in the world. For the third year running, we are the 

Georgina Geotina Max Lin



23  PUBLIC SECTOR April 2018

least corrupt country in the world according to the Corruption 
Perceptions Index. We are also rated as a High Potential country 
by the World Economic Forum which means that we have ‘a 
limited production base that scores well across the Drivers of 
(Future) Production component’. Whether or not we achieve that 
potential depends on priorities and decisions made within the 
national economy and, no doubt, the public sector. 

As new professionals in the public sector, we are filled with 
both dread and excitement at increasing marketisation due to 
globalisation and technological change. In striving to be better 
and responsive public servants, we must not lose sight of our core 
mission: in a representative democracy, our goal is to improve the 
welfare of society. 

So what traits will we, public servants, need to hone to ensure we 
thrive, not just for our own benefit, but also for society’s? 

First and foremost, public servants will need to be even more 
accountable in the advice and services they provide. Machine 
learning can identify patterns, but even if they were more 
accurate in a technocratic sense, they cannot be held to account. 
We can break or build trust with every decision and advice we 
take.  

Public servants will need to exhibit sound judgement, within 
and outside work. Doctors have a Hippocratic Oath that upholds 
ethical standards in the way they carry out their profession; and 
doctors do not become merely individuals outside of work. In the 
same manner, public servants are bound by ethical and moral 
codes which mean that we need to be credible public servants: 
we must be fair, impartial, responsible and trustworthy. 

Public servants will also become expert systems thinkers, able 
to make appropriate trade-offs and judgements about desired 
outcomes. While machines may be good at identifying patterns, 
policies and services are not just about making a utilitarian 
calculation and simple form filling. Public servants will need 
to be able to identify different pieces of a policy that affects 
feasibility and be able to see it through to service provision. More 

importantly, since most policy decisions are not positive-sum, 
there will always be people who will inevitably win or lose; public 
servants will need to be able to see the bigger picture, understand 
what is happening, and be able to make decisions in context.  

The human face

Public servants will also need (much) more empathy and 
emotional intelligence. This is something machines will be 
unlikely to replicate in the near future. They may be able to 
identify trends, but interpersonal communication in stakeholder 
engagement, insightfulness into the motivations of stakeholders, 
confidence and ability to influence – whether that be other 
governments or the private sector – will play a larger role. If 
social services in areas such as law enforcement, healthcare 
and education expand, these skills and behaviours will also be 
essential for frontline staff. Remember that event in a future 
where most tasks can be carried out effectively by a machine, 
the public sector will remain the human face of human-centric 
services provided to improve society as a whole. 

Public servants will also need to become more market-savvy. 
This is not the same as turning the public sector into ‘the market’. 
The public sector will need to be able to understand the way it 
operates because governments will need to address an increasing 
range of market failures while simultaneously working with 
private actors. 

Coming back to the note we made a while ago about ‘more’, 
University of Sussex’s Professor Mariana Mazzucato argues in 
The Entrepreneurial State that government investment is behind 
every innovative component of the iPhone, the product that 
could help Apple become the first trillion-dollar company in the 
world. Hence, we want to finally propose that public servants 
will need to be more entrepreneurial and courageous. Now, we 
concede that this is controversial and we may not even have the 
‘next biggest idea’ yet. There are investments being made by 
the government already and we do not discount that.  But the 
point we are making is that we can be part of something much 
bigger that benefits all of New Zealand but only if we choose to. 
Who knows; the next Steve Jobs or Bill Gates could be from the 
public sector and, based on the most recent Human Resources 
Capability survey results, there’s a 60% chance of this person 
being a female.  

So, why are you not excited about this ‘disrupted’ future?

In striving to be better and responsive public 
servants, we must not lose sight of our core mission: 
in a representative democracy, our goal is to improve 
the welfare of society. 

NZ’s Leading Recruitment and 
Organisational Development Specialists

The roles we have at present offer:
• Competitive remuneration packages 
• Exciting new initiatives that challenge your thinking
• High profile projects that impact all New Zealanders 
• Flexible work and contract options

Email kirsty.brown@h2r.co.nz or victoria.brice@h2r.co.nz to hear more! 

Policy Contractors – We are working with a variety of government agencies who are seeking 
experienced policy contractors to lead and be involved in significant policy programmes. If this sounds 
like you please contact our contracting specialist Katerina Makarios at katerina.makarios@h2r.co.nz

For more details, visit www.H2R.co.nz/policy or call us on 04 499 9471.   

Strong Demand for Policy Professionals

Kirsty Brown and Victoria Brice

2018 has started with strong demand for policy professionals across a number of sectors in response to new government initiatives. There are a 
number of exciting and diverse projects to be a part of and we are only experiencing the beginning of what will be an intense year of activity. 
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POINT OF VIEW

THE YEAR OF CHANGE

2018 promises to be a year of  
change in more ways than one.  
SAM JARMAN, software developer, 
futurist and funny guy looks into  
his crystal ball…
I think 2018 will be a very interesting year 
for the public service of New Zealand. 
It brings with it exciting changes. These 
include a new combination of parties in 
power, technology moving faster than ever, 
and rockets launching from Mahia. 

With all this change, it leads me to 
wonder what will happen to our public 
servants: our loyal worker bees creating 
policy, dealing with the public, or serving 
executives at the highest levels. What does 
the future have in store for them? What 
wonders of technology are just around the 
corner ready to change their lives?

