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Key messages 
Congratulations on your appointment. This Briefing to the Incoming Minister (BIM) is intended to 
support you in meeting your new responsibilities. It has been written before we have total clarity 
on your portfolio responsibilities. As such this BIM focuses on the key issues facing the university 
sector and how these reflect issues in the broader tertiary education sector. The TEC can provide 
you with further and in-depth briefings on areas where you would like more information or a 
deeper analysis.  

The fundamentals of New Zealand’s tertiary education system are relatively strong. New 
Zealanders can access high quality tertiary education and training around the country and online. 
Our sector is comprised of eight universities, the New Zealand Institute of Skills and Technology 
(NZIST), three wananga, and 371 registered private training establishments. 

New Zealand has a high-performing university sector which is a key driver of New Zealand’s 
economic growth. Our universities are all ranked in the top three percent in the world, and the 
system overall is characterised by high calibre teachers, academics and researchers. Employment 
outcomes for learners are good, and New Zealand is an attractive destination for international 
students – which strengthens our connections with the global community. 

However, there are several challenges facing the university sector, many of which are also 
impacting the wider tertiary sector. These will need to be addressed if we are to retain a strong, 
financially sustainable tertiary system that drives New Zealand’s economic growth and adds value 
to its society. We will provide you with more detailed advice in due course, but our key messages 
for you as the new Minister for Universities are: 

› The university sector faces significant financial challenges  

The university sector plays a vital role in our tertiary system and receives over half of all TEC 
funding. Government funding to the sector has fallen well behind inflation in recent years, and 
COVID-19 border closures reduced international fee revenue which has only just recovered. 
Some institutions have also been slow to adjust to changing domestic learner numbers and 
shifting patterns of enrolment. The varied institutional responses to these financial pressures 
continue to impact the range of programmes and services being delivered, and the network’s 
overall capability and capacity for higher education and research is at risk.  

› The system needs to be more responsive to what industry and employers need, especially as 
the workforce and economy change 

In an environment of constant change, the tertiary education system needs close connections 
with industry so that learners gain the relevant and up-to-date skills and knowledge that 
employers need. This also applies to the university sector. To support the sector to more 
directly contribute to the Government’s economic growth agenda, the Government has 
options to be more directive in the use of the TEC’s funding and monitoring levers. 

› There remain large disparities in learner outcomes that need to be addressed 

The tertiary education system, including the university sector, does not deliver good results 
for everyone. Persistent educational disparities need to be addressed to better enable New 
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The priorities as we see them… 
Below is a summary of the TEC’s current top priorities across New Zealand’s university sector, 
these are mapped to the key messages above. 

The university sector faces significant sustainability issues 
Since 2019, the tertiary sector has faced a range of challenges that have impacted on financial 
performance. While each TEO has responded differently, and some have managed the challenges 
better than others, the key causes are these: 

› Increases in government-controlled revenue sources1 have fallen well behind inflation since 
2020, after tracking relatively closely in the 10 years prior. 

› Full-fee international enrolments fell sharply during COVID-19 due to border closures. While 
growth has been stronger than expected in 2024, and the sector as a whole has forecast to 
return to pre-COVID-19 levels, several universities remain below pre-COVID-19 levels and 
there has been significant forgone revenue over the past five years. 

› Over the 2021 to 2023 period, domestic enrolments fell by more than the sector expected and 
some universities have taken market share from others resulting in considerable changes to 
domestic enrolment levels.  

› Constrained revenue and high inflation have made it difficult for universities to respond to 
increases in general operating costs, provide staff with pay increases aligned to inflation, and 
deliver capital projects and other strategic initiatives. 

As a result, many universities have reported deficits in recent years. In 2024, the university sector 
is forecasting to break even with three universities reporting a deficit. The financial challenges 
have required universities to implement staff restructuring, seek operating savings, defer capital 
projects, sell surplus assets, and revise operating models. To a degree, the level of change required 
by individual organisations relates to how quickly (or not) they have responded to lower 
enrolment trends and changing learner preferences.  

