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Intention of this section 

 Focus on empirical data relating to NZ 

 Less of a focus (than in the book chapter) 

on some of he conceptual and theoretical 

issues raised 

 Situate our findings and the discussion in 

the book, in the context of the present 

‘conversation’ regarding the public 

service ‘reset’ 



So what do we mean by 

‘political staff’ 
 Employed by the Department of Internal 

Affairs on ‘event-based’ contracts (your 

Minister goes, you may go as well) 

 Tendency over time for the number of 

‘political’ staff to grow 

 In effect, in 2018 it may be the case that 

the only ‘non-political’ staff in a Ministerial 

Office are departmental/portfoilio ‘private 

secretaries’ seconded to the Minister’s 

Office 
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Beehive staffing levels up 13% 

There’s been a huge increase in the number of staff employed in Ministerial (and 
Under-Secretary) offices. 

In 2008, there were a total of 286 staff in the last year of the Clark administration. 

In 2017, there were 275 staff in the last year of the Key/English Government. 

In 2018, the number of staff has grown to 312, a 13% increase. 

I’ve divided staff up into five categories. They are: 

1. Managers (Chiefs of Staff, Senior Private Secretaries) 
2. Comms (Press Secretaries, media, comms staff) 
3. Political (Advisors) 
4. Portfolio (Portfolio Private Secretaries) 
5. Admin (Private Secretaries, Exec Assistants) 

So how has any category changed since 2017: 

1. Political staff up 13 from 38 to 51, a 34% increase 
2. Managers up 6 from 28 to 34, a 21% increase 
3. Portfolio staff up 22 from 122 to 144, an 18% increase 
4. Comms staff up 2 from 40 to 42, a 5% increase 
5. Admin staff down 6 from 47 to 41, a 13% decrease 



Part 1 – comparing some of the 

2005 and 2017 results 



Relations between officials and ministerial advisers (%): 2005 and 2017 

responses compared 

NB For 2005 n=188. For 2017 n= 417 (respondents who identified that they are 

presently employed within the Public Service); for all respondents, including 

consultants, retired, and other response categories, n=640. For economy of 

space we use ‘ advisers ’ rather than ‘ ministerial advisers’. 

 

1  Relationships between advisers and public servants are generally positive  

 SA A N D SD 

2005 3.4 63.1 24.6 8.9 0.0 

2017 3.6 42.2 42.7 11.0 0.5 

 

2 Advisers are a legitimate feature of executive government  

 SA A N D SD 

2005 7.1 70.1 17.9 3.8 1.1 

2017 9.5 64.1 21.7 4.0 0.7 

 

3  Advisers are more influential now than they used to be  

 SA A N D SD 

2005 19 40.8 33.0 6.7 0.6 

2017 10.2 27.4 55.9 6.2 0.2 

 

4  Advisers make a positive contribution to the policy process  

 SA A N D SD 

2005 4.9 47.3 37.5 9.2 1.1 

2017 7.9 36.9 42.9 11.0 1.2 

 



16  Advisers add value to the policy process under coalition and/or minority government 

conditions  

 SA A N D SD 

2005 7.3 45.3 40.2 5.6 1.7 

2017 3.2 37.7 51.1 7.5 0.5 

 

17  Advisers play a positive role in facilitating relations between coalition partners  

 SA A N D SD 

2005 8.9 38.5 49.7 1.7 1.1 

2017 4.2 33.2 57.4 4.7 0.5 

 

18  Advisers play a positive role in facilitating relations between governments and their 

parliamentary support parties 

 SA A N D SD 

2005 5.6 37.3 53.7 2.8 0.6 

2017 3.5 34.7 55.6 5.2 1.0 

 



Administrative politicisation? 



Dimensions of advice (from a speech by Australian Treasury 

Secretary Dr Ken Henry to his staff in 2007) 

DO NOT NEED 
TO BE TOLD 

WANT 
TO HEAR 

GOV’T 

DO NOT 
WANT 
TO HEAR 

NEED TO 
BE TOLD 

RESPONSIVE 

RESPONSIBLE GRATUITOUS 

OBSEQUIOUS 



 

5  Advisers have too much influence in shaping the government’s policy agenda  

 SA A N D SD 

2005 4.4 21.9 47 24 2.7 

2017 6.2 27.3 49.2 16.1 1.2 

 

6  Advisers try to keep certain items off the policy agenda  

 SA A N D SD 

2005 8.3 39.2 31.5 18.8 2.2 

2017 9.4 38.4 41.0 9.6 1.7 

 



7  Advisers, through their actions, constitute a risk to the political neutrality of the public 

service  

 SA A N D SD 

2005 6.1 24.0 33.5 32.4 3.9 

2017 5.6 30.6 25.8 26.9 4.0 

 

8  Advisers do not encourage free and frank advice on the full range of policy options 

available to Government 

 SA A N D SD 

2005 7.8 27.9 25.1 33.5 5.6 

2017 12.2 30.5 36.7 18.0 2.6 

 

9  Advisers have little or no bearing on officials ’ access to ministers  

 SA A N D SD 

2005 2.2 18.7 20.9 44.0 14.3 

2017 1.5 15.1 23.3 50.1 10.0 

 

10  Advisers sometimes exceed their delegated authority  

 SA A N D SD 

2005 6.8 43.8 43.8 5.0 7.0 

2017 9.2 40.9 43.2 5.6 1.0 

 



11  Advisers hinder officials’ access to ministers  

 SA A N D SD 

2005 1.7 20.7 39.1 35.8 2.8 

2017 4.3 27.6 40.7 25.6 1.8 

 

12  Advisers prevent departmental advice from reaching ministers  

 SA A N D SD 

2005 2.3 13.1 35.8 43.2 5.7 

2017 5.6 25.3 36.8 28.4 3.8 

 

13  The presence of a ministerial adviser can have an impact on the receptiveness of a 

minister to advice from his or her officials* 

 SA A N D SD 

2017 14.7 54.3 25.7 4.8 0.5 

 

* In 2005 this question was posed as Yes/No, with 55.8% responding in the affirmative, 18% in negative 

and the balance undecided or unsure. 



