
NEW ZEALAND: 
CREATING A NATION 
OF CURIOUS MINDS
FIVE YEARS AGO, THE NEW ZEALAND GOVERNMENT 
SET OUT A TEN-YEAR GOAL FOR BETTER ENGAGEMENT 
BETWEEN SCIENCE, TECHNOLOGY AND SOCIETY. HELEN 
SILLARS, MANAGER FOR SPECIALISED INVESTMENTS, 
EXPLAINS WHY THE MINISTRY OF BUSINESS, INNOVATION 
AND EMPLOYMENT INVESTS IN STEM

In New Zealand, science, technology, engineering and maths (STEM) skills are highly valued and sought after across the economy: 90 
per cent of New Zealanders see science and technology as important areas to study, which increase job prospects and potential earnings. 
Indeed, STEM skills are applied in a wide range of industries and more broadly in life. Some growing industries that make extensive use 
of STEM skills include health (for example, med tech, pharmaceuticals), food tech (for example, innovative product development and 
manufacturing), and ICT (for example, agritech, software and services).

In 2017, the tech sector created 2,830 new jobs, which is a 3 per cent increase since 2016. These new jobs were evenly split across the 
sector, from ICT to high tech manufacturing. We are, however currently experiencing shortages of employees with STEM skills in the 
health, engineering and IT industries. Demand for these skills will continue to increase as the Government puts more investment into these 
areas in order to create a strong and prosperous economy with adaptable and engaged people.

A NATION OF CURIOUS MINDS
New Zealanders want to hear about new scientific and technological breakthroughs, especially when it stems from work done in our 
own backyard. This can’t happen if we aren’t making sure that our people are equipped with the skills. Five years ago, in 2014, the 
Government set out a ten-year goal for better engagement between science, technology and society in all sectors of New Zealand society, 
and developed A Nation of Curious Minds. The initiative covers three action areas that focus on enhancing the role of education, public 
engagement with science and technology, and encouraging science sector engagement with the public. Essentially, the aims are to:

• increase the number of science and technology-competent learners, who choose STEM-related career pathways or further study;
• improve the public’s understanding and engagement with science and technology; and
•  create a more skilled workforce, using science and technology to meet New Zealand’s needs.

The initiative identified that a major hurdle for encouraging STEM learning in schools is teacher confidence. The Curious Minds 
Participatory Science Platform works in several ways to increase teacher confidence and enable teachers to support students’ engagement 
with STEM subjects. The platform has also enabled the science sector to build their relationship with schools and communities by providing 
funding to facilitate scientists, researchers and communities working together. The funding gives communities and students resourcing 
to work with researchers to develop locally relevant research questions, “be the scientist” and carry out investigations themselves, with 
researchers alongside.

OFF TO A GOOD START
Five years after the launch of this strategy, we have a lot of evidence and survey results from projects that suggest that we’re off to a 
good start. This includes teachers reporting greater confidence in delivering science. The Unlocking Curious Minds contestable fund has 
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funded at least one project in every part of the country. These are targeting a range of ages, types of schools, and cover STEM skills 
and different delivery ideas. 

When we released A Nation of Curious Minds, new technologies and ways of working were increasingly becoming embedded into our 
everyday lives, and continue to do so. We believed, and still do, that it is important that no one in society is left behind.  

INNOVATION IN STEM
Some of life’s most difficult questions can be answered by people who have STEM skills. Climate change, health challenges and 
technology advancements are just the starting point of why science, technology, engineering and maths are important to understand. 
Essentially, building STEM skills, and engaging with STEM will equip people to make well-informed decisions about how to address 
difficult questions and challenges.

The Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment’s aim is to grow New Zealand for All. This means that we support the 
Government to make sure that New Zealand has prosperous and adaptable sectors, people and regions; our people are engaged in 
safe and fulfilling work; our consumers and businesses are informed and confident; and, finally, our value is sustainably derived and our 
business environment is dynamic, encouraging innovation and international connections.

Ninety per cent of New Zealanders see science and technology as 
important areas to study, which increase job prospects and potential 
earnings. New Zealanders also want to hear about new scientific and 
technological breakthroughs, especially when it stems from work done in 
our own backyard.

EDUCATIONAL AND CAREER RESOURCES

For more information on the MBIE’s Curious Minds initiative, read: How to encourage citizens to ask good questions and solve 
big problems. 

The New Zealand Government has also introduced the following educational and career STEM resources: 

•  The Science Learning Hub is part of the Curious Minds suite of projects and is widely used across New Zealand schools: https://
www.sciencelearn.org.nz/

•  The Ministry of Education recently launched new resources on Progress and Achievement in science for New Zealand schools:  
http://scienceonline.tki.org.nz/Progress-and-Achievement-in-Science.
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