We currently assess two universities as high-risk (Massey and VUW, although there has been a 
material improvement in Victoria’s performance in the last year), four universities as medium risk 
(Otago, UC, Lincoln, and Waikato) and two as low-risk (AUT and Auckland). We closely monitor all 
universities based on their risk rating based on the latest information. This includes constant 
consideration of what levers can be used to mitigate risks to the Crown and the nation’s network 
of provision. 

Universities are also having to make trade-offs between ensuring short-term viability and making 
long-term shifts to better meet learner and stakeholder needs (e.g., greater flexibility in offerings). 
The latter would likely support longer-term financial sustainability. The sector’s governance and 
management capability is being tested as the sector navigates this period. For many, tough 
decisions will need to be made around what activity is prioritised and what can be stopped. In 

 
1 Tuition subsidy rates, the Annual Maximum Fee Movement, the Performance-Based Research Fund, and other public 
research funds. 
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addition, institutions will need to continue to examine their strategic direction and associated 
capital investments, and how they intend to meet the needs of learners, employers, and the 
communities that they serve. 

As Minister, you hold several key levers that could influence the funding and financing of the 
university sector. These levers should be considered following advice from the University Advisory 
Group and the Ministry of Education.    

There are opportunities to improve the system for employers and industry 
The world of work is changing, with an ageing and increasingly ethnically diverse workforce, 
increased automation and technological change, and different expectations of what work looks 
like from both employers and employees. In this environment of constant change, it is more 
important than ever that the tertiary education system is closely connected with industry and that 
learners gain the relevant and up-to-date skills and knowledge that employers need. There are 
opportunities to explore how industry voice is captured better across the university and wider 
tertiary sector.   

A range of other opportunities exist to improve how the system responds to employer and 
industry needs:  

› More responsive forms of educational provision, such as micro-credentials, will reduce the lag 
time in the design and delivery of skills training.  

› Greater coordination between the immigration system and tertiary education is also needed, 
to provide a balance between immigration that meets short-term skill needs and a tertiary 
system that is building a pipeline to meet skill needs in the medium to longer term. 

We are also interested in discussing with you, current impediments to innovation in the approach 
to occupational regulation for some professional workforces. For example, workforces regulated 
through legislation offer limited opportunities to consider alternative approaches for training and 
qualification. This is contributing to a lack of supply for the labour market. While a balance must 
be struck between enabling innovation and maintaining highly trained and qualified workforces, 
we consider there are opportunities for education and labour-market-focused agencies to develop 
more enabling occupational regulation settings. 

Degree apprenticeships are increasingly being deployed internationally to enable industry to 
shape and develop skilled employees, while also strengthening pathways into employment for 
graduates. This includes areas that traditionally do not have work-based training, such as financial 
services and information technology. The TEC has funded a local trial in engineering degrees which 
showed good employer buy-in and feedback for such an approach. To grow this approach would 
require a review of both the current funding settings for higher education and the wider 
regulation of qualifications.  

Tertiary education is key to unlocking productivity and economic growth  
While world-class in some respects, our tertiary education system does not deliver good outcomes 
for everyone, including in the university sector. There are long-standing equity-of-outcome issues 
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for groups within the system, including Māori, Pacific, those from lower socio-economic groups, 
and disabled learners, which have not been addressed effectively in the past.  

Educational performance indicator (EPI) data shows that there is an approximately 20 percentage 
point variation in qualification completion rates across the universities for all learners from the 
highest rate (Otago, at nearly 75%) to the lowest (Massey, at just over 55%). For Māori learners, 
this variation remains roughly the same, with the highest rate (Otago, at 66%) around 27 
percentage points higher than the lowest rate (Massey, at 39%). The same variation exists for 
Pacific learners: the highest rate (Otago, at 57%) is 21 percentage points higher than the lowest 
(Massey, at 36%). While there is variation between the universities, however, it is notable that 
they all have significantly lower qualification completion rates for their Māori and Pacific learners 
compared to their non-Māori, non-Pacific learners. 

