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Foreword
Artificial intelligence (AI) is not a future 
possibility for New Zealand. It is already here, 
already visible, and already shaping how 
people interact with businesses, services and 
institutions. Three in four New Zealanders say 
they have interacted with an AI-powered tool 
or service in the past 12 months. But this year’s 
research makes something else just as clear: 
building public trust is critical for New Zealand 
businesses and organisations in our journey 
to innovating with AI – particularly as we’re 
operating in a global landscape where other 
countries are pushing ahead.

That matters, because the next phase of AI 
adoption will not be won by the organisations 
that move fastest alone. It will be won by the 
organisations that can show New Zealanders 
they are deploying AI responsibly, transparently, 
and with clear human accountability. The public 
is developing clearer expectations for AI. Kiwis 
still see value, especially in productivity and 
convenience, but they are increasingly asking 
harder questions about privacy, misinformation, 
fairness, oversight and control. 

For Aotearoa New Zealand, this is a pivotal 
moment. AI could help lift productivity, improve 
services and support better national outcomes. 
But those gains will not be automatic. They will 
depend on whether people feel AI is being used 
in ways that are fair, useful, explainable and 
safe. We need to help build AI literacy at scale to 
support AI acceptance, especially among those 
who are currently lagging in terms of adoption 
and understanding. Otherwise, the digital divide 
will likely widen. 

AI is also changing the economics of innovation 
itself. As the cost of building, testing and scaling 
new ideas rapidly falls, New Zealand has an 
opportunity to compete far beyond its size – 
but only if we build the trust, capability and 
confidence to move with it.

At One NZ, we believe the challenge is not 
whether to engage with AI. It is how to help 
shape an AI future that New Zealanders can 
trust – one that supports a better-connected 
future, with people still at the centre. Or what we 
define as taking an approach of “AI first, human 
where it matters most”.

In the next phase of AI adoption, trust may 
depend less on whether AI is used at all, and 
more on whether AI systems can clearly prove 
who they are acting for, what authority they 
have, and how decisions can be traced and 
challenged. As agentic AI becomes more 
autonomous, identity, delegated authority and 
auditability are likely to become foundational 
trust requirements.

This report is intended to contribute to the 
national conversation, focusing on five key AI 
signals for Kiwi organisations. These signals 
indicate the key trust levers are deepening 
in importance, as the questions around AI 
adoption are changing. Leaders in business, 
government and policy now need to change 
with them.

Summer Collins 
Chief AI & Business Services Officer, One NZ

AI Trust Report 2026

“�As AI moves 
from assisting 
people to acting 
on their behalf, 
trust becomes 
essential 
infrastructure 
for Kiwi 
organisations.”
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Executive Summary

The five signals for 
New Zealand organisations 

1.	 AI is becoming mainstream, 
but meaningful adoption 
remains shallow

2.	 Public sentiment is shifting 
from curiosity to scrutiny

3.	 Trust is being shaped by 
experience, not perception 

4.	 Human oversight is becoming 
the baseline for trust 

5.	 AI’s value case is narrowing as 
expectations of guardrails rise

62%
of Kiwis say they would stop using 
a product or service if they have 
concerns about how the organisation 
was using AI.

45%
of Kiwis are concerned about 
the environmental impacts of 
business AI use.

68%
of New Zealanders say having a 
clear option to talk to a human if 
needed would make them more 
comfortable with having AI-powered 
customer interactions.

70%
of AI users say they have 
experienced at least one issue with 
AI-powered services in the past year. 



 
 

New Zealand has entered a new phase in the AI conversation. This second 
annual AI Trust Report and research shows that the defining tension in 
2026 is not low AI awareness among the general public. It is the widening 
gap between broad exposure and fragile trust. AI is becoming normalised 
in everyday life, but confidence in how organisations use it has weakened 
over the past year. Public sentiment in Aotearoa is shifting from curiosity to 
scrutiny. The question is no longer simply whether AI is useful. It is whether 
it is being used by businesses and organisations in ways people believe are 
appropriate, accountable and worth the trade-offs.

