
Understanding the value of 
assurance 
“Good assurance supports Senior Responsible 
Owners and governance bodies in decision-making, 
helps identify key risks to delivery and enables 
early intervention before they start to impact on 
outcomes.”

The purpose of the All-of-Government (AoG) Portfolio, 
Programme and Project Assurance Framework is 
to support agencies to implement a fit-for-purpose 
assurance approach for digital investments.

Our definition of assurance
“An independent and objective assessment that 
provides credible information to support decision-
making.”

The key words in our definition are ‘independent 
and objective’.  There are varying degrees of 
independence and objectivity but assurance is most 
effective when it is integrated across all ‘three lines of 
defence’:

•	 The first line of defence is the day-to-day project 
management processes and controls you have in 
place, including quality management  

•	 The second line of defence is the governance 
and oversight arrangements that exist, including 
clear and signed off terms of reference for all 
governance bodies

•	 The third line of defence is the independent 
assurance you obtain from internal (e.g. Internal 
Audit) and third party assurance providers.

Assurance can help to reduce optimism bias by 
providing an objective and evidence-based view 
of the likelihood of key risks occurring and their 
potential impact on outcomes.  By focusing on the 
areas of greatest risk and ensuring that actions are 
in place to manage them, delivery teams will be in a 
stronger position to provide delivery confidence to 
key stakeholders.

Case study – NZ Customs Joint Border 
Management System 
The Joint Border Management System (JBMS) was 
put in place to deliver technology to modernise 
ageing computerised border systems and improve 
risk management and intelligence activities.  The 
programme was a large multi-agency programme, to 
be delivered over multiple years in partnership with a 
multinational software vendor.  

Murray Young – Senior Responsible Owner:
“Assurance needs to be planned and monitored for 
effectiveness from the outset.  To get the most out of 
assurance it is important to target assurance activity 
to specific audiences and to have a clearly defined 
purpose of what it is setting out to achieve.  Plan for 
early technical assurance where necessary and focus 
your assurance on forward-looking activities that 
assess risks to delivery of programme/organisational 
outcomes, rather than solely on compliance 
activities.”

Value of an integrated assurance approach
Assurance is most effective when you adopt an 
integrated approach to planning and coordinating 
assurance activities that takes into account a range of 
different stakeholder needs.  

This is becoming increasingly important where 
there are a number of agencies and other partners 
involved.  An integrated approach, based on a shared 
view of risk across all stakeholders, helps to avoid 
assurance gaps and ensures focus is on the key risks.  
It also helps to reduce the compliance burden on 
delivery teams and maximise value for money.    

Case study – MSD Simplification Programme 
Simplification was a programme of work designed to 
simplify the provision to clients of financial assistance 
and support by redesigning the experience for clients 
with a simpler service that made far greater use of 
digital channels and automating and streamlining 
transactional processing.  The outcomes achieved 
were a better client experience, reduced cost and 
increased accuracy, efficacy and timeliness in 
processing client transactions.

 Liz Jones – Programme Director:
“For Simplification the value proposition of assurance 
was to integrate ‘assurance by design’ into everything 
we did, across the layers of the programme through 
its delivery stages.  This meant we were able to 
identify early any divergence or risk of divergence 
from the path to our benefits realisation.  We 
incorporated regular reviews and assurance activities 
from a variety of internal and external individuals 
and groups to help manage risk and improve delivery 
confidence.”

Contact us
The System Assurance team can be contacted for 
queries, advice and guidance at systemassurance@
dia.govt.nz.

Additional guidance and templates can also be found 
on the GCDO’s website: https://www.digital.govt.
nz/standards-and-guidance/governance/system-
assurance/all-of-government-portfolio-programme-
and-project-assurance-framework/guidance-and-
templates.
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Ministers want more, not less assurance… 
The Minister for Government Digital Services, the Hon 
Dr Megan Woods, states:

“As a Minster, I’m looking for joined up and timely 
advice.   

I’m looking for confidence that the Government’s 
digital investment portfolio is balanced to deliver the 
right things at the right time for New Zealand and its 
citizens.  

I know that digital transformation is complex and 
inherently risky.  I want to know that we have the right 
skills, the right delivery approaches, and credible, 
accurate and objective information that enables us to 
govern effectively. 

And I want to know that Government officials are 
working together; that there’s a consistent and shared 
understanding of risk and that we’re collectively 
doing all we can to deliver the best we can for New 
Zealanders safely and securely.  

A joined up, integrated approach to assurance is key to 
providing confidence that digital investment outcomes 
will be achieved not only for individual projects and 
programmes, but also at a system level.    

So while there hasn’t been another Novopay in the last 
five years, the challenges of the digital era mean that 
Ministers want more, not less assurance.”1

Assurance is integral to good governance 
Whilst assurance itself does not deliver outcomes, 
effective risk management and assurance are critical 
components of good governance.  Good governance 
helps to build trust and confidence in public services.
The governance body plays a key role in supporting 
the Senior Responsible Owner (SRO) to exercise their 

1	 Extract from keynote speech by the Minster for Digital Govern-
ment Services at the briefing to Chief Executives and Senior 
Leaders on Understanding the Value of Assurance held on 26 
November 2018.

decision-making authority.  An effective governance 
body provides oversight and challenge with a focus 
on key risks and issues.  This includes ensuring that 
there is a robust assurance regime in place. 

Case study – Canadian Federal Government 
The objective of Transformation of Pay Administration 
initiative was to transform the way in which the 
Canadian Government processed its pay for its 
290,000 employees.  

An independent report completed 18 months after 
go-live by the Auditor-General of Canada found that:
•	 There were over 494,500 outstanding pay 

requests
•	 About half a billion dollars was owed to staff who 

had been paid incorrectly
•	 49,000 employees had been waiting for more 

than a year to have a pay request processed.

The audit found that “there was no real or 
independent oversight of the massive project; that 
executives did not understand the importance of 
the warnings they received; and that the decision to 
implement the system was unreasonable.”  

“High quality assurance information helps 
governance bodies to focus on actions that will 
make the difference”.

Role of the SRO
The SRO has overall accountability for the success of 
the investment and is the key decision maker.  Their 
role is to ensure that the delivery team is focused on 
achieving its objectives and provide confidence to the 
Chief Executive that the investment will deliver the 
expected outcomes and benefits.

A key responsibility of the SRO is to ensure the 
assurance approach is fit-for-purpose.  This means 
the SRO needs to engage with and approve assurance 
artefacts, including the assurance plan, terms of 
reference for independent assurance reviews and 
assurance reports.

Case study – NZ Police HRMIS Programme
In July 2014 New Zealand Police commenced 
the implementation of a new payroll and HR 
management information system. 

John Bole – Senior Responsible Owner:
“It would be difficult to overstate the value which 
independent assurance brought to this project. It was 
a vital tool for the project governance team and an 
important consideration for the Ministerial oversight.

Assurance not only had a key role in the delivery of 
the project but in addition greatly upskilled the Police 
team.

I would never consider undertaking such a project 
without comprehensive independent assurance.” 

“Being engaged in assurance planning enables 
the SRO to insist on a tailored and insightful 
review.”

Improving delivery confidence 
It is easy to get caught up in the day-to-day activity of 
delivery.  We are managing issues every day and have 
them under control.  So why do we need assurance?  
The reality is that we often cannot see the ‘wood for 
the trees’ and underestimate the likelihood of risks 
impacting on us (optimism bias).     


