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18 February 2025  

 

Tēnā koe  

 

Official Information Act request 

Thank you for your email of 21 January 2025, requesting information about 
referring clients to budgeting services, including correspondence and data. 

I have considered your request under the Official Information Act 1982 (the Act). 
Please find my decision on each part of your request set out separately below. 

1. Please provide all guidance provided to MSD staff on how Budgeting Activity 
Obligations should be applied from 2017 onwards. Please note, we do not 
need every little mention of budgeting activity obligations to staff, just 
significant communications about the policy and anything that may have 
contributed to change. 

Please see attached the following two webpages: 

• Building Financial Capability referral processes and resources – Doogle 
• Obligation requirements – Doogle 

These pages detail the guidance to staff regarding budgeting activities, including 
situations in which budgeting activities may be appropriate.  Budgeting activities 
are used on a case-by-case basis. 

2. Please provide all correspondence with and / or direction from Ministers on 
Budgeting Activity Obligations from 2017 onwards.  

In 2010, Cabinet agreed to make budgeting activities compulsory for those 
accessing Hardship Assistance more than three times in a year. In 2018/2019, the 
Ministry’s Service Delivery business unit decided to make it no longer compulsory. 
This required a new Cabinet decision.  

Please see attached REP/19/6/559 – Aide memoire – Changes to hardship 
assistance access requirements for people in need. 

The final Cabinet paper is published on our website, here: 
www.msd.govt.nz/about-msd-and-our-work/publications-resources/information-
releases/cabinet-papers/2019/changes-to-hardship-assistance-access-
requirements-for-people-in-need.html   

Since 2019, there has been no new direction to Ministry staff about budgeting 
activities. When clients who frequently access Advance Payments of Benefit (APB), 
Special Needs Grants (SNG) or Recoverable Assistance Payments (RAP), staff 
members may consider whether the client will need to meet a budgeting activity 



obligation, but this remains case-by-case. Budgeting obligations are used when it 
is beneficial for the client.   

You can read further details on MAP, here: 
www.workandincome.govt.nz/map/income-support/extra-help/advance-
payment-of-benefit/budgeting-activity-obligation-01.html  

3. Please provide data on the following: Total referrals to budgeting services 
or financial mentors each quarter from 2017 onwards. Please break this 
down by: 

a. W&I Centre 
b. A breakdown of the total number of SNGs, Advance Payments of 

Benefit or Recoverable Assistance Payments that clients at each 
Centre had had over a 12 month period before being sent to a 
budgeting service 

c. The number of clients declined hardship grants for food at each W&I 
centre as a result.  

Your request for this data is refused under section 18(f) of the Act, as this is held 
in notes on individual case files. In order to provide you with this information, 
Ministry staff would have to manually review a substantial number of files. The 
greater public interest is in the effective and efficient administration of the public 
service. 

I have considered whether the Ministry would be able to respond to your request 
given extra time, or the ability to charge for the information requested.  I have 
concluded that, in either case, the Ministry’s ability to undertake its work would 
still be prejudiced. 

However, we can provide you with the number of Special Needs Grants for food 
declined from 1 January 2019 to 31 December 2024, for the decline reason ‘did 
not participate in budgeting’. Please see Table One in the attached Appendix. 

Where clients are considered ‘high hardship’ or receive multiple hardship 
payments, budgeting services can be recommended as a good way to help clients 
manage their money. These are case managed clients and decisions to refer a 
client to a budgeting service are made on a case-by-case basis, if a staff member 
decides this client would find it beneficial. If a client fails to do this, the next 
request may be declined on the basis of not meeting these expectations.  

Please note that any activities assigned through a hardship application are 
separate to a clients benefit obligations, and they are not connected to the Traffic 
Light System. 

4. We would also like to better understand the other ‘Decline Reasons’. Can 
you please provide a short explanation of each decline reason and a common 
example.  

To get a Special Needs Grant, clients must meet certain qualifications. You can 
read about these qualifications here: www.workandincome.govt.nz/map/income-
support/extra-help/special-needs-grant/qualifications.html  

Decline reasons are based off when clients do not meet these qualifications. For 
example, if a client is declined an SNG because they ‘did not participate in 



budgeting’, the client has not met the qualification of meeting the hardship 
obligation that has been applied to them.  

I will be publishing this decision letter, with your personal details deleted, on the 
Ministry’s website in due course. 

If you wish to discuss this response with us, please feel free to contact 
OIA_Requests@msd.govt.nz. 

If you are not satisfied with my decision on your request regarding budgeting 
activities, you have the right to seek an investigation and review by the 
Ombudsman. Information about how to make a complaint is available at 
www.ombudsman.parliament.nz or 0800 802 602. 

Ngā mihi nui 

pp.  

Anna Graham 
General Manager 
Ministerial and Executive Services 
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Cabinet paper  

  
Date: 21 June 2019 Security Level: Cabinet Sensitive 

For: Hon Carmel Sepuloni, Minister for Social Development 

File Reference: REP/19/6/559 

Changes to hardship assistance access requirements 

for people in need  

Cabinet 

Committee 
Social Wellbeing 

Date of 

meeting 
26 June 2019 

Minister Hon Carmel Sepuloni, Minister for Social Development 

Proposal 
The Cabinet paper “Changes to hardship assistance access 

requirements for people in need” proposes SWC rescinds a 

2010 Cabinet decision to allow an operational change MSD has 

implemented to make it easier for clients in need to access 

hardship assistance. 

On 13 May 2019, Minister Henare took the operational change to SWC 

as an oral item on your behalf. The Cabinet paper provides further 

information. 

