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Follow up Review: Disability Support Services 
Commercial Management 
Final Report 

1. Executive Summary
Disability Support Services (DSS) has undertaken an extensive and credible transformation of its 
commercial management capability in a relatively short period and within a context of ongoing 
organisational change. The approach to capability uplift has been well structured, appropriately prioritised, 
and supported by effective governance and leadership commitment. 

Disability Support Services (DSS) has achieved a material uplift in commercial management maturity 
since 2024, moving from systemic weaknesses to full functional coverage, with most areas now assessed 
as “Well-placed” or higher. Significant progress has been made in governance, leadership, systems 
access, and commissioning discipline. No areas remain assessed as “Weak” or “Failing”, representing 
a material improvement from the 2024 baseline. 

However, operational consistency and stakeholder experience are not yet aligned with this structural maturity. 
Some ongoing challenges remain in provider payments, system usability, and contract management practice. 
These reflect a combination of system and process factors as well as challenges consistent with an 
organisation embedding new systems, roles, and processes following recent structural change. 

Progress towards implementing 2024 Recommendations 

Since the 2024 Link Review and subsequent Independent Review, DSS has undertaken a substantial and 
coordinated programme of work to address all 16 recommendations. Strong momentum and prioritisation 
are evident across all recommendation categories, with a material uplift in governance, structure, and 
process. While implementation maturity varies, interviews confirm that some operational challenges 
remain, particularly in relation to payments, systems, provider burden, and workforce capability. 

At the conclusion of the 2026 follow-up review, of the 15 recommendations that remain applicable, two 
are assessed as “Strong”, seven as “Well-placed”, and six as “Functioning”. No recommendations 
are assessed as “Weak” or “Failing”. 

Critical recommendations have been prioritised appropriately and show the most progress, including: 

• Resolving provider invoicing challenges, resulting in reduced invoice exceptions (including
non-compliant or incomplete invoices and system-related mismatches), improved cashflow for
some providers, and reduced financial risk for DSS. While substantial effort has been made by
DSS and providers and improvements have been observed, interviews indicate that invoice
rejection, payment lag, contract delays, and system-related errors remain major pain points for
some providers. Remaining issues appears to be multifactorial, reflecting both instances of
provider non-compliance with invoicing requirements as well as DSS system and process factors
that are yet to be resolved. Resolution will require coordinated improvements across DSS
systems, processes and provider practices. This remains an area of high risk.

• Introducing robust financial delegations and controls through the adoption of MSD
frameworks, clearer approval pathways, and strengthened oversight mechanisms.

• Restoring staff access to systems, including implementation of Health NZ’s Agreement
Lifecycle Management platform and improved contract visibility.

• Establishing clear commercial governance, including the MSD Procurement Board, the DSS
Commissioning Committee, and a Provider Business Monitoring Group.
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Progress against the essential recommendations is also positive. DSS has developed and adopted 
updated policies, frameworks, and toolkits, including a commissioning framework and contract 
management processes. A revised organisational structure, supported by a RASCI matrix, clearer role 
descriptions, improved induction materials, and targeted training, has helped address longstanding issues 
related to role clarity and accountability. Process mapping is now comprehensive, although some further 
rationalisation may be required to clarify currency and reduce duplication across legacy documentation. 

In relation to good practice recommendations, DSS has made good progress in staff training and 
capability uplift, more effective engagement with Health New Zealand, strengthening performance 
measures in contracts, and improving incident prevention and quality assurance processes. While 
elements of this work remain in the early stages of embedding, the foundational settings are in place and 
aligned with good practice. 

In summary, DSS has responded constructively and comprehensively to our 2024 recommendations. The 
overall trajectory is positive, with most areas assessed as “Well-placed” or “Functioning” and on track 
to achieve stronger maturity as implementation continues and embedded as business-as-usual. 

 

Progress against Maturity Assessment – 2026 Re-review 

Having completed both the desktop review and the interview phases, our assessment is that DSS has 
achieved a marked improvement in commercial maturity.   

At the conclusion of the 2026 re-review: 

• 2 areas are assessed as “Strong” 
• 5 areas as “Well-placed” 
• 4 areas as “Functioning” 
• No areas remain “Weak” or “Failing”. 

