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Purpose of this document 
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policy advice and other papers after their delivery using the Policy Quality 
Framework. It also explains how to score papers using the Framework’s 
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Framework’s standards in a format that helps in assessing the quality of 
an agency’s written advice and whether or not it’s fit for purpose.  
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Standards for  
quality policy advice
The Policy Quality Framework sets out 
seventeen elements of quality policy 
advice, organised under four standards: 

Context 

Analysis 

Advice 

Action 

These standards can be applied by  
panels to assess policy advice papers 
and decide whether they are fit for 
purpose.  

See pages 16–20 for the full version of 
the Policy Quality Framework, which 
provides more detail on each of the 
elements in this summary diagram. 
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Why assessing policy advice is important 
Public accountability 
All government agencies are required to report on the quality of their 
advice using the Policy Quality Framework. This requires agencies to: 

• assess a random sample of policy papers delivered during the year by
either establishing their own assessment panels or contracting out
the assessment process

• set a target average policy score in the Estimates using the Policy
Quality Framework’s paper-scoring scale

• report the average policy quality result in their annual report.

Continuous improvement 
Assessing papers is key to improving the quality of advice and supporting 
better government decision making. At the individual agency level, the 
assessment process provides an opportunity to: 

• understand the agency’s strengths, identify areas for improvement,
and provide a basis for improvement

• identify how policy advice performance in a given period compares
with performance in the past

• develop and implement action plans to improve future performance.

At a system level, tracking agency performance results on a consistent 
basis enables reporting on the state of the policy system, comparisons 
between agencies, and overall opportunities for improvement.  

Who assesses papers and when? 
All agencies with policy appropriations need to determine who assesses 
the quality of their policy advice after delivery, on the basis of what works 
best in their circumstances. Assessments may be undertaken by an 
internal panel or by independent external assessors (or a combination, 
such as a panel with some external membership). Smaller agencies who 
prefer a panel approach may find it helpful to match themselves up with 
bigger agencies or opt into a cross-agency panel. The Policy Project can 
be approached for contacts for quality assurance panels. Shared panels 
offer the chance to share best practice and learning.  

While the results of quality of advice assessments are reported externally 
annually, the assessments may be undertaken once a year, or more 
regularly (such as six monthly or quarterly). Assessing quality of advice 
performance more regularly provides an opportunity to assess how well 
new initiatives and practices are being used, and what difference they’re 
making to the quality of advice. Assessing advice papers several times 
throughout the year also helps distribute the work to avoid the busiest 
times.  
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How to set up a quality of advice assessment panel
Panel size and membership 
For an internal or cross-agency panel, three to five 
assessors will usually be adequate. Larger panels can  
be costly in terms of time, and difficult to coordinate. 

Having a mixture of internal and external panel 
members can be beneficial. While external members 
are not required, your agency might see benefit in 
bringing in an external chair or subject matter expert. 
External panel members are likely to provide a fresh  
set of eyes and bring other elements of good practice 
to the panel process. Panel members could also  
include representatives from other agencies in the 
same sector, or with similar functions.  

It’s good to have some continuity in panel membership 
or chairing. Spreading panel expertise is also important, 
so you may want to rotate some panel members. 

Internal panel members have a key role in promoting 
quality advice, performance improvement and best 
practice. Panels may also choose to invite less 
experienced policy staff to attend as observers, as  
this is likely to provide them with a good learning 
opportunity.  

Ensure all members of your panel have appropriate 
security clearances if they’ll be asked to review any 
classified material. 

Panel roles and expertise 
The roles and required expertise of the panel chair, members, and support people are below. 

Chair 
• Needs to have credibility and considerable experience in policy advice.

• Reviews and scores papers as a panel member.

• As the panel moderator, ensures that the assessments are consistent and fair across
all papers, and must be able to make decisions when there are conflicting opinions
between panel members on papers and what they should be scored.

• May take on the task of writing up results, or may delegate this to an administrative
support role.

Panel members 
• Must be skilled in giving concrete, constructive feedback on policy papers.

• Must have time to commit to the panel and be supported by their manager to participate.

• Individually review papers, share views on papers’ strengths and weaknesses relative
to the Policy Quality Framework standards, and collectively score papers.

Panel support 
• Providing support to the panel can be a good development opportunity for less

experienced policy staff members. Consider involving an analyst or advisor to take
notes, or assist in writing up reports and feedback summaries.

• Support will be required to help select the sample of papers, distribute papers, organise
meetings, and seek the background and context on papers if needed.