21  There should be a special Code of Conduct for advisers  

 SA A N D SD 

2005 27.6 53.6 14.4 4.4 0.0 

2017 33.2 49.7 12.5 3.5 1.1 

 

22  A Code of Conduct for advisers should be provided for in statute  

 SA A N D SD 

2005 6.7 12.8 38.3 33.3 8.9 

2017 7.2 24.9 35.3 28.1 4.5 

 

23  The risks posed by ministerial advisers to the neutrality of the public service has 

increased over time* 

 SA A N D SD 

2017 5.9 33.7 46.3 12.3 1.9 
 

* We did not ask this question in 2005. 



Ministerial Advisers – costs and benefits 

 Benefits 

 An effective ministerial advisor can enhance public service neutrality by 
assisting the Minister with advice and plans base on partisan political 
considerations.  The public service can focus on non-partisan advice and 
policy implementation, and by integrating political considerations into 
workable solutions.  The two streams of advice are needed to ensure the 
views of the electorate are integrated with the advice of experts. 

 Costs 

 Ministers are welcome to have political advisors who play a minor role in 
*separately* providing politically oriented advice. The problem is when they 
act as an intermediary between the Minister and public servants, who are 
trying to provide free, frank and politically neutral policy advice.  They 
frequently filter what policy advice goes to the Minister, actively argue 
against policy advice in officials' meetings and work hard to influence the 
topics and content of advice.  Those behaviours would be less problematic 
if ministries' senior management fought to uphold the Westminster model of 
neutral policy advice - but these days, they seem to understand their role as 
providing politically oriented advice to implement the already-chosen 
policies of the Government of the day. This means they seek the approval 
of political advisors, seek their input, etc, in order to please the Minister. 

 



“Houston, we have a Code….” 

 There is now a Code of Conduct in place 

for Ministerial Advisors 

 Earlier attempts by former State Services 

Commissioners failed 



One attempt 











So what is being ‘professional’ 

about 

 PROFESSIONAL  

 Means respecting the authority of the 

government of the day and the role of 

Parliament. It means respecting the duty 

of an independent State services to 

provide free and frank advice and 

undertake their responsibilities free from 

inappropriate influence.  



Some concerns and some 

questions 
 Code tends to be ‘high road’ and aspirational 

(and is clearly aligned with the ‘parent’ Code) 

 Other jurisdictions codes tend to be more 

prescriptive 

 Codes should provide point of leverage for 

induction training (ethics) and guidance docs 

 Codes need to be enforceable – processes for 

breaches of codes and indication of 

consequences … 



eg British Code for Special 

Advisors 
 10. Special advisers should act in a way which upholds the political 

impartiality of other civil servants. They should not use official 

resources for party political activity. They are employed to serve the 

objectives of the Prime Minister, the Government and the Minister(s) 

for whom they work.  

 11. Special advisers should not disclose official information which 

has been communicated in confidence in government or received in 

confidence from others. The preparation or dissemination of 

inappropriate material or personal attacks has no part to play in the 

job of being a special adviser as it has no part to play in the conduct 

of public life. Any special adviser found to be disseminating 

inappropriate material will be subject to a disciplinary process that 

may include dismissal. 



But NZ is immune to the kind of excesses 

we have seen in other jurisdictions? … 



From the Report of the Inspector-General of 

Security and Intelligence 





The bigger picture 

23  The risks posed by ministerial advisers to the neutrality of the public service has 

increased over time* 

 SA A N D SD 

2017 5.9 33.7 46.3 12.3 1.9 
 

* We did not ask this question in 2005. 

24   Public servants in 2017 are less likely to provide a minister with comprehensive and 

free and frank advice 

 SA A N D SD 

2005 19.3 29.9 24.1 21.9 4.8 

2017 23.7 29.6 21.8 20.5 4.4 

 

25  The Official Information Act has the effect of impeding the provision of free and frank 

advice* 

 SA A N D SD 

2017 11.8 29.4 20.3 31.0 7.5 

 



So something else is going on 

‘The neutrality of the public service has diminished over time. Free and 

frank advice is almost a standing joke. Much of this is because of a) the 

lack of intellectual capability of the Minister to intelligently receive and 

deal with information; b) the protection of the Minister by senior officials 

– not many experts get in front of the Minister these days and 

everything is relayed second or third hand; c) the over-zealous 

anticipation of the Minister’s wants (not needs), meaning short-term 

satisficing rather than senior officials having a strategic view; and d) the 

short term political view, meaning that anything taking longer than three 

months isn’t considered worth investing in’ (emphasis added). 

 

Survey respondent 



The status quo traffic light 

Ministerial Advisors (political) embedded and viewed as making a 

positive contribution 

But systemic risks associated with 

filtering, gate-keeping, getting into 

spaces where they have no right to 

be 

And some evidence of 

egregiously 

inappropriate behaviour 



www.HaveMySay.govt.nz  

http://www.ssc.govt.nz/consultation-state-sector-act-reform-opens


Conclusion – which is just one reason why 

the present ‘reset’ is timely and important 

 Codifying purpose, values, principles a 

positive move 

 Behavioural change imperative – senior 

leadership, and ‘demand’ side from 

Ministers 

 Good and bad things are top down, 

politically and administratively 



Ready, steady - SUBMIT 