By 2043, around a third of New Zealand’s population will be Māori or Pacific; Māori are projected 
to make up 21 percent and Pacific peoples 11 percent. Both will have a young profile, with 33 
percent of Māori and 19 percent of Pacific people being under 14 years old.   

Achieving significantly better outcomes is critical to meeting New Zealand’s future skill needs. If 
we do nothing, there will be ripple effects for our economy – loss of human capital, decreased 
social mobility and increased social dependency.  

Improving completions is not just good for New Zealand’s economic prosperity; it makes financial 
sense for tertiary providers. Research indicates that, on average, 20 percent of people who are 
new to university education are not retained to their second year. This equates to an estimated 
financial loss to the universities of $169 million in tuition subsidies and student fees. Given the 
financial issues currently facing many providers, there are compelling financial returns on 
investment in learner success initiatives, through increased learner retention and progression.   

Internationally, tertiary education organisations and systems that have made material progress in 
improving achievement for all learners have used a ‘learner success’ approach. Effective 
investment in learner outcomes requires an intentional, sustained, and whole-of-organisation 
commitment to put learners at the centre.  

Based on this overseas evidence, the TEC has developed and tested a Learner Success Framework 
for New Zealand in collaboration with the sector. Through our investment, monitoring and system-
stewardship functions, we are supporting tertiary providers as they design and implement their 
learner-centric operating models. These approaches will deliver significantly more qualified 
workers into the labour market. 

Another core role for the TEC in supporting learners is delivery of quality careers information. Our 
careers role closely complements our investment in the tertiary education system and supports 
lifelong learning. The previous government appointed the TEC as the system leader for careers. 
We are working with key careers industry groups, the private sector and government agencies to 
take an ‘all of system’ view on improving careers information and guidance.  

Other key issues we are working on and want to raise with you 
Our BIM has focused on the major issues presently facing the tertiary sector. We would also like to 
advise you on the following: 
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› Cyber security: There is ongoing risk globally, and the tertiary education sector is an attractive 
target. In response to the increasing levels of cyber-attacks we recently ran a programme to 
support the tertiary sector in raising their level of cybersecurity. This programme was funded 
through an appropriation the Ministry of Education received as part of improving 
cybersecurity across the education sector. Tertiary Organisations, particularly those with 
limited cybersecurity capability, found the programme run by the TEC very useful and we 
received universally positive feedback from the sector on its value. 
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Universities have raised concerns that they see current Educational Performance Indicators (EPIs) 
as inadequate measures of teaching and learning. They have concerns about the lack of controls 
for prior educational experience and achievement when comparing EPI performance between 
TEOs. While there are opportunities to improve EPIs by adding in factors related to ‘value add’ or 
‘distance travelled’, these criticisms are often overstated. As long as they are appropriately 
contextualised, e.g. by recognition of a TEO’s specific learner cohort and business model, EPIs 
provide a robust, internationally comparable picture of learner achievement and can yield 
considerable insights for TEOs. In TEC’s view, qualification completion in particular, remains a key 
indicator of system and TEO performance and is for the vast majority of university students, the 
primary driver of going to university. 

While variation in successful achievement of qualifications by different learner groups is a cause 
for concern at our universities, NZ qualifications themselves are well-regarded and NZ universities 
are all highly ranked in the different global rankings. Quality assurance of universities is the 
responsibility of the Committee for University Academic Programmes (CUAP), which is a sub-
committee of Universities NZ. While there are some criticisms of the CUAP process, these don't 
reflect concerns about the academic quality of programmes it approves but rather that the CUAP 
process is too slow and potentially inhibits innovation and responsiveness to learner and employer 
demand.  

Research and research-led teaching 
The Education Act notes the importance of both research and research-led teaching for NZ 
universities, which are defining characteristics of these TEOs. This connection is underscored by 
the design of the Performance-Based Research Fund (PBRF): TEOs are only eligible to choose to 
participate in the PBRF if they have an approved Investment Plan and receive TEC funding to 
deliver programmes at degree level and above.   

