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THE STORY 
Tupu means 'to grow' and ‘Tai’ means 'tide' in a number of Pacific dialects and that’s exactly 
what the innovative flagship Tupu Tai public sector internship sets out to do - grow the tide of 
Pacific peoples in policy roles while delivering change that will have a positive impact 
throughout New Zealand’s public sector. 

Delivered by the Ministry of Business Innovation and Employment (MBIE) in partnership with 21 
public sector agencies, Tupu Tai offers a paid 11-week summer internship to Pasifika tertiary 
students and recent graduates interested in a policy career in the public sector. 

The internship was established in 2015 when, despite making up eight per cent of the total 
public sector workforce, Pacific peoples were significantly under-represented in public policy 
roles, making up just one per cent of the total policy workforce. 

Public policy roles are critical in government. It is where advice to Ministers and Cabinet is 
developed in relation to important decisions about social and economic issues that affect all 
New Zealanders.  

Chief Executive Carolyn Tremain says, “New Zealand’s Pacific community is one of the 
youngest and fastest growing ethnic population groups in New Zealand and is going to play an 
increasingly important role in shaping our future, yet Pacific representation in policy roles 
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across government is low. We recognised that 
something needed to be done to address this 
which led to the establishment of Tupu Tai.” 

The programme started with a single policy 
intern placement within MBIE and has since 
experienced year-on-year growth, reaching 
peak capacity in the 2019/20 summer, with 41 
intern placements spread across 21 public 
sector agencies. 

It provides workshops, mentoring and 
networking opportunities to grow the number 
of Pacific peoples working in policy roles in 
government and the public sector, and better 
reflect New Zealand’s population.  
Key objectives include building and supporting 
the resilience, confidence and capability of 
Pasifika tertiary students about to enter the 
workforce, and strengthening public sector 
agency knowledge of Pasifika community 
views and values. 
The results speak for themselves. Out of the 
more than 100 active alumni, 25 per cent are 
now working fulltime in public sector policy 
roles. In 2014 Pasifika made up 0.9 per cent of 
policy workers aged younger than 24; in 2019 
the number was 8.2 per cent. 

An intern from the 2019/20 programme gave 
this feedback: “Tupu Tai offered me the 
knowledge and skills that I needed to thrive 
within the public sector and other 
professional spaces. This programme 
strengthened me to aim higher; it gave me the 
confidence that I needed in order to pull 
myself out from the thoughts of failure and 
discouragement. I find comfort knowing that 
even as a brown person I can still thrive in 
professional spaces if I stay true to myself and do the best that I can every day and this is 
because I was a part of Tupu Tai.” 

The programme has received support from executive leaders across the public service, and is 
actively sponsored by MBIE Chief Executive Carolyn Tremain. 
 
“Tupu Tai provides valuable experience and an opportunity to learn about what the public 
sector is all about. It also creates opportunities for government to partner and connect with 
the Pacific community. It really is as much about increasing our cultural capacity and increasing 
diversity of thinking as building more representative teams across the public sector,” says 
Leilani Tamu, Manager of MBIE’s Pacific Policy team. 
 
 

THE CHALLENGE 
Pacific peoples were under-represented in public policy roles, making up just one per cent of 
the total policy workforce  
 

STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESS 
• The Tupu Tai internship is an 11-week paid summer internship offered to Pasifika 

tertiary students and recent graduates interested in a career in the public sector 
• Interns are given the opportunity to explore career pathways, build confidence as a 

Pasifika professional, and see what it’s like working for government in a wide variety 
of public sector agencies 

“Tupu Tai provides 
valuable experience 
and an opportunity 
to learn what the 
public sector is all 
about. It creates 
opportunities for 
government to 
partner and connect 
with the Pacific 
community. It’s as 
much about 
increasing our 
cultural capacity and 
diversity of thinking 
as building more 
representative 
teams.” 



 
 

• There is a strong emphasis on personal communications and building confidence for 
both participants and unsuccessful applicants, ensuring the application process itself 
contributes to the goal of growing Pacific employment aspirations 

• MBIE underwrites core Tupu Tai resources so the programme can be run on a cost-
recovery basis without the pressure of covering overheads 

• The programme delivery and management is based on Pasifika worldviews and 
values, and a partnership with Leadership NZ’s Mana Moana Experience programme, 
led by Dr Karlo Mila, provides retreat-based leadership development focused on 
building resilience, connection and support across the cohort 

• All public sector managers and buddies who take part in the programme undertake 
two days of Inclusive Leadership training with Vasa Consulting Director Fia Collins, 
who also provides cultural supervision and support 
 

RESULTS AND BENEFITS 
• The programme 

started with a single 
policy intern 
placement within 
MBIE and has grown 
to 41 placements 
across 21 public 
sector agencies in 
2019/20 

• Out of the more than 
100 active alumni, 25 
per cent are working 
fulltime in public 
sector policy roles 

• There has been a 
significant increase in 
the number of early-career Pasifika policy workers across government 
- In 2015 when Tupu Tai was established, Pacific peoples made up one per cent of 

total policy workers; this number has since increased to almost four per cent 
- The influence of Tupu Tai is further seen in the demographic breakdown of the 

new staff. In 2014 Pasifika made up 0.9 per cent of policy workers aged younger 
than 24; in 2019 the number was 8.2 per cent 

• 100 per cent of surveyed interns said Tupu Tai had a positive or very positive impact 
on their sense of belonging as a Pasifika professional  

• In the 2019/20 evaluation survey for agencies, 92 per cent of respondents rated the 
Tupu Tai programme as good or very good and recommended it to other agencies 

 

KEY LEARNING 
Creating a programme to increase the confidence and capability of young Pacific people is 
allowing a new generation will play a key role in helping inject relevant perspectives into 
policy that affects all New Zealanders. 
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