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Foreword from the Minister
Fa’atalofa atu, Mālō e lelei, kia ora koutou,

Our social services in New Zealand play a vital role in supporting and furthering the wellbeing 
of our people and our communities. Responding to COVID-19 has highlighted just how 
important strong social services are in New Zealand and how important iwi, Māori service 
providers, Non-Government Organisations and community providers, that deliver these 
services, are to us all.

The social sector is a diverse collection of organisations delivering and funding social services 
across the country, with a shared goal of improving wellbeing and equity of outcomes for 
New Zealanders. This goal has become more important than ever in recent months. 

I would like to thank all of these organisations for the role they have played during these 
unprecedented times, as well as their ongoing support for New Zealanders.

I have heard from my visits and meetings with social services as well as through forums 
over the past few years about the social sector’s need for change and desire to reset the 
relationship between government, providers and service users. 

We know that together in partnership we can make the biggest difference to New Zealand’s 
communities. I firmly believe that local solutions are found within local communities. Our role 
as government is to support communities to do this. We want to enable our social services 
to support people and whānau to live the lives to which they aspire, and create resilient and 
thriving communities. 

In 2018, I asked the Social Wellbeing Board, a group of social sector government Chief 
Executives, to look into how we can improve the way we work with social service providers 
to ensure they are supported to be effective and responsive to need in our communities. 
Following this request, a cross-government work programme on social sector commissioning 
was established.

And we have made some good progress: by increasing the length of contracts, trialling new 
ways of commissioning services, and putting additional funding from consecutive Budgets 
towards addressing cost pressures faced by providers.  

But we know there is much more to do. This is why, I am pleased to release this update which 
reflects our work to date and what the next steps are.  

Change is possible if we work together and I thank those who have been involved with this 
work already for their ongoing dedication and contributions. 

Hon Carmel Sepuloni, Minister for Social Development
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Foreword from Brenda Pilott  
and Ang Jury – NGO and  
project board representatives
Kia ora koutou, 

For a very long time now Non-Government Organisations and the community sector have 
been calling for genuine discussion with government about the need for change and 
improvement in commissioning processes. 

We accepted the invitation to be a part of the project board for this work with open minds 
and a sense of some optimism because we believed there was genuine intent on the part 
of government to explore ways to improve social sector commissioning. We felt that some 
progress in recent years showed a genuine effort on the part of government; a feeling further 
solidified by government and social sector collaboration over lockdown. We saw good work 
during the initial COVID-19 response, proving that government and the social sector as a 
whole can work differently, and demonstrating what is possible if we do.

We know that challenges facing the social sector remain. We do not gloss over the  
significant issues facing non-government and community organisations, especially around 
capability, capacity, pay equity and reporting. But we also know that we cannot begin to 
address the entrenched issues without first addressing the commissioning arrangements  
that underpin them. 

The extent to which we successfully address these challenges is in no small part down to  
how we as a community of organisations across the sector engage with each other. The 
release of this report provides us with the opportunity over the next few months for the 
robust discussions we as a sector need to have about how best to engage with government 
over this work. 

We encourage everyone across the community sector to engage closely with this project and 
to bring your knowledge, experience, ideas and innovation to the table. 

Ang Jury, Chief Executive – Women’s Refuge

Brenda Pilott, National Manager – Social Service Providers Aotearoa (SSPA) 

Social Sector Commissioning: Progress, Principles and Next Steps 3



Executive Summary
An effective and sustainable social sector is central to improving wellbeing across 
New Zealand communities. Government agencies, Non-Government Organisations (NGOs), 
philanthropic funders and communities all share the common goal of improving wellbeing 
and equity of outcomes for individuals, families, whānau and communities. Government has 
committed to the ongoing development of strong partnerships; this includes funding services 
in a way that recognises the ability for communities to successfully design local solutions to 
local issues.

Government has heard the sector’s perspectives on how to make the system work better 
to achieve wellbeing and equitable outcomes. This has included feedback around funding, 
reporting and transparency. 

Progress towards a better system has begun. This includes more sustainable funding models, 
client and whānau-centred design and innovation, supporting community-led initiatives, 
longer term contracts, simplified contracting and procurement processes and partnering with 
iwi and Māori communities. However, we know that there is still much more to do. 