• A checklist for panel administrators is provided on page 19 to help with setting up the
assessment process.

https://www.dpmc.govt.nz/publications/policy-quality-framework-checklist-panel-administrators


Before the panel meeting
Provide this guide to panel members 
Give this guide to the chair and panel members and take them through it. They’ll need to be 
familiar with it, especially the full Policy Quality Framework  and the paper-scoring template. 
The template provides a structure for panel members to record the results of their assess-
ments. New panel members will also benefit from being provided copies of past reviews. 

We recommend documenting your panel process, including a terms of reference setting out 
the roles and responsibilities of the chair and panel members. This will help with inducting 
new members, new panel support people, and new chairs. It will also help with consistency 
from year to year.  

Decide on suitable papers for assessment 
During the relevant period, a randomly selected sample from the population of papers 
delivered to a decision maker by an agency (or agencies jointly) should be assessed. The 
sample needs to be stratified to cover a mix of different types of papers from different policy 
teams and across different Votes/ministers.  

Only papers written by the agency that reflect the agency’s advice should be selected for 
assessment. This includes considering whether the paper is addressing a policy issue and sets 
out the agency’s free and frank advice. For example, the sample for assessment should 
include agency advice and draft Cabinet papers submitted by the agency to the minister. 
Meeting notes, talking points, and papers written by ministers’ offices or final papers that 
differ substantially from that submitted by the agency should be excluded. 
We would expect papers that provide advice and seek policy-related decisions to be subject 
to the Policy Quality Framework, but you’ll have to use your judgement about other types of 
papers. For example, a brief for a meeting with stakeholders that discusses policy issues or 
an A3 on findings of a research project which has a direct link to policy issues under 
consideration should be included. But an appointments paper or an aide memoire updating 
on operational issues may not.
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For a broad range of papers we recommend including: 
• ministerial briefings
• Regulatory Impact Statements
• aide memoires for decision makers
• decision papers for senior leadership teams
• meeting or event briefs for ministers
• A3 or PowerPoint slide pack reports
• Cabinet papers.

Some agencies have produced their own guidelines on 
compiling the sample. This helps to ensure continuity 
from year to year. 

Outside the random sample, you may also like to add 
other papers that you’d like to be reviewed (e.g. a 
suite of papers associated with a particular policy 
issue, or particularly important papers which have not 
been picked up in the random sample). The additional 
papers would not be included in the sample scores. 

Agencies might want to consider how they can 
document papers eligible for assessment throughout the 
year as they’re delivered. This would make it easier to 
identify the population of papers from which the sample 
for assessment could be drawn.  

Try to make papers available at least two to three 
weeks before the panel convenes. Give assessors 
adequate time to read all the papers and assess each 
of them using the paper-scoring template.



A guide for panels assessing policy advice papers with the Policy Quality Framework 7 

Determine the sample size 
The appropriate sample size will depend on 
the population of papers an agency is drawing 
from. For this reason, there is no strict 
guidance on the number of papers that should 
be assessed. Agencies will need to choose a 
big enough sample size of their policy papers 
to provide a meaningful measure for each 
ministerial portfolio. This is also done to 
ensure that feedback is available on various 
paper types and across different teams in 
order to maximise the impact of the feedback. 
For larger agencies, we suggest a minimum 
sample size of at least 50 papers; for medium 
agencies, 20 to 40 papers; and for smaller 
agencies, at least 5 to 10 papers. The sample 
size should be proportionate to the number of 
papers prepared by an agency from one year 
to the next. It needs to be practical, as well as 
being statistically significant. 

Learn about the context of papers 
It may be helpful for the assessors to hear about the context of the paper, either verbally 
or in writing. This information can be included with the pack of papers for assessors – 
based on some quick feedback from the manager responsible for the paper. In some cases, 
panels may want the author or their manager to be part of the assessment discussion. 
If so, the appropriate lead contact for each paper should be identified. 

Contextual information could include whether the paper was part of preliminary, mid-
stream or final advice, or whether important information was provided in other written 
advice (e.g. the problem may have been diagnosed in an earlier paper). It’s helpful to be 
clear who the audience for the paper is (e.g. a particular minister, group of ministers, or  
Cabinet) and how familiar the audience is with the subject matter. 

It’s also worth explaining any directions that have been given, or previous decisions that 
impact on the scope of the paper (e.g. limits on particular options). We’d expect these to 
be covered in the context section of papers themselves as per the Policy Quality 
Framework, but at times the situation can be complex, so it’s helpful for panels to 
understand. This information will help assessors judge which quality standards and 
characteristics are relevant to the paper. 