Suggested 

talking 

points 

 

MSD has made changes to how hardship obligations are applied  

• On 18 March 2019, MSD made changes to hardship assistance so it 

is no longer compulsory for people who applied for hardship 

assistance three or more times in a 12 month period to undertake 

budgeting activities before receiving further hardship assistance. 

 

• Case managers now have discretion to refer people to budgeting 

activities when they think it would be useful, so people can still get 

budgeting help when they need it. 

 

• MSD found that few people who were required to undertake these 

activities got value from them, and that compulsory obligations 

acted as unnecessary barriers to accessing hardship assistance for 

people in need. 
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• This change is in line with the Government’s commitment to 

making the social welfare system fairer and more accessible for all 

New Zealanders. 

 

This change was previously brought to SWC as an oral item 

• The change is within MSD’s legislative authority, but inconsistent 

with a 2010 Cabinet minute. 

 

• Minister Henare brought this to SWC as an oral item on 8 May, 

asking Cabinet to rescind the 2010 Cabinet decisions. 

 

• My officials have since clarified with the Cabinet Office that it is 

best to seek a decision through a formal Cabinet paper. 

 

• My officials are available to talk through the process. 

 

Back pockets 

If they ask if a Cabinet decision was required in 2010 

• No. The 2010 minute was part of a programme of changes, some 

of which were fiscal or legislative and therefore required Cabinet 

decisions.  

 

• The 2010 changes around hardship obligations were included in 

that programme but were within MSD’s legislative authority to 

make anyway. 

 

If they ask what the effect of removing the compulsory obligation has 

been 

• It’s too early to tell. 

 

• MSD expects a decline in the number of no-shows at Building 

Financial Capability sessions, which providers anecdotally attribute 

to Work and Income referrals. 

 

• There are also plans to roll out processes to improve the number of 

self-referrals, but these are ongoing. 

 

If they ask what other support is available for people applying for 

multiple hardship grants 

• It is standard procedure for case managers to review full and 

correct entitlements when anyone makes a hardship application. 

 

• If case managers think people would benefit from budgeting 

activities they will still require them to go. 

• The idea is to give case managers the tools to respond to real 

situations rather than having a one size fits all approach. 
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Key issues 
On 18 March 2019, MSD changed operational policy so that it is no 

longer compulsory for people who have applied for hardship assistance 

three or more times in a 12-month period to undertake budgeting 

activities before they can get further hardship assistance. Instead, the 

hardship obligations can be applied at the discretion of case managers 

where they consider people would benefit from budgeting support. 

This change is contrary to a 2010 Cabinet minute which set 

operational policy under the previous Government [CAB Min (10 7/10) 

refers]. Cabinet approval to rescind the decision is required. 

 

Our advice Removing compulsory hardship obligations is consistent with 

Government’s approach to social welfare 

Changing hardship obligations from compulsory to discretionary is 

consistent with the Government’s commitment to ensuring the social 

welfare system is accessible and fair. The change also supports MSD’s 

efforts to improve its service culture by removing unnecessary barriers 

to access for people in need. 

Frontline experience was that attending budgeting activity services 

under compulsion and at the point of crisis did not result in a positive 

behaviour change. 

The change to operational policy is within MSD’s legislative 

authority despite the 2010 Cabinet minute 

On 8 May 2019 Minister Henare took this matter to SWC as an oral 

item on the advice of MSD [REP/19/3/219 refers], asking SWC to 

rescind the 2010 Cabinet minute. Questions were asked about usual 

process when it comes to changes to Cabinet decisions of previous 

governments. Cabinet requested further information [CAB-19-MIN-

0216.01 refers].  

Cabinet decisions making hardship obligations compulsory 

were not required in 2010 

The 2010 Cabinet minute set out a programme of changes to financial 

assistance, some of which required legislative or fiscal decisions. 

Hardship obligations were considered as part of the overall programme 

but did not in themselves require Cabinet decisions as they were 

within MSD’s legislative authority.  

Number of 3+ hardship applications has grown since 2016/17 

In 2016/17 the number of clients presenting for assistance three or 

more times started to grow and has continued to do so in every year 

since. Repeat hardship applications were stable in the three years 

prior. 

The top ten types of assistance requested for these clients, in order of 

highest average growth over the last three years is: 

a) Food 

b) Other Emergency 

c) Emergency Housing 

d) Clothing 

e) Car Repairs 

f) Electricity Assistance 
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g) Assistance During Stand-down 

h) School Uniforms 

i) Rent Arrears 

j) School Stationary 

 

While Emergency Housing features high on the list, removing it from 

the assessment of clients with multiple grants makes less than 1% 

difference to the number of clients needing high levels of assistance. 

This indicates that these clients are coming in for additional assistance 

beyond the emergency housing need. 

The growth in repeat clients appears to be slowing – in the current 

year to May we saw an additional 15,000 clients need multiple grants, 

compared to around 21,000 in the previous two years. 

 

Timeline 1 March 2010 

The Cabinet of the previous Government agrees to make hardship 

obligations compulsory for people who have applied for hardship 

assistance three or more times in a 12-month period. 

18 March 2019 

MSD changes obligation from compulsory to discretionary. 

12 April 2019 

MSD advises you to take oral item to SWC, seeking agreement to 

rescind the 2010 Cabinet decisions. 

8 May 2019 

Minister Henare takes oral item to SWC on your behalf. 
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13 May 2019 

Cabinet refers the item back to SWC, seeking further information. 

MSD subsequently clarifies, in consultation with the Cabinet Office, 

that a formal Cabinet paper is the best approach. 

 

Author: Jake Pollock, Senior Analyst, Income Support Policy 

Responsible manager: Vivienne Jenner, Policy Manager, Income Support Policy 

 

 