COVID-19 has illustrated that the sector is already working together and innovating in ways 
that meet community need. Examples include family violence prevention, help to manage 
income shocks, food security and hygiene packs. Communities were and continue to be 
well supported. Similarly, the government response over the COVID-19 period demonstrated 
there are other and more effective models of purchasing services, including those that make 
funding available at pace and provide certainty in uncertain times.

This document outlines the response to conversations with the social sector so far and the 
next steps that will be taken towards a better system that supports better outcomes. To 
establish a strong foundation for the future, this document proposes a set of principles. 

The principles are:

1. Individuals, families, whānau and communities exercise choice

2. Māori-Crown partnerships are at the heart of effective commissioning

3. The sector works together locally, regionally and nationally 

4. The sector is sustainable

5. Decisions and actions are taken transparently 

6. The sector is always learning and improving

Change will be incremental, but we need to build on the successful work through COVID-19 
and progress work now. This includes work to improve the sustainability and transparency 
of funding, and work to support choice, partnerships and learning. 
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Definitions
Commissioning: for the purposes of this document, commissioning refers to the  
interrelated activities, including but not limited to planning, engagement, funding, 
procurement, monitoring and evaluation that need to be undertaken though third-party 
providers to ensure people whānau and communities who need support get the support  
they need. In the context of this document, commissioning is an activity carried out by  
both government and other organisations. 

Social sector: For the purposes of this work, the social sector includes both State and  
non-State organisations, and is defined as: 

Government agencies (national, regional and local) and organisations working with 
individuals and whānau in particular areas of welfare, housing, health, education, child 
wellbeing, justice and disability support services. This includes government agencies who 
fund social sector services in this regard, philanthropic and other funders, and NGOs and 
other providers who deliver those services within communities.

In referring to ‘the social sector’ we use the definition used by the Social Wellbeing Agency’s 
(SWA) Data Protection and Use Policy, noting that the specific areas of services need further 
refinement.

Government agencies within scope here include the Ministry of Social Development (MSD), 
Te Puni Kōkiri, Ministry of Education, Ministry of Health, Ministry of Housing and Urban 
Development, Housing New Zealand, New Zealand Police, Ministry of Justice, Accident 
Compensation Corporation, Oranga Tamariki — Ministry for Children, Department of 
Corrections, Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment, Inland Revenue Department, 
Department of Internal Affairs, Tertiary Education Commission, New Zealand Qualifications 
Authority and the Social Wellbeing Agency.

Non-Government Organisations (NGOs): the diversity of NGOs defies any simple definition. 
NGOs typically range from traditional not-for-profit organisations through to social 
enterprises and can include corporations practicing social responsibility and for-profit 
organisations. NGOs are entirely or largely independent of government and can operate 
at a local, regional, national or international level. The goals of NGOs are often focused on 
creating social and/or economic value for wider communities.1

Communities can be groups representing distinct populations and characteristics (such as 
Māori, Pacific, LGBTIQ+, disabled people, refugees and migrants), as well as communities 
representing geographical regions. 

1 A range of sources have been used in combination to shape this definition/ See: GDRC. 2020. Definitions of an NGO.  
http://www.gdrc.org/ngo/wb-define.html (accessed 24 February 2020); Alter, Kim. 2006. Social Enterprise Typology.  
https://canvas.brown.edu/courses/1073328/files/61028038 (accessed 24 February 2020); Oxford Dictionary. 2020. NGO. 
https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/ngo accessed 24 February 2020); NGO Global Network. 
2020. Definition of NGOs. http://www.ngo.org/ngoinfo/define.html (accessed 24 February 2020).
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• Recent new initiatives have been fully funded under the new funding frameworks, including 
Oranga Tamariki transitions and intensive intervention services, and MSD’s Whānau 
Resilience initiative. 

• Investment has been announced through Budget 2020 to address the immediate demand 
pressures on services as a result of COVID-19. This includes support for foodbanks, food 
rescue and community food services, and funding to scale up existing food programmes  
in schools. 

Client and whānau centred co-design and innovation

• The continued development of the Whānau Ora commissioning model, which actively 
encourages co-design and innovation by moving away from over-specified services and 
canvassing ideas from partners, whānau and communities.