The 2026 One NZ AI Trust Report shows that 76% of 
New Zealanders have interacted with an AI-powered 
tool or service in the past 12 months, stable compared 
to 2025 research, yet meaningful adoption remains 
concentrated in a relatively small active core. However, 
trust in organisations to use AI ethically and responsibly 
has declined across business types and sectors. 

Fewer than two in five Kiwis now believe AI has the 
potential to deliver better outcomes for society, and 
70% of AI users say they have experienced at least one 
issue with AI-powered services in the past year. The 
decline in trust is most pronounced among the most 
engaged users, suggesting this is being shaped by 
direct experience, not distant suspicion.

This shift has practical consequences. New Zealanders 
are still open to AI’s value, but that value is narrowing. 
People see the case for AI in reducing admin, lowering 

operational costs and speeding up customer service. 
They are less convinced by broader promises. At the 
same time, expectations of guardrails are rising. Human 
oversight has become a more important trust condition. 
Clearer government standards would make nearly 
half the country (47%) more likely to trust AI-powered 
products and services. Sustainability sits squarely within 
the trust equation as well, with 45% concerned about 
the environmental impacts of business AI use.

For organisations in New Zealand, that points to a 
new strategic imperative. The competitive question 
is no longer just how quickly AI can be deployed. It 
is whether it can be deployed in a way that earns 
confidence. For government, the implication is just as 
sharp. If New Zealand wants AI to support productivity 
and long-term national outcomes, it needs public 
trust, clear expectations, and a credible framework 
for accountability.

Overview 
of Insights
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AI is becoming mainstream, but 
meaningful adoption remains shallow.

Trust is being shaped by 
experience, not perception.

Public sentiment is shifting 
from curiosity to scrutiny.

Human oversight is becoming 
the baseline for trust.

AI’s value case is narrowing as 
expectations of guardrails rise.



 
 

AI is familiar to many New Zealanders. Net interaction with AI-powered services, or the 
understanding that they are interacting with an AI-powered service, has held steady 
at 76% over the past year. Younger New Zealanders continue to knowingly use AI far 
more than older groups, with interaction at 89% among 18–34s versus 62% among 
those aged 55+. 

But the pattern beneath that headline is more revealing than the headline itself. AI 
interaction is still mostly occasional across categories, and only chat-based assistants 
show meaningful levels of regular use with 50% of Kiwis say they have used a chat-based 
AI assistant in the past year, such as ChatGPT, Perplexity, Claude or Gemini. In other 
words, AI is visible, but it has not yet become deeply embedded in everyday behaviour 
for most people. This creates a risk for leaders: mistaking visibility for readiness.

The adoption gap matters. The research shows a relatively small AI Active segment, 
representing 29% of the population, alongside a much larger passive or avoidant 
majority. AI Actives are the pioneers: they use AI more often, feel more confident 
with it, and are more optimistic about its potential to improve customer and societal 
outcomes. But even they are not blindly enthusiastic; they are just as likely to stop using 
a product or service if they have concerns about how AI is being used. AI Dabblers 
are the persuadable middle: open to experimenting, but still looking for reassurance, 
confidence and proof from others before leaning further in. AI Avoiders are the hold-outs: 
less confident, less trusting, and more likely to be driven by lack of knowledge, general 
distrust, and concern about what AI may replace.

INSIGHT AI is becoming mainstream, but meaningful adoption remains shallow1

50%

42%

31%

28%

20%

13%

11%

10%

24%

41%

34%

20%

14%

10%

13%

23%

Chat-based AI assistants (e.g., ChatGPT, Perplexity,
Claude, Gemini)*

AI-powered customer service chatbots (e.g., chat support
on bank, telco, or retail websites)

AI-powered social media content recommendations (e.g.,
personalised feeds on Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, LinkedIn)*

AI-powered personalised recommendations (e.g., Net�ix,
Spotify, Amazon)

AI-powered customer support calls

AI-powered smart home devices

AI-powered fraud detection in banking

AI-powered personalised products and services (e.g.,
utilities, banking, insurance) based on my usage or needs

Unsure / None

2026

2025

* New option added 2026
Q. To the best of your knowledge, have you interacted with any of the following AI powered 
services from  businesses / organisations within the past 12 months? Please select all that apply.  
Base: Total Sample 2025 (n=1,000); 2026 (n=1001)

-

AI Engagement 
(In the past 12 months)

*+/- Comparisons are
against 2025

Signi�cantly higher / 
lower at 95% con�dence

Net AI
Interaction:

76% (-1)

The first signal relates to adoption, or perceived use 
of AI, tools by Kiwis in their everyday lives.



