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Ministry of Health Review: Stakeholder Messages from the Treasury  
 
This note sets out Treasury’s key messages to input to the Ministry of Health review.  It 
is structured around the set of issues for consideration identified by the review team. 

Our views reflect our own role as the Government’s lead advisor on economic and 
fiscal issues, and as a central agency with an interest in public sector performance. 
 
Role and purpose 

• We would like to see the Ministry recognise and perform its 
leadership role in the sector.  Current leadership is patchy, and 
the Ministry is a reluctant follower rather than a leader at times. 

• This role includes developing a strategy to evolve the system to 
maximise its effectiveness (and be able to frame this simply for 
Ministers and other audiences).  It is in this overview - setting 
direction and steering the ship rather than running all things 
operational - that the Ministry can add most value. 

• The Ministry manages a complex range of functions (covering 
policy and operations).  This makes role definition difficult, but 
we would like to see greater clarity and focus.  For example, an 
outcome framework that sets direction and guides the Ministry’s 
work.  Outcomes currently exist, but do not drive the work 
programme (recent SOIs are more coherent, but still take a 
relatively short-term view, focused on process not results). 

• We see a significant scope to develop the Ministry’s 
performance management role.  Different parts of the agency 
undertake a range of functions (rule-setter, monitor, advocate, 
assistor).  This sends mixed messages to DHBs, and makes it 
difficult for the Ministry to provide performance information on 
the sector to Ministers – which we see as a key part of its role. 

• The Ministry should lead the long-term view of the sector.  
Other players have less incentive to do this, and are more 
operationally focused.  The Ministry has a role in seeing short-
term choices as part of a longer-term strategy (5-10 years plus). 

Effectiveness 

• In part, effectiveness is about clarity and cohesion – a focused 
approach to major issues, and delivering on what matters. 

• Currently, issues can sit across several directorates (e.g. 
workforce has elements in sector policy, mental health, public 
health etc).  This approach lacks coordination and a united 
approach to making a difference.  In our second-opinion role, 
we find ourselves checking whether the Ministry has lined up its 
advice across directorates, and getting involved in sorting this 
out, rather than commenting on coherent, robust advice. 

• Central to this is the point about leadership above – deciding 
what matters most, and working to make a real difference in 
these areas.  In part, this relies on the Ministry stepping back 
from some of the details (e.g. setting direction, letting DHBs do 
their job, then monitoring and sharing best practice).   It also 
implies the Ministry (with central agencies) actively assessing 
its own impact on results). 
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Capabilities 
• As a finance ministry and central agency, ideally the Treasury 

stands back from budget detail and day-to-day decisions, 
confident that they are on track and reflect issues that we 
understand matter to Ministers (e.g. long-term sustainability of 
health spending). 

• In contrast, we get involved in detailed financial matters (e.g. 
keeping within budget allocations, DHB monitoring), and trying 
to focus the Ministry on issues that matter to Ministers (e.g. 
performance management).  Without doing this, we are not 
confident that we can provide Ministers with the assurance they 
are looking for about quality advice.  

• Addressing this implies ensuring the Ministry has the right mix 
of skills to conduct its roles (including strategic thinkers as well 
as operational experts), and to provide top quality advice. 

• The Ministry needs to increase its capability to monitor the mix 
of services DHBs (and other entities) purchase and deliver - 
assessing whether choices are in line with evidence about 
efficacy and cost-effectiveness, and challenging poor allocative 
or service mix decisions.  

• Ultimately, the Ministry must increase Ministers’ confidence that 
resources are being used effectively to get the best health 
outcomes within resource constraints. 

• We are also unclear about the Ministry’s ability to meet future 
pressures, including fiscal ones (e.g. good systems, processes 
to assess and manage risk).  The Ministry manages short-term 
risks well, but these are often symptoms rather than causes (the 
budget is an example: manage this year, not the long-term). 

Responsiveness to priorities 

• The Ministry manages a range of stakeholders across the 
sector, and does a lot of this well. 

• Responsiveness to Ministers’ priorities could be strengthened, 
which would further build the Ministry’s credibility and influence. 

• Performance data is one example here.  The Ministry collates a 
wealth of information across the sector, yet struggles to paint 
Ministers a picture of performance in a way that resonates (i.e. 
reflecting Government priorities and investment).  

• Responsiveness is not static.  The sector will evolve over time 
(e.g. as new technologies emerge, decision-makers change), 
and the Ministry must be flexible too.  Currently we see limited 
evidence of this (e.g. ability to shift resource to reflect priorities). 

• Responsiveness to Ministers is not a solo mission.  The Ministry 
could work more with other agencies to deliver on priorities.  
This includes elements of: 

• leadership (e.g. work on cross-sector issues like obesity) 
• providing contestable advice (Health’s is one perspective; 

recognise that Ministers want a range on the table) 
• working with others early in the process to come to a 

shared view, or an agreed set of options.  This is about 
Ministers making informed decisions based on a full set 
of information (not departments winning or losing). 
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