It may also be helpful to discuss constraints to quality, such as: 

• time and resources

• the experience of the primary author

• familiarity with the subject matter

• available evidence

• perceived constraints to providing free and frank advice.

Understanding such constraints can be helpful in deciding the best way to frame 
panel feedback on the paper, but should not affect a paper’s score (see page 9). 
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How panel members should use the paper-scoring template before the panel meets
Before a panel meeting, individual panel members should use the 
paper-scoring template (also available on page 20) to record their 
preliminary assessment of each paper they read.  

The template provides: 

1. space to work
through each of
the four standards
– Context, Analysis,
Advice, and Action –
and the more
detailed elements
that sit within each
standard (you can
tick yes, no, or N/A
as applicable)

2. space for comments
on key aspects of
the paper overall
(strengths and
weaknesses, and
what could have
been done
differently to
improve the paper)

3. space for an overall
rating of the paper,
out of five.

Depending on the type of paper, not all of the elements of the 
standards will be relevant. You may want to mark these as ‘not 
applicable’ when completing the template for a specific paper.  

As you work your way through a paper: 

i. assess it against the four standards of quality advice in
the assessment template

ii. write brief comments about what specifically was done
that met a standard well or represented best practice

iii. write brief comments about what specifically could have
been done differently to meet the standard.

It may be that some aspects of the standards have been done very 
well but not so well in others. This needs to be considered in light  
of the type of paper and its purpose when deciding on the score.  

Review the results to identify which aspects of the paper you think 
are its greatest strengths and weaknesses. These are the matters  
you will later raise in discussion with others who have assessed the 
same paper. Individual panel members’ comments will provide  
useful content for the narrative element of the panel’s report on 
each paper. The panel discussion will, in turn, help the panel to  
later reach a collective judgement on the overall numeric score  
to award the paper out of 5.

https://www.dpmc.govt.nz/publications/policy-quality-framework-paper-scoring-template
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Panel meetings
Purpose of panel meeting 
The purpose of the panel meetings is to undertake a collective 
assessment process that: 

• reaches agreement about the overall numeric score for each
individual paper in a way that reflects the strengths and
weaknesses in the quality of advice they provided

• identifies overall patterns of strengths and weaknesses in the quality
of advice provided by this sample of papers, and specific areas for
the organisation (or organisations within a cross-agency panel) to
target for improvement in future.

The discussion on characteristics and the score is useful, as different 
members of the panel bring different perspectives. 

We recommend that if a panel member has been actively involved in the 
development of a paper, they should abstain from scoring the paper and 
from the panel discussion. They may even want to leave the room, so as 
not to constrain other panel members in their discussion. 

Many agencies use a ‘lead discussant’ approach. This involves a panel 
member being allocated specific papers and leading the panel discussion 
on those particular papers. They may also be responsible for providing 
feedback to the manager and authors. While all panel members will  
still need to read and review each paper, this approach can spread the 
panel’s workload by having one panel member responsible for a more  
in-depth review of a particular paper. 

Reaching a collective score for a paper 
At panel meetings, you should discuss individual papers by working 
through the following steps: 

1. Consider how the paper performs against each of the Policy Quality
Framework’s four high-level standards (and all of the seventeen
elements that apply).

2. Compare notes on what individual panel members consider to be
the strengths and weaknesses of the paper.

3. Identify what the author could have done that would have
improved the ratings.

4. Collectively agree an overall score out of 5, applying the scoring
scale on the next page.

When scoring advice papers, don’t adjust scoring based on constraints 
to quality (e.g. the paper was prepared under extreme time pressure). 
You will want to note these, but they should not affect the score. 
Assessors may want to reflect on which constraints most affect the 
quality of papers overall and any recurring themes. 
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Scale for scoring the quality of advice 
This table outlines the scoring scale to be used in awarding a score out of 5 for each paper. Half points can be awarded where a paper falls between 
two points on the scale. For example, a paper could score a 3.5 if it had several elements of good practice (in the definition of a 4), but also had some 
areas for improvement (in the definition of a 3). 