 
 

This is an important strategic warning. Exposure should not 
be mistaken for acceptance. It is easy for leaders to see high 
levels of interaction and conclude that the public is ready to 
go further. The report suggests otherwise. What New Zealand 
has today is broad awareness, shallow adoption and highly 
uneven readiness. The organisations that misread that gap 
will over-automate too early, and then wonder why public 
resistance hardens.

There is also a wider national implication sitting underneath 
this signal. If younger New Zealanders are already engaging 

with AI at materially higher rates than older groups, then the 
next stage of AI deployment risks widening capability gaps 
rather than narrowing them. If AI becomes embedded in how 
essential services, advice, healthcare, finance or customer 
support are delivered, then accessibility and confidence are 
no longer side issues — they are central to whether AI improves 
outcomes at all.

This points to a deeper shift. AI literacy is quickly becoming a 
form of economic infrastructure, not just a technical skill. As AI 
becomes embedded in how work is performed and services are 

delivered, differences in confidence and capability are likely 
to translate into differences in productivity, opportunity and 
outcomes. For organisations, workforce confidence will directly 
shape how far AI can be deployed. 

For the country, uneven capability risks reinforcing existing 
inequalities rather than reducing them. Trust is also closely 
tied to understanding — people are more likely to engage with 
systems they feel they can interpret, question and control.

INSIGHT AI is becoming mainstream, but meaningful adoption remains shallow1

LOW HIGH

O
V

ER
V

IE
W Li�le to no recent interaction with AI 

Low trust and low perceived relevance 
Least convinced of broader bene�ts 

Have tried AI, but usage is irregular and shallow 
Lack con�dence which limits progression to habitual use
Less likely to see value outside of more simple use cases

Con�dent, frequent users across personal + professional 
contexts 
Over-index on belief in AI’s societal value 
Early adopters and in�uencers in their networks 

SK
EW

Older (38% among 55+ vs 11% among 18 - 34) 
Regional (28% vs 21% among those in main centres) 
Lower Income earners (28% among <$100K 
Household Incomes vs 15% among $100K+)  

No signi�cant demographic skews -  
straddle a broad range of demographics.

Younger (39% among 18 - 34-year - olds vs  
14% among 55+)
Major centers (32% vs 24% among regional Kiwis)
Mid/higher income earners (39% among $100K+  
Household Incomes vs 22% among <$100K).

IM
PL
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A
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O

N
S

Conversion will be slow
– signi�cant trust barriers to overcome. 

Largest segment – 
key opportunity for organisations to shi� perceptions.

Small group – 
outsized in�uence on adoption and advocacy

AI Engagement Segments

AI
Actives

29%
(+3)

AI 
Avoiders

24%
(+1)

AI 
Dabblers

48%
(-4)

*+/- Comparisons are against 2025
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INSIGHT AI is becoming mainstream, but meaningful adoption remains shallow1

Q. To what extent do you either agree or disagree, with each of the following statements related to AI?
Base: Total Sample 2025 (n=1,000); 2026 (n=1001)

Use AI in daily personal 
and/or professional lives

AI Actives are frequently using AI in their day to 
day lives and leading the way when it comes to  
adoption of new tools & services. 

Generally con�dent in using
AI-powered tools and services

Prefer to wait until most
people are using an AI

technology before trying it
 

13% 31% 100%

ActivesDabblersAvoiders

12% 14% 100%

61%47%31%



 
 

INSIGHT AI is becoming mainstream, but meaningful adoption remains shallow1

Q. To what extent do you either agree or disagree, with each of the following statements related to AI?
Base: Total Sample 2025 (n=1,000); 2026 (n=1001)

Believe AI has the potential
to deliver be�er outcomes
for a businesses' customers

AI Actives also share greater optimism around 
AI’s societal impact, however, are as likely to stop 
using a product or service if they have concerns 
about how AI is being used.