Unlike the contestable funding administered by MBIE, the PBRF supports a TEO’s research 
capability and research-led degree-level teaching rather than funding specific research projects. 

Performance-Based Research Fund (PBRF) 

Established in 2003, the purpose of the PBRF is to increase the quality of research by ensuring that 
excellent research in the tertiary education sector is encouraged and rewarded. This means 
assessing the research performance of tertiary education organisations (TEOs) and then funding 
them on the basis of their performance.  

The TEC currently allocates $315 million a year through the PBRF, which was last increased in 
2018. All eight universities, New Zealand Institute of Skills and Technology, two Wānanga and 
eleven Private Training Establishments (PTEs) currently participate in the PBRF. Universities 
receive approximately 96% of total PBRF funding.  

The PBRF has three separate components that provide different measures of research 
performance: the Quality Evaluation (QE) (55% of the fund); Research Degree Completions (RDCs) 
(25% of the fund) and External Research Income (ERI) (20% of the fund). Participation in the QE is 
compulsory for a TEO to receive funding from the other two components. The QE is usually 
assessed on a six-yearly cycle but RDCs and ERI are assessed annually.  
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Part Four: The Tertiary Education and Careers 
System and the TEC 
 

The tertiary education and careers system is vital for New Zealand’s productivity 
The tertiary education and careers system is a significant contributor to a strong society and 
thriving economy. It drives better economic, social and cultural outcomes for people, communities 
and industry, creates new knowledge and improves productivity.  

High quality, accessible careers information supports New Zealanders to successfully prepare for 
the future by making good career decisions, and the skills and knowledge people gain through 
tertiary education improves their chances of employment and increases their earnings. 

The TEC is the Government’s key agency for investment in tertiary education and 
careers services 
The Tertiary Education Commission (the TEC) is a Crown agency established under the Crown 
Entities Act (2004) and we are governed by a Board of Commissioners appointed by and 
responsible to you as Minister. As a Crown entity we give effect to Government policy as directed 
by you. 

We lead the Government’s relationship with the tertiary education sector in New Zealand and 
have statutory responsibility for funding and monitoring all tertiary education organisations. In 
2017 Careers New Zealand was merged into the TEC, expanding our responsibilities. We are New 
Zealand’s lead careers agency and provide occupational and educational information to build links 
between schools, tertiary providers, employers, and communities, to ensure learners are ready for 
work and further study. 

Our statutory function are set out in the Education and Training Act 2020 
› giving effect to the Government’s Tertiary Education Strategy (TES) by funding tertiary 

education organisations, growing their capability and monitoring their performance. 

› collecting and providing information about study and work options. 

› providing information and services to help career seekers prepare to move to work or further 
study. 

› strengthening the connections from education to employment, and 

› advising the Minister on tertiary education organisations and sector performance and on the 
operational impact of policy. 

We work closely with other entities in the New Zealand education system, including the Ministry 
of Education (which is responsible for setting strategic policy), and the New Zealand Qualifications 
Authority (which is responsible for quality assurance of the tertiary system).  
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The TEC is also the statutory monitor of New Zealand’s public tertiary providers 
The TEC is also responsible for monitoring the operation and long-term viability of New Zealand’s 
public tertiary providers – universities, wānanga, and New Zealand Institute of Skills and 
Technology. 

These institutions are Crown entities and form the core of New Zealand’s public tertiary education 
system – meaning a risk to their operation or viability presents both a fiscal risk to the Crown and 
a risk to New Zealand’s public network of tertiary education.  

The TEC undertakes comprehensive monitoring of the financial performance and sustainability of 
these institutions. Due to the Crown’s ownership interest, the TEC also assesses these institutions’ 
requests to exercise powers such as borrowing commercially or disposing of assets; and maintains 
a view of their capital plans and capital asset management capability. We also regularly assess 
governance capability across the sector and use these assessments to support the Minister in 
making future appointments to the councils of institutions. 