Firstly, artificial intelligence. AI is a 
conflated term, now meaning essentially 
a collection of technologies that make 
predictions based on past data. You may 
have also heard it be called Machine 
Learning. It’s basically a computer 
watching and learning. Think spam filters, 
but for everything.

 
AI is here, and it is very real. The first 
application to government will be chatbots 
in our call centres. These chatbots will be 
able to do many things. They will be able 
to extract the intention out of the person 
calling, and perhaps even solve it. They 
will be able to do sentiment analysis (is 
the caller annoyed, angry, sad, happy, 
frustrated?) on the incoming call and give 
a heads-up to the staff member about to 
answer.  But these chatbots won’t just be 
on the ‘phone, they will be everywhere. 
Future citizens will be able to chat to the 
government on Facebook, Instagram, 
iMessage or even via Siri or Google. By 
matching key phrases with previous 
queries of a similar nature, our call staff 
in IRD and other departments might find 
themselves out of a job. Just look for that 
ominous phrase “Oh, it’s just here to help 
you”. Yeah, right!

The next big thing is big data. This is a 
fancy term for screeds of data being able 
to be crunched by complex algorithms 
on super-powered computers.  Where 
does big data come into the everyday 
life of public servants? Analysts: I think 
big data will fundamentally change the 
way our policy analysts decide policy. 
We’ll head towards the promised land of 
evidence-based policy, taking data in from 
all over the country and abroad to help us 
make decisions on funding allocations, 
welfare initiatives and much more. 
Previously, computers promised a wealth 
of information, but instead delivered a 
glut of data, but that is changing with new 
techniques. Our analysts will have the data 
to decide, and hopefully the courage to 
act.

Have you tweeted today?

Social media will become even bigger 
for our comms departments. Instead of 
laborious press releases that no-one reads, 
certainly no-one under the age of 27 (“too 
long, didn’t read”), we will instead have 
all of our various departments and groups 
on social media. Every single employee 
will be encouraged to tweet what they are 
working on, post photos to Instagram and 
share updates to Facebook. After using 
the bathroom, you’ll look up at the mirror 
only to see a cheery, but kind of annoying 
message that HR has affixed to the mirror 
“have you tweeted today?”

As the rate of automation increases and AI 
advances, our WINZ staff will be swamped 
with out-of-work clients. However, this 
time, it’ll include contract lawyers, 
medical GPs, and those IRD helpdesk 
staff I mentioned earlier. WINZ may well 
be powerless to help. Our brilliant policy 
analysts from above will save the day,  Look for that ominous phrase  

“Oh, it’s just here to help you”.  
Yeah, right!

3 October, 2007. Ref: DCDL-0004083. Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand.

looking to Finland, Scotland and more to 
see that a Universal Basic Income (UBI) 
is the way forward. Soon, WINZ front-line 
staff may ironically find themselves out of 
a job as everyone in New Zealand gets a 
basic income.

 
There are many other ministries and 
government bodies that have tough 
challenges ahead as they race to keep up 
with technology. What will the CAA do 
about drones - the bumble bee-sounding 
aircraft carrying GoPros? How will Crown 
Minerals deal with everyone mining bitcoin 
instead of gold? How will Housing New 
Zealand work with AirBnB? And how will 
the Ministry of Primary Industries deal with 
an increasingly vegan, milk- and meat-
free society?  So spare a thought for these 
public servants and many others like them 
– technology is moving pretty fast, just like 
life did for Ferris Bueller. 

And finally, those EAs we all know and 
love…they’ll be replaced by AI personal 
assistants such as X.ai (an actual website 
you can use today). Sorry! However, I’m 
positive new opportunities for EAs are 
coming, maybe in the IT department.

 So that’s the future for public servants. 
While this might not be the things I’ve 
written about today, it’ll be something, 
and it’ll come fast, faster than any of us 
think. I beg you to be ready to adapt and 
help build a better New Zealand for all of 
us. Good luck!

Soon, WINZ front-line staff may 
ironically find themselves out of a 
job as everyone in New Zealand gets 
a basic income.
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ADVANCE BETTER GOVERNMENT
SPECIAL TOPICS FOR 2018

 ■GOVT 551: Investment Approaches and Contemporary Policymaking

 ■GOVT 552: Public Policy and the Economics of Well-being

Gain a qualification in e-government, public management or 
public policy from Victoria—New Zealand’s leading education and 
development provider in public services.

Master of Public Management: Upgrade your personal skills and 
competencies as a manager and improve your public management 
practices and your impact.

Master of Public Policy: Develop your skills and knowledge in 
policy analysis, development and evaluation in public and non-
government sectors.

Master of e-Government: Learn how to successfully manage 
complex technology-based initiatives in the public sector.

Flexible learning options—study full time or continue to work while 
you study.

 victoria.ac.nz/sog 
p 04-463 5458 
e commerce@vuw.ac.nz

The Master of Public Management and Master of Public Policy are 
accredited through the Network of Schools of Public Policy, Affairs, 
and Administration (NASPAA) certification standard in public 
service education.

STUDY AT ONE OF THE WORLD’S 
LEADING BUSINESS SCHOOLS
Victoria Business School holds the triple crown of 
international accreditations.

APPLY 
NOW 

FOR 2018 
STUDY