Believe AI has the potential 
to deliver be�er outcomes 

for society as a whole

Would stop using a product or
service if they had concerns

about how the organisation was
using AI

 

ActivesDabblersAvoiders

18% 35% 81%

16% 29% 69%

66%

62%

60%



 
 

Consistent with 2025, almost two-thirds (62%) of Kiwis say they would stop using a 
product or service if they have concerns about how the organisation was using AI. 
However, the most important year-on-year change in the report is not about usage. It is 
about mood. AI usage has held up, but trust and comfort have declined. 

Trust in organisations to use AI ethically and responsibly has fallen across sectors and 
organisation types. Multinationals remain the least trusted, with 51% of New Zealanders 
expressing low or no trust in their responsible use of AI. Small businesses and large New 
Zealand businesses have also seen some of the sharpest drops. At the same time, belief 
that AI will deliver better outcomes for society has weakened, falling from 43% in 2025 to 
fewer than two in five in 2026.

This is the real meaning of the shift from curiosity to scrutiny. The public is moving 
beyond AI as a novelty. New Zealanders are now asking tougher questions: Is this 
accurate? Is it fair? Is it safe? Is my data protected? Who is accountable if something 
goes wrong? These are not fringe concerns. They are becoming the mainstream test 
for whether AI feels acceptable in practice. The rise of misinformation and deepfakes, 
combined with growing concern about data use and weak controls, has made people 
more suspicious of the environment AI is operating in.

INSIGHT Public sentiment is shifting from curiosity to scrutiny2

11%

14%

18%

22%

26%

24%

26%

29%

47%

46%

39%

37%

13%

13%

14%

11%

3%

3%

3%

1%

Small businesses

Large NZ businesses
(headquartered in NZ)

Government/public sector
organisations

Large multinational businesses
(headquartered overseas)

No trust at all Low trust Moderate trust High trust Complete trust

51% (+4)

Trust erosion is evident across all sectors, with 
small business and large New Zealand 
businesses experiencing the most pronounced 
drops.

Multinationals remain the least trusted, with the 
majority of Kiwis (51%) having low or no trust in 
their responsible use of AI (+4pp vs. 2025).

Q. To what extent do you trust the following types of businesses / organisations to use AI ethically and 
responsibly? i.e. ensuring fairness, transparency, privacy, and accountability for their customers
Base: Total Sample 2025 (n=1000); 2026 (n=1,001)

Levels of Trust  
(That AI would be used ethically and responsibly)

Trust in organisations to use 
AI ethically and responsibly 
has declined over the past
12 months.

37% (+7)

38% (+9)

44% (+9)

16% ( -7)

16% ( -6)

17% ( -4)

12% ( -2)

*+/- Comparisons are
against 2025

Signi
cantly higher / 
lower at 95% con
dence

The second signal points to a shift in sentiment 
and mood among New Zealanders towards how 
organisations are using AI.



 
 

The industry lens sharpens the point. New Zealanders remain most comfortable with AI 
in retail and telecoms, but even there comfort has declined. In sectors where stakes are 
higher, comfort is much lower: only around a quarter are now comfortable with AI use in 
healthcare, and under a third in finance and banking. Government sits in the same zone 
of caution. This matters because these are exactly the sectors where AI could have high 
public impact — and exactly the sectors where public legitimacy will be hardest won.

The implication for leaders is more confronting than it may appear. Many organisations 
are still talking about AI as if the country is in an early adoption phase defined by 
excitement and experimentation. The report suggests that phase is ending. New Zealand 
is entering a judgement phase. People are no longer asking only what AI can do. They 
are asking where it belongs, where it does not, and what protections need to come first.