Score Quality level Criteria 

1 Unacceptable 

Does not meet the relevant quality standards in fundamental ways 
• Lacks basic information and analysis
• Creates serious risk of poor decision making
• Should not have been signed out
• Needed fundamental rework

2 Poor 

Does not meet the relevant quality standards in material ways 
• Explains the basic issue but seriously lacking in several important areas
• Creates risk of poor decision making
• Should not have been signed out
• Needed substantial improvement in important areas

3 Acceptable 

Meets the relevant quality standards overall, but with some shortfalls 
• Provides most of the analysis and information needed
• Could be used for decision making
• Was sufficiently fit-for-purpose for sign-out
• Could have been improved in several areas

4 Good 

Meets all the relevant quality standards 
• Represents good practice
• Provides a solid basis for decision making
• Could have been signed out with confidence
• Minor changes would have added polish

5 Outstanding 

Meets all the relevant quality standards and adds something extra 
• Represents exemplary practice
• First-rate advice that provides a sound basis for confident decision making
• Could have been signed out with great confidence
• A polished product
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Moderating paper scores, relative to one another 
It’s important to undertake a moderation process before finalising the numeric scores for 
each paper. The idea is to get a consensus on the scores of each paper – as much as is 
possible. Taking the following steps will help ensure that papers of a similar quality are 
scored the same, while papers of markedly different levels of quality are appropriately 
scored differently: 

1. List the names and scores of all the papers assessed where everyone can see them
(e.g. on a white board, flip chart or screen).

2. For each sub-group of papers with the same score, discuss whether they really merit
the same score, or whether one or more was markedly better or worse than the
others and hence should be scored differently.

3. Discuss whether the outliers (papers with very high or very low scores) are really so
much better or worse than the other papers that they really merit such high or low
scores.

4. Where assessors have also taken part in a previous assessment round, discuss
whether those papers awarded a given score in this round are of comparable quality
to those awarded that score in the previous round.

5. In light of any discrepancies in the initial numeric scores revealed during the above
moderation discussions, revise individual paper scores so that there is internal
consistency – both within this assessment round and if possible, between
assessment rounds.
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After the panel meeting
Panel commentaries on individual 
papers and overall themes 
The role of the assessment panel is to drive policy 
improvement. In addition to scoring each paper, the 
panel should provide a brief written commentary on 
each paper – this should identify what was done well and 
make suggestions for improvement.  

The panel should also report on themes for improvement 
across the papers, and could make recommendations for 
changes in practice, areas for further guidance, and 
development across the organisation.  

Panel assessments are also a valuable opportunity to 
identify exemplars of what was done well and what to 
avoid.  

The panel’s report should also track policy performance 
by producing a tabular summary of statistics. The panel 
can also graph the distribution of quantitative scores for 
a given year and compare them with previous years if 
they are available.  

A good way of driving the focus on policy quality 
improvement is to have a Policy Quality Improvement 
Plan. The impact of progress on elements of the Plan can 
be assessed using the results of the review. Findings of 
the reviews can also drive updates to the Plan and new 
areas of focus. 

Feedback to authors 
Timely feedback to authors and managers has the most impact on improving policy 
practice. It means that the issues may still have relevance and currency, and managers 
and authors are more likely to be still in their positions. This might mean that reviews 
are undertaken several times during the year rather than waiting until the end of the 
year. A variety of approaches are adopted by different agencies from quarterly, half-
yearly, or just annually.  

Consider holding individual feedback sessions with authors, managers, and peer 
reviewers on your findings about the quality of advice. Look for opportunities to talk 
through the panel’s assessment of the paper, main strengths and weaknesses, and 
how it could have been improved.  

The most helpful feedback sessions for authors focus on discussing the overall paper 
before moving on to scores, with an emphasis on the positives and any concrete 
suggestions for improvements. Remember the author will have put a lot of care into 
their paper. 

This learning opportunity is worth incorporating into your process for panels and 
assessments. 

Optional external review 
After you've run an internal panel assessment, you may also choose to undertake an 
external review to validate and benchmark your internal processes for reviewing 
papers. An external reviewer may also have useful ideas for improvement. 

An external reviewer would usually assess and score a random sample of the papers 
that your internal panel has previously reviewed. Moderation of your papers’ final 
scores would then take place, with the panel chair taking into account the external 
reviewer’s scores and their relativity to the internal panel’s scores.
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Reporting agency performance 
We recommend that agencies use the following two targets to report on 
overall performance:  

1. An average score. For example, this could be that the average score
for papers that are assessed is at least 3.5 out of 5.

2. A distribution of scores to show the percentage of papers that
exceed, meet, or don’t meet the performance target that has been
set. For example, this could be that 70% of assessed papers score
3 or higher, 30% score 4 or higher, and no more than 10% score 2.5
or less.

