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Official Information Act request 

Thank you for your email of 3 December 2025 requesting information relating to 
the way the Ministry of Social Development (the Ministry) determines relationship 
status of clients. 

I have considered your request under the Official Information Act 1982 (the Act). 
Please find my decision on each part of your request set out separately. Some 
sections are grouped together for clarity. 

• Any material in training documents relating to how MSD staff can ascertain 
whether someone is in a relationship in the nature of marriage. 

A person’s relationship status can be relevant to the benefit or rate of benefit they 
have entitlement to. Clients are required to tell the Ministry when their personal 
circumstances change, and this change could impact on entitlement to the benefit 
they receive. 

The relevant information on how the Ministry determines relationship status, 
including married, civil union, or de facto relationships is publicly available on the 
Work and Income website. The information can be found at the following links: 

• www.workandincome.govt.nz/map/income-support/core-
policy/relationship-status-for-benefit/introduction.html 

• www.workandincome.govt.nz/on-a-benefit/tell-us/are-you-in-a-
relationship.html  

• www.workandincome.govt.nz/on-a-benefit/tell-us/relationship-
changes.html. 

Clients are considered to be part of a couple when they are in a relationship with 
another adult, regardless of the sex or gender of either partner. This includes a 
couple who are married or in a civil union and they are not 'living apart', or a 
couple who are living in a de facto relationship. 

Section 29A of the Interpretation Act 1999 defines the legal meaning of a de facto 
relationship. This information can be found at the following link: 
www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1999/0085/latest/DLM31861.html.  



Once the Ministry determines that a person’s relationship has reached the stage 
where it would be considered to be a de facto relationship, then they would be 
considered as in a relationship for benefit purposes. 

The relevant information on new and formative relationships can be found on the 
Work and Income website at the following link: 
www.workandincome.govt.nz/map/income-support/core-policy/relationship-
status-for-benefit/changes-and-reviews-relationship-status-for-benefit/new-or-
formative-relationships-01.html. 

In addition, the definition of a de facto relationship used by the Ministry can be 
found on the Work and Income website at the following link: 
www.workandincome.govt.nz/map/income-support/core-policy/relationship-
status-for-benefit/de-facto-relationship-definition-01.html.  

To be in a 'relationship in the nature of marriage' or 'relationship in the nature of 
civil union' there must be both a degree of companionship demonstrating an 
emotional commitment and financial interdependence. 

There are a number of indicators, derived from case law, that the Ministry uses to 
help determine whether a relationship is 'in the nature of marriage or civil union'. 
You can find more information about the key indicators the Ministry uses to 
determine financial interdependence and emotional commitment here:  

• www.workandincome.govt.nz/map/income-support/core-
policy/relationship-status-for-benefit/financial-interdependence-01.html 

• www.workandincome.govt.nz/map/income-support/core-
policy/relationship-status-for-benefit/emotional-commitment-01.html.   

More information on the assessment of clients living as a de facto couple can be 
found on the Work and Income website at the following link: 
www.workandincome.govt.nz/map/income-support/core-policy/relationship-
status-for-benefit/clients-living-in-a-de-facto-relationship.html. 

Where it is found that someone has been overpaid a benefit because they have 
entered into a relationship that affects their entitlement to a benefit, a debt would 
be established. This debt would be calculated by taking the difference between 
what was actually paid, and what should have been paid for the period that the 
incorrect amount of benefit was received. 

Please find attached further documents used to support the processing of 
applications for main benefit assistance. These documents are from the Ministry’s 
intranet and staff may refer to this guidance as well as the core policy information 
provided in the links above. 

• Appendix One – Jobseeker Support client application process - Doogle 
• Appendix Two – Sole Parent Support Verification of Relationship Status - 

Doogle  
• Appendix Three – Partner Changes – Doogle 

I am providing you with Jobseeker Support and Sole Parent Support as two of the 
most common assistance types where relationship status is considered. However, 
if you are interested in a particular financial assistance type, please let us know 
and we can log this as a new request for information. Alternatively, a significant 
volume of information around qualifications for financial assistance is publicly 



available on the Work and Income Manuals and Procedures (MAP) website, here: 
https://www.workandincome.govt.nz/map/index.html.  

Please find attached further documents used to support determining relationship 
status during a fraud investigation. Again, these documents are from the Ministry’s 
intranet and staff refer to certain guidance on the Ministry’s intranet as well as the 
core policy information provided above. 

• Appendix Four – Determining a client’s relationship status - Doogle 
• Appendix Five – Evidence of relationship status - Doogle 
• Appendix Six – Case Law – Ruka v Department of Social Welfare (1997) - 

Doogle 

 

• What questions, if any, MSD staff are permitted and not permitted to ask in 
order to ascertain whether someone is in a relationship in the nature of 
marriage during a fraud investigation, including specifically at each of the 
'early intervention', 'facilitation', or 'investigation' tiers of investigation. 

• What information or documents MSD staff are permitted to obtain from 
people as part of a fraud investigation relating to someone's relationship 
status, including specifically at each of the 'early intervention', 'facilitation', 
or 'investigation' tiers of investigation. 

The Ministry’s overall approach is to intervene early when concerns are raised, to 
make it easy for clients to do the right thing and avoid unnecessary overpayments 
and debt while still responding appropriately to serious fraud. 

The three-tier approach helps the Ministry better manage fraud activity. All 
allegations of potential fraud or abuse of benefit payments are responded to in a 
manner proportionate to the nature of the information received and the potential 
seriousness of offending. This approach was endorsed by the Welfare Expert 
Advisory Group report. 