INSIGHT Public sentiment is shifting from curiosity to scrutiny2

26%

29%

41%

45%

50%

31%

32%

28%

26%

23%

43%

39%

31%

29%

27%

Retail & e-commerce

Telecommunications

Government & public services

Finance & banking

Healthcare

Uncomfortable (1/2) Neutral (3) Comfortable (4/5)

Q. How comfortable would you be using AI if you were dealing with an organisation in the following industries?  
Base: Total Sample 2025 (n=1,000); 2026 (n=1001) 

Comfort With AI Use by Industry

+3

+3 +2 -5

+1 +3 -4

+4 -2 -2

+5 -8

+5 +4 -9

*+/- Comparisons are
against 2025

Signi
cantly higher / 
lower at 95% con
dence



 
 

One of the most revealing findings in the report is that trust is declining fastest among 
those with the most direct experience of AI. Regular users remain more trusting overall 
than non-users, but they have seen the sharpest drop in trust over the past year for 
all types of organisations using AI. That matters because it challenges a common 
assumption: that trust will naturally rise with familiarity. In practice, the opposite 
may happen when real experiences do not match the promise. AI does not behave 
like traditional technology tools, and variability in results is becoming more visible, 
particularly for AI Actives.

The numbers behind that are hard to ignore. Seven in ten AI users say they have 
experienced at least one issue with AI-powered services in the past 12 months, with two 
issues experienced on average. The most damaging problems are not theoretical. They 
are immediate and practical: incorrect information, poor outcomes, privacy concerns, 
difficulty reaching a human, and experiences that feel impersonal or frustrating. Younger 
users are more likely to report wrong answers and security concerns. Older users are 
more likely to report the loss of human connection — not being able to reach a person 
when needed, or feeling the experience was cold and frustrating. These experiences 
are not neutral; they materially reduce people’s willingness to use similar AI-powered 
services again.

INSIGHT Trust is being shaped by experience, not perception3

Q. To what extent do you trust the following types of businesses / organisations to use AI 
ethically and responsibly? i.e. ensuring fairness, transparency, privacy, and accountability for 
their customers
Base: Total Sample 2026 
 
AI Actives (n=289), AI Dabblers (n=478), AI Avoiders (n=238)

High / Complete Trust by User Groups

6%
8% 9%

5%

13% 12% 13%

9%

30% 29% 31%

22%

Small businesses Large NZ
businesses

Government/public
sector

Large multinational
businesses

AI Avoiders AI Dabblers AI Actives

-19

-3

-20
-11

-11

-3 -4
n/c

-5
-1 -1

-1

*+/- Comparisons are
against 2025

Signi
cantly higher / 
lower at 95% con
dence

The third signal Kiwi organisations should be paying 
attention to centres on how user experiences of AI 
are shaping trust.



 
 

In practice, this creates a form of trust asymmetry. A single instance of incorrect 
information, a privacy concern or a poor experience can have a disproportionate impact 
on how people view not just that service, but AI more broadly. Individual deployments do 
not operate in isolation — they shape expectations for the wider ecosystem.

This is why governance maturity matters early. Poor implementations do not just create 
local issues; they can slow adoption more broadly by reinforcing scepticism. Trust 
becomes harder to rebuild than to lose. This should not be treated as a communications 
problem. It is a performance and operational problem. The public is not simply nervous 
because AI is unfamiliar. Many are becoming sceptical because they have already seen 
where it falls short — whether through unreliable outputs, unclear data practices, or a 
perceived lack of accountability when things go wrong.

This points to a deeper shift in how trust must be managed. Trust in AI is no longer 
sustained by policy statements or ethical principles alone. It increasingly depends on an 
organisation’s ability to operate AI systems reliably over time — to monitor performance, 
detect issues early, respond when things go wrong, and provide clear accountability 
for outcomes.

INSIGHT Trust is being shaped by experience, not perception3

**New Question added in 2026

Q. Have you experienced any issues with the AI powered services you’ve used in the past 12 months?
Please select all that apply
Base: 2026 Those who have interacted with any AI powered services  (n=735)

Issues with AI-powered services
(In the past 12 months – Among those who have interacted with AI services)

37%

33%

31%

27%

24%

18%

10%

24%

6%

Couldn’t understand my request or situation

Made it di�cult to reach a human when needed

Gave incorrect or misleading information

Felt impersonal or frustrating to deal with

I had concerns about privacy or data use

Took too long to resolve my issue

Led to a negative outcome (e.g. wrong decision,
extra cost, stress)

No, I haven’t experienced any issues

Unsure / can’t remember Identi�ed at
least 1 Issue:

70%
(2 issues experienced on average)



 
 

This highlights an important dynamic in how trust in AI is formed. Trust is not built and lost 
evenly. It tends to accumulate gradually through repeated positive experiences, but can 
be eroded quickly by a small number of negative ones.