Reporting on both an average target for policy quality and distribution 
targets will provide a better reflection of an agency’s performance.  
It’s critical to track the proportion of papers that met the standards  
(i.e. scored a 3 and above). An average score helps to give information 
about the balance of the distribution of scores. 

Getting a complete picture of agency 
policy performance  
The assessment panel’s findings are only one of the sources of 
information about the quality of advice. Policy leaders may also  
consider the results from the Ministerial Policy Satisfaction Survey, 
an assessment of the policy function’s capability using the Policy 
Capability Framework, and the skills of the policy team using the  
Policy Skills Framework, for example.  

This information can be used to develop policy quality improvement 
plans and initiatives. 

Policy improvement across the policy system 
Our intention is that the information collected from agencies’ 
performance reporting will enable the Policy Project to reach a  
system-wide view of policy performance. This will show how agencies 
are performing relative to one another and the overall system. 

Communicating lessons learned for the 
agency  
• Agencies should think about how they can share quality of advice

findings with policy teams across the agency. You may want to
publicise and celebrate good practice and achievements.

• Key messages about areas to improve with links to resources can be
helpful.

• Consider if there are recurring constraints to quality, and if so, what
your agency can do to mitigate them.

• If you are staggering assessment panels across the year, consider
tracking trends. For example, if the same weaknesses are recurring
every quarter, stronger actions may be needed to improve in these
areas. You can also track whether new initiatives or practices to
improve policy quality are actually making a difference.

• You can use results to track the effectiveness of any policy quality
improvement initiatives or plans.

• If you identify negative trends or deficits that put the agency’s
reputation at risk, these should be escalated to senior leaders and
organisational development teams.
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Resources for developing quality policy advice 

Commissioning 
worksheet for  
policy papers 

This worksheet can help 
you to commission 
policy papers, guiding 
you to think about the 
context, aim, resources, 
deliverable, and 
deadline. 

Peer-review  
worksheet for 
policy papers 

When peer reviewing  
a paper in development,  
this electronically editable 
worksheet can help you 
assess how well it meets 
the four standards of 
quality policy advice. 

Start Right Guide 

This document outlines how to apply the Start 
Right approach to initiating a policy project, so 
it's set up for quality and success. It also includes 
Prompts for Commissioning Conversations and 
the Green Light Framework. 

Policy Quality Framework 

These standards can help you assess and improve 
the quality of your agency's written policy and 
other advice, and whether it’s fit for purpose. 

Writing for Ministers and Cabinet 

This document contains guidance on different 
types of communication with ministers and 
Cabinet. Whether you’re writing a Cabinet paper, 
a policy paper, an aide memoire or an A3, you’ll 
find high level descriptions of what’s involved, 
links to resources, and tips for success. 

https://www.dpmc.govt.nz/publications/commissioning-worksheet-for-policy-papers
https://www.dpmc.govt.nz/publications/commissioning-worksheet-for-policy-papers
https://www.dpmc.govt.nz/publications/commissioning-worksheet-for-policy-papers
https://www.dpmc.govt.nz/publications/commissioning-worksheet-for-policy-papers
https://www.dpmc.govt.nz/publications/peer-review-worksheet-policy-papers
https://www.dpmc.govt.nz/publications/peer-review-worksheet-policy-papers
https://www.dpmc.govt.nz/publications/peer-review-worksheet-policy-papers
https://www.dpmc.govt.nz/publications/peer-review-worksheet-policy-papers
https://www.dpmc.govt.nz/publications/start-right-guide
https://www.dpmc.govt.nz/publications/start-right-guide
https://www.dpmc.govt.nz/publications/policy-quality-framework
https://www.dpmc.govt.nz/publications/writing-ministers-and-cabinet
https://www.dpmc.govt.nz/publications/writing-ministers-and-cabinet
https://www.dpmc.govt.nz/publications/start-right-guide
https://www.dpmc.govt.nz/publications/policy-quality-framework
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Appendices 

These appendices can be separated from the document and used independently as required. 
They are also available in PDF and HTML form at the links provided. 

1 Policy Quality Framework 

These standards can help you assess 
and improve the quality of your 
agency's written policy and other 
advice, and whether it is fit for 
purpose. The advice may be for a 
minister, Cabinet or other decision 
makers, and may be jointly provided 
with other agencies. 

To download a separate PDF of the 
Framework, visit: 

• Policy Quality Framework

2 Checklist for panel administrators 

This checklist for panel administrators can 
help with setting up the assessment process 
of a policy quality panel.  

