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REFLECTIONS ON THE FIRST 
THREE YEARS
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During my recent trip to the 
UK, Chris Wormald, Head 
of the UK Civil Service 

Policy Profession, asked me to 
share my perspectives, as his New 
Zealand counterpart, on lifting 
policy capability and quality. 

NEW ZEALAND’S 
POLICY CONTEXT

Before the Policy Project began 
in 2014, there were numerous 
attempts to improve policy 
capability and performance in 
New Zealand. Despite these, the 
Policy Project reached a similar 
diagnosis of the ‘policy problem’ 
in the Policy Project Narrative:
 
• policy is of variable quality;
• a shortage of skilled senior 

policy advisors (equivalent to 
UK Grade 7);

• policy advice sometimes 
lacks evidence, evaluation of 
effectiveness, and feedback 
on the needs of users;

• we meet the immediate 
demands of ministers 
but don’t invest in policy 
capability for the future; and

• weak cross-government 
systems for collaboration, 
alignment and prioritisation. 

POLICY PROJECT – 
INITIAL PHASE

To tackle these issues, we 
adopted a ‘collective impact 
operating model’ – based on 
Stanford University’s model of 
social innovation – hoping this 
would ensure changes were more 
substantial and enduring. 

During the first two years, the 
Policy Project concentrated on:

• establishing the Head of 
Policy Profession role; 

• connecting conversations 
across the policy community 
to identify challenges to policy 
capability and performance; 

• building the relationship 
capital we need to enable 
change; and

• using design-thinking 
techniques with policy leaders, 
managers and analysts to 
co-design three foundational 
frameworks for policy 
improvement. 

PM LAUNCHES POLICY 
FRAMEWORKS

In August 2016, Prime Minister 
John Key launched the 
three frameworks for policy 
improvement that spearhead  

Diagram 1: Collective impact operating model
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Diagram 2: Quality characteristics, enablers and acid tests of the Policy Quality Framework

the Policy Project’s approach. 
They focused on: skills; capability; 
and quality.

The Policy Quality Framework 
describes the key characteristics 
of quality policy advice, as well as 
identifying the enablers of great 
advice. This framework and its 
accompanying tools are being 
used by many agencies as they 
develop papers and perform 
agency-wide reviews of the 
quality of advice.

The Policy Skills Framework 
sets out the knowledge, applied 
skills and behaviour that public 
policy professionals need to 
deliver quality policy advice. 
It comes with tools to enable 
individuals and teams to identify 
where development is needed. 
It can also add value in areas 
like recruitment, performance 
assessment and remuneration 
decisions.

The Policy Capability 
Framework sets out the key 
questions that agencies need 
to answer to assess their policy 
skills. It is now used by many 
agencies to test their capability 
and identify improvements for 
producing quality policy advice.

All of this was overseen by 
a new Policy Profession Board 
comprising chief executives 
(similar to UK Permanent 

Secretaries) and deputy chief 
executives chosen for their 
potential to be system-level 
champions. This reflects lessons 
from the UK, without going as 
far having formal departmental 
heads of policy profession. 

In early 2017, the project was 
strengthened by two important 
developments that have given it 
a much firmer base of financial 
and stakeholder support for 

improving policy capability and 
performance in 2017-2020:
1. Establishment of a Policy 

Capability Leads Network 
of policy practitioners and 
managers who already take 
a lead role in improving their 
agencies’ policy capability. 

2. Policy Profession Board 
agreement to seek three-year 
club funding commitments 
from larger agencies. 

Diagram 3: Policy Skills Framework: knowledge, applied skills and behaviours



CIVIL SERVICE QUARTERLY
Issue 16 – March 2018

21

Diagram 4: The four dimensions of the Policy Capability Framework

CURRENT DELIVERY FOCUS

Progress since the second half of 
2017 has included:

• devising of an online Policy
Methods Toolbox, emphasising
methods like design thinking,
behavioural insights and a ‘Start
Right’ commissioning tool;

• a policy workforce analysis to
identify issues and assess the
appetite for collective action.

We are also:

• helping the Policy Profession
Board expand its role to
include developing and
deploying senior policy
leaders (as one of three
public-service-wide Career
Boards); and

• developing guidance and
support for agencies to
foster a culture of Free and
Frank Advice and Policy
Stewardship (now published
with supporting Frequently
Asked Questions).

WHAT HAS WORKED SO FAR?

In the first three years of 
the Policy Project, the four 
approaches below have made an 
important contribution.

1. Do with, not to – we have
generated a lot of goodwill
and ensured relevance by
involving policy leaders,
managers and practitioners in

developing a common change 
agenda and solutions. 

2. Steal with pride – we have
avoided ‘reinventing wheels’
by taking what has been
successful elsewhere and
working it into our frameworks.

3. Outside-in legitimacy –
domestic recognition of
our approach and common
frameworks was assisted by
receiving some international
recognition, including from
Australia (e.g. on people-
centred policy and free and
frank advice) and the OECD
(skills for a high-performing
civil service).

4. Influencing the people who
make decisions – we have

hosted executive roundtables 
with international and 
domestic subject matter 
experts, and published 
‘conversation trackers’ from 
these events to help stimulate 
demand for more innovative 
policy methods.

I look forward to the next three 
years of the Policy Project, as we 
build on our progress and work 
with the policy community to 
design and implement innovative 
solutions for these challenges. 
I hope the tradition of exchanging 
knowledge and wisdom between 
New Zealand and the UK 
continues to benefit us both in 
the coming years.

ONGOING CHALLENGES 

The Policy Project faces a number of challenges as we work to improve the quality of policy advice, 
so that government decisions more consistently improve the wellbeing of New Zealanders. I am sure 
these will ring true to UK policy developers: 

• Complex system level barriers – we are working over the long term to reduce barriers to agency
change. These include accountability requirements, resource constraints, and fragmented governance
arrangements. We need to address whether we have the right institutions and mechanisms for better
policy collaboration, prioritisation and stewardship.

• Role and goal clarity – the Policy Project focuses on building policy capability rather than actual
policy development. Even so, it is vital to identify the right objectives and the right sequencing of
interventions to achieve them.

• Behaviour change – we are ensuring all our activities are easy to use and hard to avoid. We are
particularly focused on supporting agencies to adopt our frameworks.

• The management cohort – the pressure to deliver according to the status quo weighs most heavily
on policy managers. They have less of a mandate than senior policy leaders to drive systemic reforms,
and more incentives to prioritise delivery over change.

• Measuring impact – the Policy Project monitors its webpage traffic, framework uptake, event
attendance, and policy quality impact. The challenge now is to show how this has resulted in real
changes to policy quality.
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