• MSD’s Whānau Resilience initiative is using a procurement and co-design process  
intended to address the challenges of traditional procurement processes.

• Oranga Tamariki has worked closely with iwi, Māori organisations and local communities 
to collaboratively develop intensive support for families who are at risk of having children 
enter State care.

• The Ministry of Health has worked in partnership with iwi, hapū and Māori communities  
to develop kaupapa Māori mental health services. 

• Co-design has been a feature of the MidCentral Mana Whaikaha prototype and disabled 
people play a key governance role in ongoing development and monitoring of outcomes.

• Work by the Ministry for Business, Innovation and Employment on building Crown 
capability, which has engaged with providers in co-design.

• There have also been moves towards greater use of outcomes-based models to give 
providers more flexibility to be innovative, encourage them to work together and turn the 
focus to the needs of the person. Examples include Accident Compensation Corporation 
work on the Health Sector Strategy and MSD contracting for sexual violence crisis services, 
Whānau Resilience, and the Building Financial Capability Plus service.

Devolved decision making and supporting community-led initiatives

• Over the past ten years there has been more devolved decision-making to kaupapa Māori  
and Pacific providers through the Whānau Ora commissioning agencies. Further investment 
($136 million) in Whānau Ora over the next two years has been confirmed through Budget 2020. 

• Over the past decade there have also been more community-led initiatives such as Kāinga 
Ora (housing) and E Tū Whānau (community development).

• Local place-based initiatives such as Manaaki Tairāwhiti and the South Auckland Social 
Wellbeing Board launched in 2016 are also examples of decision-making devolved to  
local leaders.
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Longer-term contracts to provide greater certainty and stability

• Oranga Tamariki has increased its use of longer-term contracts: around 90 per cent of 
funding for social services is now in multi-year contracts, up from 30 per cent in 2017. 

• MSD is also making increased use of multi-year contracts. For example, 97 per cent of 
2020–2021 contracts in disability services are for three years or longer (up from 73 per cent 
in 2018–2019) and 66 per cent of contracts for Out of School Care and Recreational services 
are for three years or longer (up from 42 per cent). Many contracts for sexual violence crisis 
response, disability vocational and participation, and family violence services have been 
moved to flexible five-year terms. 

• Most ACC contracts were already multi-year, but the lengths of many have extended from 
three to five years and in some cases to ten years. 

• The Ministry of Health has progressively moved to longer term contracts for disability 
support, with the majority being three to five-year contract terms.

• The Community Organisation Grants Scheme for small community-based social services, 
administered by the Department of Internal Affairs, now includes multi-year funding.

Simplification of the contracting and procurement 

• The Ministry of Justice and Department of Corrections have undertaken joint procurement 
and contract management for non-violence programmes. They have worked to align 
contracts to simplify requirements for providers and ensure clients received the same 
service irrespective of their referral pathway. 

• The Oranga Marae Programme – a Te Puni Kōkiri and DIA partnership, combined Crown and 
Lottery funding to provide marae with streamlined access to funding for cultural and capital 
development.

• The Whānau Ora Commissioning mechanism means multiple agencies can commission 
outcomes from the Whānau Ora Commissioning Agencies without driving additional 
compliance on the provider networks through multiple single-issue contracts and multiple 
compliance regimes.

• Work has commenced on an integrated approach to social services for Pacific peoples 
across the Ministries of Health, Education and Social Development.

Social Sector Commissioning: Progress, Principles and Next Steps 9



Partnering with iwi and Māori communities

• Many parts of the sector have increasingly sought to respond to Treaty of Waitangi and 
equity obligations by building closer relationships with iwi and Māori, and ensuring 
commissioning approaches engage kaupapa Māori services. For example the Ministry of 
Health has been working in partnership with iwi/Māori to develop kaupapa Māori mental 
health services. 

• MSD’s Te Pae Tata – Māori Strategy and Action Plan, sets out the strategy and key 
organisational shifts required to achieve better outcomes for Māori. One of these key shifts 
is Kotahitanga – partnering for greater impact. MSD will form genuine partnerships with 
Māori and support Māori to lead the way in service design and delivery models that are 
commissioned for Māori. MSD’s development of a joint work programme with Te Hiku and 
the refinement of the Service Management Plan with Tūhoe is also underway.