The checklist is editable and can be 
completed electronically or printed and 
filled out by hand. 

To download a separate PDF of the 
checklist, visit: 

• Checklist for panel administrators

3 Paper-scoring template 

This paper-scoring template can be used by 
policy quality panel members to record their 
preliminary assessment of each paper they 
read. 

The template is editable and can be 
completed electronically or printed and 
filled out by hand.

To download a separate PDF of the 
template, visit 

• Paper-scoring template

https://www.dpmc.govt.nz/publications/full-policy-quality-framework
https://www.dpmc.govt.nz/publications/policy-quality-framework-checklist-panel-administrators
https://www.dpmc.govt.nz/publications/policy-quality-framework-paper-scoring-template
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Context explains why the decisio n maker is getting this and where it fits 

 Purpose, context, priorities, and  
connections across government are clear 

The paper: 

• clearly explains its purpose
• makes clear

‒ why the decision maker is receiving the advice now
‒ what the decision maker needs to do 

• is set in the context of the decision maker’s priorities,
perspectives and current understanding of the issue

• is informed by a strategic view about what is important in the
medium to long term (i.e. takes a stewardship perspective)

• makes connections, so decision makers receive a whole-of-
government perspective

• specifies who else needs to be involved in decision making
(other ministers, Cabinet).

 Outlines previous advice and history of the issue 

The paper: 

• includes or references previous decisions
• summarises key points in previous advice and the history

of the issue (including impacts of previous decisions).



Analysis  is logical, clearly defined , and informed by evidence 

Clearly defines the proble m or opportunity, 
rationale for intervention, and policy objectives 

The analysis: 

• clearly identifies nature, scale and immediacy of any problem or
opportunity (including who or what is adversely affected or may
benefit, where, how much, and trends over time)

• explains the impacts of current policy settings (the status quo)
• explains the problem’s root causes (the what, why, and how) to the

extent that they are understood
• clearly identifies what has given rise to any opportunities, their scale,

and how they can be leveraged
• provides a clear rationale for whether the government should

intervene or not
• clearly identifies policy objectives and outcomes that flow logically

from the problem or opportunity definition. 

 Uses relevant analytical frameworks and methodologies 

The analysis: 

• identifies the analytical frameworks, tools, or methodologies used
and their relevance

• makes any underlying assumptions or limitations of the chosen
frameworks or methodologies clear

• is proportionate to the scale and importance of the policy issue.

 Incorporates Treaty and Te Ao Māori analysis 

Where relevant, the analysis: 

• explains Māori concepts in an informed and understandable way
• identifies approaches to the issue or opportunity that are based

on Te Ao Māori or would benefit Māori
• identifies how the problem or opportunity and policy options

could affect Māori, uphold the Treaty of Waitangi and its
principles, and affect Māori Crown relationships

• highlights relevant Treaty claims, settlement negotiations and
commitments, Treaty jurisprudence and any litigation risks.

 Is informed by relevant research and evidence 

The analysis: 

• is well informed by up-to-date data, evidence, knowledge,
experience, and research from New Zealand and overseas
including monitoring and evaluation results

• is unbiased and does not skew the data to make a
particular course of action seem more or less attractive.
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 Assesses options to make impacts clear 
and reveal workable solutions  

The analysis: 

• scopes a range of options for meeting the policy objectives including:
− regulatory and non-regulatory options, and doing nothing
− opportunities for partnership approaches (e.g. with Māori,

business, and non-governmental organisations)
• explains why these are the options, why others have been excluded,

and the consequences of these choices
• logically describes how each option would achieve the policy

objectives
• identifies relevant criteria, their relative weighting, and assesses

the options against these (e.g. effectiveness, efficiency, equity) 
• identifies the potential impacts of each option on which people,

organisations, and resources (at a local and regional level as well
as a national level) by assessing the likely scale and distribution of:
− benefits, costs, risks, and opportunities
− economic, fiscal, social, cultural and environmental impacts
− direct and indirect impacts

• identifies what’s required for successful implementation and
delivery (e.g. resourcing, legislation and regulation, staff training,
IT, procurement)

• considers relevant international obligations or comparisons
• identifies any trade-offs between options (e.g. cost versus ease

of implementation).

Makes any limitations of the  analysis and advice clear 

The analysis describes limitations, including: 

• any known limitations of the analytical framework or
methodology used

• the level and quality of information and evidence available
• the level of engagement undertaken with stakeholders or

consultation processes used
• the amount of time available to undertake the analysis.

