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With 20 very different departments and 380 employees filling a wide variety of roles, 
working together for the greater good of the community was a challenge for the 
Whangarei District Council.  
 
In 2017 an organisational review highlighted some key structural issues. While some 
progress was made in addressing this, challenges remained in unifying a diverse mix 
of teams and people. 
 
Chief Executive Rob Forlong says further consultation showed the council’s 
organisational strategy and vision needed to be clarified. 
 
“We needed an organisational development journey to unite us, but a traditional top-
down approach just didn’t sit right. So, we set about building an organisation strategy 
from the ground up – one that was created by and owned by our people,” he says.  
 
“Our Strategic Leadership Team supported this initiative but did not drive it. While this 
felt like a risky proposition for them at first, the outcomes that we achieved through 
this approach by far exceeded expectations.” 
 
Creating the new organisational strategy began with a core group of eight second and 
third-tier leaders, who reviewed other organisations’ strategies and discussed the 
needs of customers. 
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“It became clear that we needed more input 
from the wider organisation to develop a 
strategy that was meaningful to all 380 of our 
Whangarei District Council team. We invited 
one person from each department to join our 
group – this larger group became a working 
group of 34,” says General Manager People 
and Capability Jenny Antunovich.  
 
“It was a melting pot of engineers, 
administrators, planners, customer facing and 
support staff that represented all parts of our 
very diverse service organisation. It was 
important to us to acknowledge the bi-
culturalism of the community we represent, 
and we made sure that we had strong Māori 
representation on the group.” 
 
Senior leadership worked in partnership with 
the group, but did not lead the initiative. 
While initially the team identified five 
different streams, after a week of workshops they decided to instead concentrate on 
key themes that were common to all. 
 
“This was a significant point in the development of the initiative. We went from 
believing there were several separate strands, to recognising the overlap as key to the 
organisational strategy.” 
 
The resulting strategy hinged on three core concepts: 

• A new organisational tikanga – manaakitanga, whanaungatanga, atawhaitanga 
and kotahitanga  

• The creation of whanau groups made up of a cross-section of the organisation, 
enabling staff to connect with people they wouldn’t usually cross paths with. 

• Decision making applied at the appropriate level. 

“Just like a kete, the interwoven nature of our tikanga means that each supports the 
other and none exist in isolation, much like how we want to be as a whanau and an 
organisation,” says Jenny. 
 

“The whanau groups 
were instrumental in 
implementing our 
new Organisational 
Strategy, with all 
groups invited to 
take part in 
introductory 
workshops. They 
have made change 
simpler. Because the 
whanau groups are 
representative of the 
organisation, we will 
often work with a 
group to consult on 
a topic and shape 
our position as an 
organisation.” 
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THE AIM 
Acknowledging the deep-rooted issue of departments working independently of 
each other and a lack of strategic direction, Whangarei District Council wanted to 
harness the creativity and imagination of its people to develop a new organisational 
strategy that everyone was part of. 
 
STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESS 

• A working group 
of 34 employees 
from right across 
the organisation 
was formed to 
work on an 
organisational 
strategy, 
identifying key 
themes. 

• Leadership 
worked in 
partnership with 
the group, but did 
not dictate 
outcomes or set 
direction.  

• Our Korero, an organisation survey developed by AskYourTeam, was 
introduced as a platform for feedback and measurement, providing data 
about what was working and what needed improvement.  

• Whanau groups made up of a cross-section of the organisation enabled staff 
to connect with people from a variety of different departments. 

• An organisational tikanga became the ‘how’ of how employees could work 
together, while an action plan identified the ‘what’ that was needed to get 
there.   

INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL BENEFITS 

• Community engagement increased dramatically with a 300%+ increase in 
community submissions on the council’s Long-Term Plan 2021-31. 

• Feedback received via AskYourTeam survey showed huge improvement in 
organisation effectiveness, moving from a baseline score of 62% in 2018 to 
70% in 2020. 

• Further improvement relative to the other 38 councils using AskYourTeam - 
in 2018 Whangarei District Council was in the bottom 25th percentile with a 
score of 62%. In 2020 it moved to the top 10th percentile with a score of 
70%. 

• Annual staff survey had a 93% participation rate. 

KEY LEARNING 
To develop an organisational strategy that was meaningful to each of the Whangarei 
District Council’s 380-strong team, everyone needed to have their say. 
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