Key areas of positive uplift include: 
• Governance and decision-making discipline 
• Commercial leadership and accountability 
• Alignment with MSD and Government procurement policy 
• Strategic commissioning and planning 
• Workforce structure, training, and role clarity, and 
• Systems access and supporting tools. 

This represents a clear shift from foundational immaturity toward a structured and increasingly consistent 
commercial management system. 

DSS is progressing strongly at a structural level towards delivering its intended role as a capable, 
consistent, and accountable commissioner, funder, and steward of disability support services, focused on 
achieving sustainable outcomes for disabled people and their whānau. 

A consistent theme across staff and provider feedback is a gap between: 

• Structural maturity (governance, frameworks, systems), and 
• Operational maturity (day-to-day delivery and stakeholder experience). 
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In particular, interviewees continue to report: 
• Ongoing friction in payments and invoicing processes, reflecting both system/process 

complexity and variable provider compliance with invoicing requirements 
• Challenges with system usability, integration, and data quality across both DSS and provider 

interfaces 
• Variability in contract management practice and provider engagement, consistent with a 

workforce that is still embedding new roles and responsibilities following recent recruitment 
and structural change, and 

• Workforce capability still maturing following recent recruitment and turnover. 

The primary challenge has shifted from “establishing frameworks and controls” to “ensuring consistent 
execution and realisation of outcomes”. 

Importantly, many of the remaining challenges are characteristic of an organisation transitioning to a 
new operating model and workforce structure, rather than indicators of fundamental capability gaps. 
 

Assessment of Current State 

Overall, DSS is assessed as being on a strong upward maturity trajectory, with credible foundations now 
in place across all core commercial activities. 

The primary challenge has shifted from “Establishing frameworks and controls” to “Ensuring 
consistent execution and realisation of intended outcomes”. 

Remaining gaps are primarily related to: 

• Scale and volume of legacy contracts and activities that are still being progressed under the 
Procurement Plan 24-27, and noting that good progress is being made in implementing a 
stronger Commissioning approach 

• Consistency of operational application across teams and providers, and 
• Embedment of new ways of working into business-as-usual practice (reference both internal 

and external stakeholders). 

Importantly, these are characteristic of an organisation in transition; they do not indicate fundamental 
capability deficiencies. 

Key Risk to Delivery and Credibility 

The principal risk identified is the gap between designed capability (as indicated in the Phase 1 Desktop 
Review) and consistent operational delivery (as indicated in the Phase 2 Interviews). This was indicated 
in both internal and external interviews.  

While only 3 providers were interviewed, each spoke to instances of inconsistency in payments, system 
usability, and contract management delivery. Given the sample size, these findings are not necessarily 
representative of the full provider base but highlight areas requiring continued focus, particularly where 
system complexity and provider practices intersect. 

If not actively managed, this may reduce confidence among providers and stakeholders, and create a 
perception that progress is overstated. 
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Conclusion and Outlook 

DSS has made substantial and demonstrable progress in strengthening its commercial management 
capability and is well positioned to realise its intended role as an effective commissioner, funder, and 
steward of disability support services. 

Operational consistency and stakeholder experience is still catching up, but DSS is well placed to realise 
these improvements as changes continue to embed.  

The next phase of maturity will depend on: 

• Embedding recent improvements consistently across all teams and providers 
• Resolving system and payment-related friction points, such as: 

• Improving clarity of invoice requirements and validation rules 
• Streamlining exception handling and resolution pathways 
• Strengthening communication to providers on system updates and expected timelines 

• Translating frameworks into reliable operational outcomes, i.e. RASCI and enterprise risk 
framework, and 

• Sustaining workforce capability and provider confidence. 

With continued focus on these areas, DSS is expected to consolidate recent gains and progress toward 
fully mature, consistently applied good practice. 
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2. Context 
In July 2022 Whaikaha | Ministry of Disabled People (Whaikaha) was established as a departmental 
agency within the Ministry of Social Development (MSD). Whaikaha was given a dual mandate to deliver 
and transform Disability Support Services (DSS) while leading cross-government strategic policy advice 
to improve outcomes for disabled people. 