 Sets out the range of different views, 
experiences, and insights 

The analysis: 

• clearly identifies who has interests in the issue and who is
impacted (e.g. the public, Māori as the Treaty partner, specific
population or other groups and communities, users or regulated
parties, delivery agencies)

• explains what engagement was undertaken and what approach
was used (e.g. public meetings, hui, co-design workshops, online
surveys, submissions)

• identifies the views, experiences, and insights of different
communities and stakeholders.
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Advice presents a clear positio n and makes a recommendation 

Enables a clear and inform ed decision or next steps 

The advice: 

• identifies a preferred option or options, and explains that choice and
how it relates to the policy objectives and potential outcomes

• provides the information needed to make a decision or take next steps
• where relevant, reflects and responds to the views of other agencies,

communities, stakeholders, and Māori as Treaty partner
• identifies the key judgements the decision maker needs to make
• demonstrates awareness of the political context of the decision maker

and wider environment, without straying into political advice
• makes clear, stand-alone and action-oriented recommendations.

 
Is communicated in a clear, concise and compelling way 

The advice: 

• clearly sets out the purpose and key messages
• is presented in the most appropriate format that best fits the situation

(e.g. aide memoire, briefing paper, A3, slide pack, draft Cabinet paper)
• is easy to read with simple sentences and short paragraphs
• uses tables, graphs and pictures, where these enhance communication
• is free from grammar, punctuation and spelling errors
• meets all relevant legal and process requirements

(e.g. from Cabinet Office or the Treasury).

Is free and fra nk 

The advice: 

• reflects an understanding of both what has been requested
and what is required

• focuses on the decision maker’s objectives, and is frank,
honest, apolitical and constructive about the best way to
achieve them (even if this means challenging the decision
maker’s understanding and initial preference)

• ensures decision makers are alerted to the possible
consequences of different choices.

Outlines risks and mitigations 

The advice: 

• identifies the risks of the options (e.g. not cost effective,
implementation difficulties, cost escalation, not acceptable
to key stakeholders)

• identifies the probability that a given risk will eventuate,
and assesses the size of the impact if it does

• sets out how risks will be managed or mitigated (e.g.
communications, monitoring trials, evaluation, exit)

• is not unduly risk-averse and reflects that taking calculated
risks may realise opportunities.
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Action identifies next steps, im plementation, and monitoring 

 Sets out the next steps in the decision-making process 

The paper: 

• identifies next steps in the decision process (e.g. Cabinet processes,
Parliamentary process, regulations, financial/Budget proposals) and
their timeframes

• identifies any further engagement required with other decision
makers (e.g. other ministers, Cabinet), iwi/Māori or other
stakeholders, and explains why.
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Enables effective imple mentation and delivery 

The paper sets out key activities and timeframes for implementation 
and delivery, including: 

• legislative process
• delivery steps for new programme
• upcoming public communications
• how delivery will be managed and governed
• what needs to be done, how it will be done, and who by.

 Explains how the outcomes will be 
monitored and evaluated 

Where relevant, the paper: 

• describes how monitoring will be undertaken
(by whom and when)

• notes how the monitored data will be reported on and how this
will inform future decision making

• identifies which indicators will be monitored to show how well
the solution is working (including progress, activity, outcome and
impact measures)

• describes whether and how evaluation will be undertaken
(by whom and when)

• notes how the evaluation will be reported and how results will
inform future decision making.



Policy Quality Framework: Checklist for panel administrators 

□ Decide the process the agency will use (e.g. internal panel, internal panel with some external members,
cross-agency panel, with or without a follow-up external review, one-off annual panel or several
sessions staggered throughout the year, independent or internal chair etc.).

Set out the roles and responsibilities of the chair and panel members – possibly in a terms of reference.

Document your panel review processes, including sample selection, panel meetings, feedback process,
and make it available.

Appoint a panel chair and administrator and identify who will be taking notes during panel meetings.

Identify panel members who are open to exchanging constructive feedback. Get agreement from their
managers (for external members, agree time commitment involved and contract for it if necessary).

Identify back-up panel members, in case of sickness or unavailability.

Ensure selected panel members have appropriate security clearances.