Where institutions are at risk, the TEC can intervene or advise the Minister to intervene to ensure 
risks are addressed. 

The TEC is New Zealand’s lead careers agency 
The TEC has a legislative role to provide occupational and educational information, and to build 
linkages between schools, tertiary providers, employers, and communities to ensure learners are 
ready for employment and further study.  

We do this through providing a suite of information and tools to support career decisions, 
ensuring linkages with our investment function, and partnering with agencies and communities to 
improve career outcomes. 

As leader of the careers system, it is the TEC’s responsibility to coordinate and lead the cross-
agency implementation of the National Careers System Strategy. The TEC will also continue to 
develop the new career website, Tahatū Career Navigator (planned for launch to all New Zealand 
secondary schools in Term 1) and deliver the Inspiring the Future programme.  

The TEC’s education, training and career pathways support improved learner 
outcomes and more productive economy 
To ensure all learners receive the support they need to succeed in education, the TEC works with 
tertiary education organisations to create education environments that are learner-centred and 
where more of our learners, especially our most disadvantaged learners, can succeed. 

We use a suite of levers to support the changes needed across the sector to enable learner 
success. Our four key levers are: 

› Investment - to provide the right incentives to all parts of the system to focus on the needs of
learners.
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› Monitoring - targeted and meaningful that provides rewards for strong performance and 
consequences for poor tertiary education organisation performance. 

› Careers information and tools - to redress the information imbalance in the system and allow 
learners and their whānau to make the best education choices. 

› The TEC’s internal capability – this continues to shift to ensure we lead by example and ensure 
the Crown, learners and their communities are getting good value for money from their 
tertiary education.   

Learner success is part of the Investment process, the TEC has recently made a requirement that 
all large tertiary providers, including universities, produce Learner Success Plans (LSPs) and 
Disability Action Plans (DAPs). These plans detail how the organisation will increase retention and 
achievement for their learners.   

We use these plans to inform funding decisions and to actively monitor progress against 
commitments and hold organisations to account. Through this requirement we are sending a 
strong signal that delivering better educational outcomes for learners is fundamental to our 
investment.  

The Tertiary Education Strategy 
A key function of the TEC is to give effect to the Tertiary Education Strategy (TES). The TES is 
periodically developed by the Minister(s) with responsibility for tertiary education. The current TES 
was developed by the previous government and sets out the long-term strategic direction for 
tertiary education, including economic, social, and environmental goals, and the development 
aspirations of Māori and other population groups.  

The current TES is built on five objectives for education, which outlines where we are focused to 
improve outcomes and wellbeing across the education system: 

› barrier-free access 

› learners at the centre 

› quality teaching and leadership 

› future of learning and work 

› world-class inclusive public education. 

Our approach  
The TEC is required by the Education and Training Act 2020 to give effect to the Tertiary Education 
Strategy (TES). Our organisational approach is therefore built around shaping a system that 
responds to, and meets the needs of, learners, employers, and communities. The strategy aims to 
ensure New Zealand’s tertiary education and careers system respond to and meet people’s needs 
for skills, knowledge and confidence to build fulfilling lives. 
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Our Purpose 
Our purpose is to shape a dynamic system that delivers lifelong learning and equips learners, 
employers and communities for success.  

We need a system that enables every person in New Zealand to acquire the skills and knowledge 
they need to advance their wellbeing through education and employment.  

Delivering on our purpose requires us to continually understand the changing needs of learners, 
employers, and communities. We use this insight to shape an interconnected and responsive 
system that delivers world-class education, training and research. 

Our Vision 
Our vision is a resilient, prosperous New Zealand – where every person has the skills, knowledge 
and confidence to create a fulfilling life. 

Skills and knowledge will provide our industries and communities with the resilience to adapt and 
prosper in changing times. When everyone is on a lifelong learning path, their participation will 
fuel innovation, drive economic growth and promote social mobility. 