Early intervention and facilitation are non-investigative approaches that can work 
well in response to allegations about relationship fraud, particularly where a 
relationship may be developing or relatively new. This recognises that relationships 
can be complex, and entitlements may not be clear cut. A facilitation intervention 
approach will let the client know about the information received but focus on 
understanding their situation and how that relates to their entitlements. This can 
mean an overpayment for a client in some situations. 

For early intervention responses managed by the Client Service Integrity business 
unit, staff are provided conversation guidelines as part of a supporting ‘Desk file’ 
document which include references to or examples where the engagement may 
include determining a relationship for Ministry purposes. 

Please find attached Appendix Seven containing an excerpt from the Desk file – 
Early Intervention Refresher. I am providing you with an excerpt per section 
16(1)(e) of the Act as a significant volume of information within this document is 
out of scope of your request. 

For facilitation intervention responses managed by the Client Service Integrity 
business unit, guidance related to client engagements is not specific to determining 
a relationship for Ministry purposes. Interviews provide an opportunity to 



understand the client’s circumstances, check full and correct entitlement, and 
make referrals to supports and services where appropriate. While not specific to 
determining relationships, facilitation interviews include: 

• Having an open conversation about the information received 

• Asking the client open questions to invite them to tell their story in their 
own words 

• Building rapport, and using constructive interview techniques such as 
reflective listening, summarising, and affirmations. 

For investigations, however, Ministry staff have powers under legislation 
administered by the Ministry to obtain information to help assess entitlement to 
payments. This legislation is varied, but the legislation relevant to your request is 
the Social Security Act 2018, the Public and Community Housing Management Act 
1992, and the Education and Training Act 2020. This legislation can be found online 
at the following links: 

• Schedule 6 of the Social Security Act 2018: 
www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/2018/0032/latest/DLM6784897.html  

• Section 125 Public and Community Housing Management Act 1992: 
www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1992/0076/latest/whole.html#DLM609
1013  

• The Education and Training Act 2020: 
www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/2020/0038/latest/LMS170676.html.  

The Ministry can obtain relevant information from a wide range of sources to help 
assess benefit entitlement. In most cases Ministry staff are required to seek this 
information from the client in the first instance, and there are constraints on these 
powers. Codes of Conduct governing the Ministry’s legislated information powers, 
and an associated Ethics Framework for Investigators, is available on our website 
at the following link: www.msd.govt.nz/about-msd-and-our-work/about-
msd/legislation/index.html. 

Training for Ministry Investigators also includes a focus on recognising and 
addressing unconscious bias, and training on the Privacy Act 2020 available on the 
Office of the Privacy Commissioner’s website. 

The methods used to investigate benefit entitlement, including possible benefit 
fraud or abuse, must always be lawful and ethical. For example, the Ministry does 
not consider it appropriate to conduct interviews with children under 16 years of 
age, or to use profane, coarse, abusive or intimidating language and behaviour 
when interviewing. The objective of interviews is to elicit accurate and reliable 
information in order to understand first-hand the client's perspective. 

• The number of benefit entitlements that have been reduced, suspended, 
or ended as a result of someone's relationship status changing, broken 
down by age, benefit status, gender, region. 

I am unable to provide you with this information as it is held in notes on individual 
case files. In order to provide you with this information, Ministry staff would have 
to manually review a substantial number of files. As such, I refuse your request 
under section 18(f) of the Act. The greater public interest is in the effective and 
efficient administration of the public service. 



I have considered whether the Ministry would be able to respond to your request 
given extra time, or the ability to charge for the information requested.  I have 
concluded that, in either case, the Ministry’s ability to undertake its work would 
still be prejudiced. 

I will be publishing this decision letter, with your personal details deleted, on the 
Ministry’s website in due course. 

If you wish to discuss this response with us, please feel free to contact 
OIA Requests@msd.govt.nz. 

If you are not satisfied with my decision on your request, you have the right to 
seek an investigation and review by the Ombudsman. Information about how to 
make a complaint is available at www.ombudsman.parliament.nz or 0800 802 602. 

Ngā mihi nui 

 

Anna Graham 
General Manager 
Ministerial and Executive Services 
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IN-CONFIDENCE 

CLIENT INTERACTION 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Full notes of all interactions with the client/s must be documented. 
Checked ID- ministry standard for phone ID  
Document: 
Discussion with client 
Outcome of interaction with client  
Letter sent to client in CMS/CMS noted 
Case cleared  
 
Note:  SSA 2018 only to be quoted where there is a change being made to a 
benefit 
 

Conversation Guidelines for Early Intervention 
 
Introduce yourself 
• Kia ora/hi, my name is … 
• I work for the Ministry of Social Development.   
• Can I just go through our Identification process to confirm I am talking with the 

right person? 
ID Client - 3 validating questions 
 
We have received information about you.  The information we have says that… 
Briefly summarise the information – for example 
• We have received information that you have been living with Paul for the last 6 

months 
• We have received information that your child is not living with you now  
• We have received information that you have started a business 

 
Options for conversation starters: 
• I am ringing you to talk with you about your current situation and whether 

you’ve had a change in your living arrangements  
• Have there been any changes that you can think of that you haven’t told us 

about yet?  
• Is there anything else you would like to tell us? 
• I can help you to get everything sorted 

 
The client may ask about how the Ministry views relationships. Ask if they’ve seen 
the Relationship Brochure and offer to send one to them.  Talk through the 
information that’s in the brochure.   
 
Remember:  

 
You’re not making the decision about the information, the client is. 

 

 



 



 