With the panel chair agree:

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□ what population of papers is relevant and whether a random sample of the whole population
should be drawn or a structured random sample by type of paper

□ on the sample size and who will conduct the sampling (e.g. the administrator, the panel chair)

□ who is responsible for writing up the assessments of each paper and the final report

□ how and if you want to get context for the paper (e.g. by contacting managers before the panel
review)

□ if the author or their manager will be present, who is the appropriate lead contact

□ the schedule for meeting and assessments, the paper distribution date, and due dates of the draft
and final report

□ how authors, their managers and the agency’s leadership will receive feedback.

Schedule panel meetings for members and secretariat (ideally four three-hour sessions for 30 papers).

Induct any new panel members by providing them with the guide for panels, any additional internal
material, and providing a briefing by the chair.

Collect electronic copies of papers along with the authors’ contact details.

Collect from the manager or author the background and context of the paper.

Distribute to all panel members printed copies of the papers and blank paper-scoring templates, which
include the scale for scoring the quality of advice (next page).

Have the panel chair brief the panel on process and signal when the papers need to be read.

Organise sign off for draft and final reports.

Report results to senior leadership, and scores to those responsible for annual performance reporting.

Schedule feedback sessions with managers/policy teams/peer reviewers/authors on individual papers.

Schedule feedback sessions with policy teams across your organisation on the results as a whole.

Identify any best practice examples and make them available.

Consider any initiatives you could undertake to improve quality by addressing the issues raised in
reviews. This might include developing a policy quality improvement plan.



Policy Quality Framework: Paper-scoring template

Title of paper: 

Assessor name: 

• After reading each paper, assess its performance against each of the elements of the Policy Quality
Framework, and tick yes, no, or N/A as appropriate.

• Add any comments in the box beneath the elements, noting the paper’s strengths and areas for
potential improvement.

• Repeat this for each of the four standards – Context, Analysis, Advice, and Action.

• When you’ve assessed the paper against all four standards, this completed scoring template can
be used in panel discussions on an overall score for the paper.

Score Quality level Criteria 

1 Unacceptable 

Does not meet the relevant quality standards in fundamental ways 
• Lacks basic information and analysis
• Creates serious risk of poor decision making
• Should not have been signed out
• Needed fundamental rework

2 Poor 

Does not meet the relevant quality standards in material ways 
• Explains the basic issue but seriously lacking in several important areas
• Creates risk of poor decision making
• Should not have been signed out
• Needed substantial improvement in important areas

3 Acceptable 

Meets the relevant quality standards overall, but with some shortfalls 
• Provides most of the analysis and information needed
• Could be used for decision making
• Was sufficiently fit-for-purpose for sign-out
• Could have been improved in several areas

4 Good 

Meets all the relevant quality standards 
• Represents good practice
• Provides a solid basis for decision making
• Could have been signed out with confidence
• Minor changes would have added polish

5 Outstanding 

Meets all the relevant quality standards and adds something extra 
• Represents exemplary practice
• First-rate advice that provides a sound basis for confident decision making
• Could have been signed out with great confidence
• A polished product

Scale for scoring the quality of advice 



Context – explains why the decision maker is getting this and where it fits

YES NO N/A

The paper is clear about the:

• purpose

• context

• priorities

• connections across government.

The paper outlines previous advice and history of the issue.

Comments: What are the paper’s strengths? How could it have been improved?



N/A

Analysis – is logical, clearly defined, and informed by evidence

YES NO

The analysis clearly defines the:

• problem or opportunity

• rationale for intervention

• policy objectives.

The analysis uses relevant analytical frameworks and 
methodologies.

The analysis incorporates Treaty and Te Ao Māori analysis.

The analysis is informed by relevant research and evidence.

The analysis assesses options to make impacts clear 
and reveal workable solutions.

Makes any limitations of the analysis and advice clear.

Sets out the range of different views, experiences, and insights.

Comments: What are the paper’s strengths? How could it have been improved?



Advice – presents a clear position and makes a recommendation

YES NO
The advice enables a clear and informed decision or 

N/A

next steps.

The advice is communicated in a clear, concise and 
compelling way.

The advice is free and frank.

The advice outlines risks and mitigations.

Comments: What are the paper’s strengths? How could it have been improved?



Based on consideration of the ratings above and panel discussion of the 
paper’s strengths and weaknesses, the panel should collectively assign 
an overall score between 1 and 5.

Action – identifies next steps, implementation, and monitoring

YES NO N/A
The actions set out the next steps in the decision-making 
process.

The actions enable effective implementation and delivery.

The actions explain how the outcomes will be 
monitored and evaluated.

Comments: What are the paper’s strengths? How could it have been improved?

Overall panel rating for paper

/ 5
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