In that sense, trust is becoming an operational discipline. It requires ongoing oversight, 
traceability of decisions, effective escalation pathways, and the ability to learn from and 
correct failures quickly. As AI systems become more embedded in customer experiences 
and decision-making, these capabilities begin to resemble other core operational 
functions, such as cybersecurity or financial controls.

The implication is blunt. Organisations that deploy AI badly are not just creating 
isolated customer service issues — they are teaching the public to trust AI less. In that 
environment, every poor deployment has a wider effect, shaping expectations for the 
next system, the next service, and the next organisation.

INSIGHT Trust is being shaped by experience, not perception3

** New Question added in 2026

Q. You mentioned you’ve experienced the issues below, when using AI powered services in the past 12 months. 
What impact have those experiences had on your level of AI use?
Base: Those who have experienced issues with AI - powered services 2026 (n=504)

Impact of Negative Experience 
(Made me much less likely to use this kind of AI-powered service / stopped using altogether)

70%

66%

63%

61%

58%

56%

49%

Led to a negative outcome (e.g. wrong
decision, extra cost, stress)

Made it di�cult to reach a human when needed

Felt impersonal or frustrating to deal with

I had concerns about privacy or data use

Took too long to resolve my issue

Couldn’t understand my request or situation

Gave incorrect or misleading information



 
 

As trust erodes, New Zealanders are not uniformly calling for less AI. They are calling 
for more visible human accountability around it. In the research, the only action that 
has increased in importance as a trust-builder is evidence of human oversight. That 
signal is particularly strong among AI Dabblers, with 63% saying this would make them 
more comfortable with AI-powered customer interactions. At the same time, 32% of AI 
Avoiders say there is nothing organisations could do to make them more comfortable, 
suggesting that some portion of scepticism may be difficult to reverse once it sets in.

The persuadable middle, however, is giving leaders a very clear instruction. People want 
to know that a human remains in the loop, or at the helm, especially when stakes are 
high. Healthcare, finance and government are the industries where evidence of human 
oversight matters most — and they are also the sectors where comfort with AI is lowest. 
That is not a coincidence. It shows that public trust is not only about the technology 
itself, but whether people believe they can still access judgment, escalation and 
accountability when it matters.

 The expectation is not simply that humans supervise automated systems, but that they 
remain responsible for higher-order judgment, context and relationship where it matters 
most. In practice, AI is likely to take on more routine and repeatable tasks, while human 
roles shift toward interpretation, exception handling, empathy and decision-making in 
complex or ambiguous situations. The future is not a choice between humans or AI, but 
a rebalancing. Trust is shaped not only by whether a human is available as a fallback, 
but by whether people feel that human judgment, accountability and connection are still 
present where they matter most.

INSIGHT Human oversight is becoming the baseline for trust4

Q. Which of the following would make you more comfortable with having AI-powered
customer interactions with businesses in future?  Please select all that apply.
Base: Total Sample 2025 (n=1,000); 2026 (n=1001)

Increasing Trust

73%

57% 56%

46% 47%

1%
6%

68%

59%

48%
43%

38%

12%

Having a clear
option to talk to a
human if needed

Evidence of
human oversight

Stronger
protections

against data
breaches

AI explaining how
it made a decision

in terms I
understand

More
transparency
about how AI

works

Other None of the
above

2025 2026

*+/- Comparisons are
against 2025

Signi
cantly higher / 
lower at 95% con
dence

Signal four relates to how to build trust. Humans like 
to know another human is in charge of AI-powered 
customer interactions.



 
 

This finding deserves to be taken literally. Human oversight cannot just exist in policy — it 
has to be legible in the experience. A buried disclosure statement is not the same as visible 
accountability. A chatbot that technically allows escalation, but makes it difficult to reach 
a person, does not feel like human oversight in practice. Organisations need to design for 
the moment of doubt: when a customer wants clarification, challenge, exception handling 
or human reassurance. If that moment is poorly handled, trust falls sharply.