The transition of responsibility for commissioning DSS and the Enabling Good Lives (EGL) portfolio from 
the Ministry of Health and MSD, as well as from the Office for Disability Issues from MSD involved a rapid 
“lift and shift” of operational DSS functions into Whaikaha. As well as existing legacy challenges, the pace 
and scale of transition created significant operational and commercial pressures, particularly in relation to 
commissioning and contracting with providers. 

In early 2024, Link Consulting was engaged to undertake a rapid assurance review of commercial 
management practices within the Whaikaha Commissioning, Design and Delivery Group. Completed in May 
2024, the review identified material weaknesses in commercial and contractual practices, and systemic issues 
contributing to confusion and dissatisfaction among staff and providers. It made recommendations to 
strengthen processes and establish more robust, fit-for-purpose commissioning and commercial practices. 

Following this review, Government commissioned an Independent Review to address increasing cost and 
sustainability pressures within DSS. In August 2024, the Independent Review confirmed that existing 
policies, systems, and operating practices were not enabling DSS to deliver services effectively at scale. 

In response, Government enacted structural and operational changes, transferring responsibility for DSS 
delivery, contracts, and associated support services back to MSD. DSS was established as a business 
unit within MSD in September 2024, with a more clearly defined role as a commissioner, funder, and 
steward of high-quality, sustainable disability support services. Since late 2024, DSS has been 
implementing the recommendations of both reviews.  

DSS reengaged Link Consulting in December 2025 to complete a re-review to assess progress against 
the 16 recommendations made in 2024 and re-evaluate DSS’s commercial management maturity 
approximately 18 months later. The re-review was conducted in two phases:  

• Phase 1: Desktop review (January - April 2026) 
Desktop review of commercial management practices, policies and procedures, including 
process maps, templates, role descriptions, and internal documents confirming activities 
related to changes, plans, objectives and progress with providers.  

• Phase 2: Interviews (April – June 2026)  
17 structured interviews (involving over 20 participants) were completed with DSS and MSD 
leaders, staff, providers, and cross-agency stakeholders to explore and validate how well new 
policies, processes, templates etc are understood, how embedded these have become and how 
consistently they are now applied. The findings from the interviews were a material input to final 
ratings and represented a robust evidence base to validate the assessment from the desktop 
analysis conducted in Phase 1 of the re-review. The interviewees are listed at Appendix A.   

Information from the document review and interviews was assessed against a tailored maturity 
assessment rubric for good practice commercial management processes and controls, drawn from the 
Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment’s (MBIE) Procurement Capability Index (PCI) and 
MBIE’s Social Services Competency Framework.   

This final report includes our updated maturity assessment and recommendations.  

.  
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NAVIGATING GREAT OUTCOMES 

Appendix A: Interviews completed 

We interviewed over 20 key internal and external stakeholders across 17 interviews (as outlined below) 

across DSS and MSD leadership, staff, providers, and cross-agency stakeholders to understand the 

current contract management process within DSS, the roles and responsibilities of key stakeholders, and 

the environment that they work in currently. 

The findings from the interviews provided a robust and representative evidence base to validate the 

assessment from the desktop analysis conducted in Phase 1 of the re-review. 

We wish to thank everyone for their involvement, candour and insights. It was clear that everyone we 

spoke to is committed to DSS achieving as much as it can for disabled people and their whanau. 

DSS Trish Davis Director Contracts and Funding 

DSS Mike Hiscox Director Procurement and Commercial 

MBIE Craig Butler Director Advisory and Business Services 

-

MSD Karen Dawson Group General Manager, Commercial Operations 

DSS Rayoni Keith Director Commissioning 

DSS Carmela Petagna GM Quality Assurance and Improvement 

DSS Melissa Gill DCE Organisational Assurance and Communication 

DSS Joe Meech Director Shared Services 

DSS Al Hill GM DSS Transformation 

DSS Suzy Verster Contract Managers 
Ainsley Harrigan 

Esther Bathula 

-

DSS Rachael Burt GM Design, Delivery and Data 

DSS Tracey Crowther Deputy CFO 

DSS Tracy Smith Team Leader, Contract Processing 

DSS Anne Shaw DCE DSS 

[Provider]

[Provider]

[Provider]
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More information 
To find out more about Link Consulting Group 
please contact Jason Stace  
P  021 933 354  
E  jason@linkconsulting.nz 




