
Part 2 
What do we mean by public accountability?
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Figure 1 
The Westminster chain of public accountability

Public officials are held accountable to the public through chief executives, Ministers, and 
ultimately Parliament.

Source: Adapted from: Stanbury, W (2003), Accountability to citizens in the Westminster model of government: More 
myth than reality, Roy, J (2008); “Beyond Westminster governance: Bringing politics and public service into the 
networked era”; and State Services Commission (1999), “Improving accountability: Setting the scene”.

2.37	 Many agencies that carry out public accountability functions on behalf of 
Parliament support and surround this chain. These include the three officers 
of Parliament – the Auditor-General, the Parliamentary Commissioner for the 
Environment, and the Ombudsman. Some of these functions include ensuring 
that annual reports are a true and fair reflection of the activity and performance 
of public organisations and investigating public sector conduct or complaints.

2.38	 In addition, many other agencies within the chain also have monitoring functions, 
including the Treasury, the State Services Commission, the Tertiary Education 
Commission, the Serious Fraud Office, and the Commerce Commission. Some of 
these functions include reporting on entity and sector performance and ensuring 
that the public’s money is budgeted, properly authorised, and properly allocated. 

2.39	 The large network of public sector review agencies and monitoring teams 
that support Parliament and the public is a feature of the New Zealand public 
accountability system. Although this large network might seem beneficial, 
overemphasising public accountability can lead to complexity and confusion  
(see Part 5). 
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