The implication is that the trust equation is becoming clearer, not fuzzier. Data 
privacy, regulatory compliance and human oversight remain the baseline conditions 
New Zealanders expect. The question now is whether organisations are prepared to deliver 
them in practice, not just in principle.

Even this is unlikely to be the end state. A further shift is already emerging beneath the 
surface of this research. Today, most AI interactions are still framed as tools, assistants 
or systems that support human decision-making. But the next phase of AI adoption is 
likely to involve systems that act with greater autonomy — carrying out tasks, making 
decisions within defined parameters, and in some cases operating on behalf of customers 
or organisations.

This shift materially changes the trust equation. When AI moves from advising to acting, 
expectations go beyond human oversight alone. Questions of identity, delegated authority 
and permission become more important: who or what the system is acting for, what 
authority has been granted, and how those actions can be traced, challenged or reversed.

While this report reflects current public experience with AI, it also signals that trust 
frameworks will need to evolve quickly. The conditions New Zealanders are already calling 
for — transparency, accountability and human oversight — are likely to become baseline 
requirements in a more autonomous AI environment.

INSIGHT Human oversight is becoming the baseline for trust4

**New Question Added 2026

Q. You mentioned that you would be more comfortable having AI-powered customer interactions with 
businesses in future if you had evidence of human oversight. In which industries would this be important? 
Please select all that  apply.**
Base: Those who would be more comfortable with human oversight (n=601)

Where are Human Interactions Most Important?

81%

76%

72%

52%

50%

2%

4%

Healthcare

Finance & banking

Government & public services

Telecommunications

Retail & e-commerce

Other

None of the above



 
 

The report does not suggest New Zealanders have turned against AI outright. But it does 
show that the public case for AI is tightening. The strongest perceived benefit remains 
productivity, cited by 41% of respondents. By contrast, confidence in broader benefits has 
softened. Perceptions of AI improving cybersecurity and fraud prevention have dropped to 
34%, down eight points year on year. Perceived benefit to public infrastructure has fallen 
to 25%, down six. Nearly one in five New Zealanders cannot name any benefit of AI at all, 
rising to 28% among those aged 55 and over.
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41%

36%

34%

34%

33%

29%

25%

23%

20%

17%

17%

2%

19%

43%

41%

42%

33%

37%

32%

31%

25%

22%

23%

21%

2%

14%

Boosting productivity

Accelerating scienti�c research and innovation

Strengthening cybersecurity and fraud prevention

Advancing healthcare and medicine

Enhancing education and learning

Enhancing customer experiences

Improving public services and infrastructure

Driving new industries and trade

Supporting agriculture and farming

Creating more skilled jobs and employment…

Addressing climate and environmental challenges

Other

None of the above

2026

2025

Q. In which areas do you think AI can have the biggest positive impact on New Zealand?  
Please select all that apply. 
Base: Total Sample 2025 (n=1,000); 2026 (n=1,001)

Areas AI can Positively Impact NZ

Avg Number
Selected: 
3.1 (-0.4)

*+/- Comparisons are
against 2025

Signi
cantly higher / 
lower at 95% con
dence

The fifth and final signal relates more to responsible 
AI, and the benefits New Zealanders expect from 
this emerging technology.



 
 

That tells its own story. The public is still open to AI, but mostly when the value is practical, 
immediate and believable. When people do see productivity gains, they are grounded 
in reducing admin, lowering operational costs and speeding up customer service. 
Expectations are much lower when it comes to new products, new value creation or broad 
social transformation. This is a more disciplined, less romantic public mood. It says: show 
me the concrete benefit first. Do not start with the grand promise.

Beyond this, there is a deeper structural shift beginning to emerge. While much of the 
current conversation focuses on AI improving efficiency within existing processes, the 
longer-term impact is likely to be on how work itself is designed. As AI systems take on more 
routine, analytical and coordination tasks, organisations may begin to redesign workflows, 
roles and decision-making structures rather than simply automating individual tasks.

