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Strengthening Disability Support Services
This document is a short version of the 2026 Disability Support Services consultation feedback summary on further improvements to disability support services.
The full summary, as well as a full consultation report, was prepared by Global Research for Disability Support Services.
Disability Support Services is a business unit within the Ministry of Social Development that provides services and supports to disabled people.
Global Research is an independent New Zealand research consultancy specialising in public consultation analysis. Their website is www.globalresearch.nz.
The complete version of the 2026 DSS consultation feedback summary and the full consultation report are available on the DSS website: www.disabilitysupport.govt.nz/consultation.
Consulting with the disability community
This document is a short version of the 2026 DSS consultation feedback summary on further improvements to disability support services.
It draws on feedback from more than 850 people. Participants took part through surveys, workshops and written submissions.
The consultation ran from 8 June to 31 July 2026. It was part of ongoing work to strengthen the disability support system.
Earlier consultations took place in 2024 and 2025, shaping recent improvements to assessments, allocations and flexible funding. The 2026 consultation focused on further improvements in areas the disability community has said matter.
Many participants shared personal experiences, challenges in daily life and difficulties accessing support from the wider disability system. Many participants spoke about unfair experiences. Others said decisions were not consistent or transparent. Many people said they did not trust the system.
Key themes
Across this consultation, several themes came up often. These themes are revealing because they show what matters to most people.
People want:
· Support that is built around disabled people.
· A system that is easy to navigate.
· Confidence that decisions are fair, consistent and transparent.
· Support before problems reach crisis point.
· Recognition of carers and whānau.
· Real choice and control over support.
Theme 1—Support that is built around disabled people
We heard that support and success look different for each person
· We heard that support needs to meet the person where they're at. It needs to help people move towards goals that they want to achieve, and it needs to be strengths-based.
· People urged DSS to consider participation, connection and inclusion in society as key support needs.
· Flexibility in support was a key aspect of a person-centred approach.
· People said support needs can change over time. They wanted DSS and providers to tailor support without unnecessary assessments or administration.
We heard that people want personalised, tailored supports
· People said everybody's goals, strengths and support needs are different. A single approach will not work for everyone.
· People said the whole disability support system should reflect this diversity, including assessments, support from DSS providers, funding and how it is used, education, employment, respite and daily living support.


Theme 2—A system that is easy to navigate
We heard that a good system actively helps people access support.
· People feel the system is complicated to navigate, making it hard to get support. They said they would benefit from dedicated support, such as a single contact or navigator, and better coordination between agencies.
· People want needs assessors who help identify needs and explain available supports. Support should not depend on saying the right things.
We heard that accessible support is integral to people's wellbeing
· People said if supports are easier to find and get, this will be one way to know that disabled people's lives are improving.
· We heard that the success of the system should be measured by people's experience of finding and getting support, and by personal outcomes rather than just delivering services.
We heard that simpler processes, more flexibility and autonomy would make navigating supports easier
· People said rigid guidelines, eligibility requirements, spending restrictions and related admin—including the time taken for DSS to process paperwork—all make accessing support harder, slower and more complex.
We heard that clear, up-to-date and easy-to-access information makes it easier to find and use supports
· People want clear information in accessible formats about available services, eligibility requirements and access processes.
· They want a central source of information, such as a website, portal or single contact who can navigate on behalf of the person.
· People said information is often fragmented across organisations, inconsistent and hard to find.
Theme 3—Confidence and trust in decisions
People said reliable support is important
People want to be able to trust that their service provider is there, has capacity, and that it will be available in future.
When survey participants were asked what matters most when they are being supported, most people said:
· Reliability
· Choice and control
· Responsiveness
· Consistency
· Safety
People want assessments that are fair and consistently applied
· We were told that needs assessment services need to build trust and take a supportive approach.
· People don't want to repeatedly prove their needs.
· They want assessors to explain available supports, help identify needs, anticipate future changes and support future planning.
· We heard people ask for greater transparency and clearer explanations about how decisions on funding or support were made. They wanted more opportunities for constructive discussion.
People said feedback and complaints processes should be better
· People wanted feedback processes that are accessible and easy to use.
· People wanted to feel safe raising concerns and confident that feedback would lead to improvement.
· People want regular opportunities to give feedback about the services they receive, such as a regular short survey which could help build trust in the system.
Theme 4—Proactive support
People want the disability support system to be more proactive and responsive to change.
Many people want flexible support that can increase when circumstances change, including at short notice.
People wanted support that plans for change and life transitions such as starting or leaving school, entering employment, moving house and ageing.
They wanted better planning, earlier support and stronger coordination across agencies during these periods.
People said timely assessments, early interventions and proactive communication would result in better outcomes and help prevent problems becoming more serious.
Overall, people wanted a system that helps them prepare for change.
Theme 5—Carers and whānau recognition
Support and recognition for carers
· Overall people felt the role of whānau and family carers should receive greater recognition and support. Carer wellbeing should be maintained over time rather than managed reactively.
· Carers want to be treated as partners, rather than taken for granted as a low-cost source of support.
Respite care to help carers take a break
· People wanted more respite services, a wider range of options and greater flexibility in how respite support can be used.
· A key concern was a lack of suitable respite services or trained staff to allow carers to take time off.
· It is hard to find respite that suits people with specific disability needs, or people's age, interests and cultural needs.
· People felt respite should reflect what works best for each household. They did not want restrictive definitions or rules to limit available options.
Theme 6—Real choice and control
· Choice and control were key themes throughout the consultation.
· People wanted more flexibility and choice in how support is delivered, who provides it and how funding can be used.
People want services that work well
· People want to see more providers, and more support when it is needed or where there are currently gaps, such as at weekends, evenings, or in rural areas.
· We also heard access to support should be more streamlined, and that support should respond to need, allowing for spontaneity.


Choice and control are important for young people, particularly in transitions
· People wanted young disabled people to have proactive support around important milestones, such as moving in and out of education, housing, work and relationships.
· They highlighted the importance of social and community connectedness, a sense of belonging and support in education.
Autonomy and connection most important aspects of support
People consistently highlighted the importance of autonomy and connection in helping achieve important life goals.
They want more control over their supports, and they want their support to help them participate and build meaningful relationships in their communities.
What good looks like
Overall, people described an effective disability support system as:
· Person-directed—Disabled people are actively involved and supported in decisions about their supports and plans.
· Connected—Disabled people can access coordinated services, clear information and support to navigate systems.
· Trusted—The system makes fair and transparent decisions to fulfil basic needs as well as broader life outcomes. People feel safe providing feedback.
· Proactive—Support is planned, available early and helps people plan for changes.
· Inclusive—The system helps overcome barriers so disabled people can participate and connect meaningfully with their communities.
· Sustainable—Disabled people can rely on the right support being consistently available when they need it.
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