
A conflict of interest is a situation where the responsibilities you have 
in your work for a public organisation are affected by an interest or 
relationship you have in your private life.

Having a conflict of interest does not necessarily mean you have done 
anything wrong. It all depends on how you manage it.

You need to ask yourself not just whether the interest or relationship 
means you are biased, but also whether someone looking in from the 
outside could have reasonable grounds to think you might be.  

The “rules” for managing conflicts of interest in the public sector are 
generally stricter than in the private sector. If you work for a public 
organisation, the public needs to have confidence that any decisions  
you make:
•	 are made impartially and for the right reasons; and 
•	 are not influenced by personal interests or ulterior motives. 

Any decisions about conflicts of interest should take  
into account the core public service values:
•	 integrity;
•	 impartiality
•	 trustworthiness;
•	 respect; and
•	 responsiveness.

Managing conflicts of interest
Do you stand to gain or lose financially  
from the decision?  

Does someone close to you – like an immediate 
family member – or a business you are involved with 
stand to gain or lose financially from the decision?

When you have to make a decision, ask yourself:

Is someone close to you or an organisation you are 
involved with likely to be affected by the decision you 
make?  

If so, is there a risk that you will be seen  
to be biased in your decision because of  
this relationship or association?

Will a second organisation you have a role  
in (entity B) be affected by the decision you are 
making for the public organisation you work  
for (entity A)?  

If so:
•	 Is there a risk that you will be seen to be acting in 

the interests of entity B rather than entity A? 
•	 If you participate in this decision, is there a risk 

that you might breach obligations you owe to 
either entity – for example, a duty of loyalty  
or confidentiality?

Is there anything you have previously done or said that 
might make people think you are not going to listen 
fairly to all the relevant information before you make 
your decision?
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A situation does not need to involve cash changing hands to be considered a financial  
interest. A financial interest could, for example, relate to an effect on the value of property.

A financial interest might be direct or indirect. In situations that someone close to you or a 
business you are involved with has a financial interest, you might be considered to share  
their interest. 

Financial interests are generally treated more strictly than other types of interest. If you have a 
financial conflict of interest, the law presumes you are biased. This is why you should automatically 
treat a financial conflict of interest seriously, even if it seems trivial to you.

For some entities in the public sector, there are specific statutory requirements that apply to 
managing the financial conflicts of interest, which you need to be aware of. 

If you have a conflict of interest, but not one from which you stand to gain or lose financially, the 
law does not automatically assume you are biased. 

This does not necessarily mean a non-financial conflict is less serious than a financial  
conflict – but there is generally more room for judgement about whether it is acceptable for you 
to participate.

Questions you need to think about include:
-	 How close is your relationship with this other person or organisation?
-	 Will they be directly affected by the decision?
-	 How seriously will they be affected?  

The issue with a conflict of roles is not so much whether you personally have a conflict, but 
whether the interests of the two organisations conflict.  

If you have a conflict of roles, you will need to consider whether it is appropriate for you to 
participate in the decision-making process “on both sides of the table”. You will also need to think 
about whether you are going to be in a position to fulfil your obligations to both entities  
at the same time.   

It is accepted that people working for public entities will have their own views on many matters, 
and, in many cases, might already have views on what the “right answer” to an issue is.

You are not required to approach every decision as though you have given it no prior thought, or have 
no existing knowledge or opinion. However, you are required to keep an open mind, and you must be 
prepared to change or adjust your views if the evidence or arguments warrant it.  

That means you need to take care that what you do or say does not make it look like you  
have already made your decision before you have considered all the relevant information  
and evidence.  

Where to read more

Paragraphs 3.12-3.24

Scenarios 1, 2, 3, 9, 11

Paragraphs 3.25-3.31

Scenarios 8, 10

Paragraphs 3.32-3.40

Scenarios 4, 7

If there is a risk that there might be conflicts 
at some point during the decision-making 
process, you should discuss your situation with 
both entities. This gives each an opportunity to 
consider the risks from their perspective and 
decide whether they are comfortable with you 
participating on both sides.  

Paragraphs 3.7-3.11 	 Scenarios 3, 5

If you are an elected member of a local council, or a 
member of the governing body of any other entity to 
which the Local Authorities (Members’ Interests) Act 
1968 applies, please also read our Guide on that Act.

NON-FINANCIAL CONFLICT OF ROLES PRE-DETERMINATIONFINANCIAL

Tips for managing 
conflicts

•	 Make sure you know what rules 
apply to you, whether in your 
employment contract, contract for 
services, terms of appointment, or 
any internal policies of the entity 
you work for.

•	 Declare any interests you have that 
might pose a conflict. This shows 
you are being open. It will also 
help the entity you work for avoid 
putting you in a situation where a 
conflict might arise, or to manage a 
conflict if one arises. 

•	 Follow any rules or guidance 
provided by the entity you work  
for when deciding how to manage 
a conflict.

•	 As a minimum, declare any 
conflicts you have as soon as you 
become aware of them, preferably 
in writing.

•	 Think about what else you 
might need to do to manage the 
conflict. Get advice if you need to. 
Talk to your manager, or if you are 
on a board, the chairperson.

•	 You need to consider ethics as 
well as legal rules. Just because 
it’s not unlawful to participate, 
that does not necessarily mean 
it would be appropriate to 
participate.  

If in doubt, stay out.