• New legislative obligations on Oranga Tamariki set out responsibilities to improve outcomes 
for tamariki Māori working alongside whānau, hapū, iwi and Māori. Partnerships are key 
to supporting this and to date include strategic partnerships with Ngāi Tahu, Ngāpuhi, 
Waikato-Tainui and Tūhoe and memorandum of understandings with Ngāti Porou, Ngāti 
Kahungunu, Ngāti Tūwharetoa, the Taupo Collective Impact governance group and the 
New Zealand Māori Council. Signed relationship redress agreements are also held with 
several other iwi, as part of their Treaty Settlements. These relationships are expected  
to drive changes to core services.

• The Whānau Ora commissioning approach has enabled greater partnering directly with 
communities. 

Building our knowledge infrastructure

• The Social Wellbeing Agency worked with over 1,000 individuals, social service providers 
and government agencies to develop the Data Protection and Use Policy that articulates  
the values and behaviours underpinning the respectful, trustworthy and transparent use  
of people’s data and information.

• The establishment of the Data Exchange by the Social Wellbeing Agency supports social 
sector organisations and government to have secure and efficient data sharing.

• Oranga Tamariki contracts and cost models increasingly include overheads intended to 
support organisational capacity for continuous improvement and service evaluation. 

Meanwhile, there is also other work relevant to the social sector that remains ongoing, 
including the resolution of outstanding pay equity claims for social workers in NGOs.
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Seizing the opportunities from responding to COVID-19 to accelerate 
the changes needed

The early stages of COVID-19 response and recovery have demonstrated that the sector is 
already able to adapt when needed to innovate and provide more and different services. 
Government agencies showed that collaboration could both increase innovation and reduce 
time, to support providers to be able to operate at their best on the ground. Providers and 
communities quickly joined together to meet the needs of the most vulnerable, including  
new joined up referrals and delivery of services. 

The work of many NGOs was essential and vital during the national COVID-19 response. 
That’s why a $27 million community funding package was provided to support social services, 
disability providers and local communities, to ensure they could continue to provide essential 
services while New Zealand was under COVID-19 Alert Level 4. Those on the frontline in social 
services adapted their practice to support whānau and in doing so discovered valuable 
insights into people’s preferred ways of receiving support, and new ways of working, including 
through the use of digital services. 

The availability of MSD’s Community Awareness and Preparedness Grant Fund, with a 
simplified application model, meant that eligible community groups were able to start 
providing essential community-led and whānau-focused solutions. This supported local 
resilience and wellbeing shortly after COVID-19 restrictions were put in place. Māori also 
drove and delivered support across New Zealand in the COVID-19 response. Te Puni Kōkiri  
was able to use its well-established relationships with the Whānau Ora commissioning 
agencies to put in new investment quickly to meet immediate need in the community.  
Specific funding was available for iwi and Māori service providers to come up with  
innovative approaches to flu vaccinations.

The COVID-19 response and recovery provides opportunities to reset and reform. 

There is still a long road ahead and many underlying issues facing the sector remain, but  
we must not lose the opportunities and learning gained through this crisis. Let’s build on  
and sustain the positive changes.4

4 ‘Please Press Pause’, a paper authored by the Chief Executives of the Wise Group, has called for a ‘Change for Good 
Project’ to commit to advancing the ways the sector plans, funds, collaborates and delivers services, in reflection of the 
improvements gained through the COVID-19 crisis: https://www.wisegroup.co.nz/creating-change/change-for-good/
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We have begun working with the sector to develop a shared 
commitment to helping communities achieve their visions for 
social services provision 

There is a shared commitment between government agencies, NGOs, and philanthropic 
agencies to helping communities achieve their visions that is based on achieving outcomes, 
grounded in strong relationships, and underpinned by principles that will drive change and 
guide decision-making. 

The principles can also provide a mechanism for ensuring consistency in considerations 
within all commissioning decisions, and a set of behaviours that different parts of the sector 
can hold each other to account. The principles are based on what is relevant for the social 
sector and able to be actioned. These are discussed in more detail in the following section.
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