Fiscal savings update and financial sustainability  
In the recent Budget 2024 savings process, the TEC contributed a 6% baseline saving, equating to 
operational savings of $14.9m over four years via permanent reductions to its funding of $3.7m 
per annum. Given our prudent approach to financial management, the TEC also took out an 
additional 5% from its budget (not its operating baseline) to be able to manage forecast cost 
pressures over the coming four years. These pressures included forecast salary increases and a 
20% increase in rent, the latter of which has since been realised. The combined 11% saving 
entailed a reduction of 25 FTE staff and multiple non-staff related cost savings such as significantly 
reducing the TEC office footprint in Wellington. In total these savings amounted to $27.5 million 
over four years. 

The TEC proactively manages its financial sustainability using a five-year strategic financial plan. 
This plan ensures the TEC constantly reviews its cost base so it can effectively and efficiently 
deliver on its core functions. For several years the TEC has been actively reducing its cost base by 
finding efficiencies in key discretionary areas including travel, consultants, contractors, training, 
facilities, and technology costs. As a result, there are very limited options for further reductions in 
these areas and any further savings will now need to focus on FTE’s.   Due to small teams within 
the TEC, any further reductions put additional burden on those remaining staff and increase the 
delivery risk of critical business functions.   

The TEC, Te Tiriti o Waitangi and Crown Māori relationships 
Section 4 of the Education and Training Act 2020 states that the purpose of the Act is to establish 
and regulate an education system that honours Te Tiriti o Waitangi and supports Māori-Crown 
relationships. The Act sets a clearer standard for Te Tiriti o Waitangi than previous social policy 
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legislation. It provides a great emphasis on the role of education agencies and the education 
sector as a whole in giving effect to Te Tiriti o Waitangi. 

Through our stewardship and monitoring role for the tertiary education and careers system we 
work to ensure that all tertiary education organisations are giving effect to Te Tiriti o Waitangi as a 
condition of their funding and delegated roles and powers from the Crown.  
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Part Five: How we work with you  
 

The TEC Board of Commissioners 
As a Crown entity we are governed by a Board of Commissioners, whom you appoint. The TEC 
Board currently has seven members (profiled in Appendix A). You can influence the direction of 
the TEC through your appointments to our Board. 

The TEC Board: 

› sets our strategic direction, makes decisions about funding allocations and provides guidance 
on our operations 

› monitors the performance of the Chief Executive and the organisation, and 
› oversees management of strategic risk. 

The TEC welcomes the opportunity to meet with you and discuss in more detail the matters raised 
in this briefing, as well as any matters you wish to raise with us. While your primary relationship 
with the TEC is through the Board Chair, the Chief Executive, Deputy Chief Executives, subject 
matter experts are available to meet with you regularly to keep you informed on the work we are 
doing. In the past, we have also met with the Minister alongside our education agency colleagues, 
over to you on how you would like to manage this. 

Chief Executive and Executive Leadership Team 
Tim Fowler was appointed to the role of Chief Executive in 2013. The Chief Executive is supported 
by the Executive Leadership Team, which currently comprises five Deputy Chief Executives 
(profiled in Appendix A). 

Monitoring of TEC performance 
The Ministry of Education (MoE) leads the monitoring of the TEC’s finances and performance on 
your behalf.  

The MoE ensure your priorities and directions for the education sector and the outputs you 
purchase from the TEC are properly reflected in the TEC’s governance and accountability 
documents. They also provide you with assurance that the TEC is meeting its public accountability 
obligations, such as publishing a Statement of Intent, Statement of Performance Expectations and 
Annual Report. 

The starting point in the TEC’s planning cycle is your Letter of Expectations. The Letter of 
Expectations outlines your key priorities and expectations for the forthcoming year. This is 
prepared by MoE, with the TEC’s involvement.  

The TEC reports quarterly to you against its Statement of Performance Expectations. These reports 
inform you about financial, strategic and operational progress over the quarter.  






