For New Zealand, this has particular significance. With a high proportion of small 
businesses, constrained labour pools and ongoing productivity challenges, AI has the 
potential to enable leaner, more flexible operating models — where smaller teams can 
deliver greater output, and where geographic distance becomes less of a constraint. 
Realising that potential, however, will depend on whether organisations are prepared to 
rethink how work is structured, not just how technology is deployed.

The same discipline appears in the public’s expectations of how AI should be governed. 
Community wellbeing and efficiency gains are the top priorities people want organisations 
to focus on when using AI. Nearly half of New Zealanders (47%) say they would be more 
likely to trust AI-powered products and services if government set clearer expectations 
and standards. The top actions they want from government are clarity on how AI can 
and cannot be used, stronger enforcement of current laws, and active monitoring of AI 
systems. Older New Zealanders place especially high importance on clear accountability 
when AI systems cause harm or make mistakes. Data sovereignty appears to be a more 
secondary trust lever overall, but it matters more to those further along the adoption 
curve, indicating that local data processing and storage capabilities may become more 
important to New Zealanders in future.
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52%

43%

37%

31%

30%

26%

21%

13%

10%

5%

Reducing administrative workload

Reducing operational costs

Improving service speed for customers/citizens

Improving e�ciency of frontline services

Reducing duplication across agencies or
organisations

Improving workforce capability

Helping organisations make be er decisions

Creating new products, services or industries

Unlocking more value from our natural resources

Not sure

New Question Added in 2026**

Q. In which areas do you think AI could deliver the greatest productivity gains in New Zealand? (Select up to 3).**
Base: Those who selected ‘Boosted productivity’ as a positive impact 2026 (n=408)

Areas AI can Positively Impact NZ

Boosting 
Productivity#1

Areas AI can deliver the greatest productivity gains
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New Question Added in 2026**

Q. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement?  If the government was to 
set clearer expectations and standards for how AI should be used, I would be more likely to trust AI - 
powered products and services.**
Base: Total Sample 2026 (n=1,001)

“If the government was to set clearer expectations and 
standards for how AI should be used, I would be more likely 

to trust AI - powered products and services.”

Can the Government shi
 New Zealanders’ Trust in AI?

19%

34%

47%

Agree

Neither

Disagree

31%

28%

26%

25%

25%

22%

18%

18%

12%

13%

11%

Clear rules about how AI can and cannot be used

Strong enforcement of existing privacy and data
protection laws

Ongoing monitoring to ensure AI systems are
used responsibly

Clear accountability when AI systems cause harm
or make mistakes

Requirements for organisations to be transparent
about when AI is used

Independent oversight or auditing of AI systems

Government-endorsed standards or best-practice
guidelines for AI use

Personal data stored and processed in New Zealand

Clear limits on overseas transfer of data used in AI systems

None of these would increase my trust

I don’t know enough to say

New Question Added in 2026**

Q. Which of the following government actions, if in place, would have the biggest impact 
on increasing your trust in AI - powered products and services? (Please select up to 3)**
Base: Total Sample 2026 (n=1,001)

Government actions that can increase trust in AI



 
 

This is where the national productivity conversation gets more interesting – and more 
uncomfortable. As a country, New Zealand clearly wants AI to help solve efficiency 
and productivity problems. But New Zealanders do not appear willing to accept just 
any version of AI in exchange for cost savings. For many groups, especially women and 
younger Kiwis, protecting cultural values and identity ranks alongside, or above, economic 
growth and productivity. AI Actives are more likely to favour growth. Dabblers and Avoiders 
place more emphasis on wellbeing, fairness, or opt out of the value proposition entirely. 
That means the future of AI in New Zealand cannot be framed only as a race for efficiency. 
It also has to answer a cultural and social question: what kind of outcomes are we trying to 
create, and for whom?

Sustainability sharpens that challenge again. Forty-five percent of New Zealanders say 
they have concerns about the environmental impacts of business AI use. This rises to 
63% among 18–24 year olds. Concerns are fairly consistent across the adoption curve, 
which means this is not just a fringe issue for sceptics. The dominant concern is the use of 
resources, particularly electricity. People say they would be more reassured if businesses 
took visible steps to reduce energy use or use renewable energy. But even here the signal is 
sobering: 30% of those with major sustainability concerns say that nothing would address 
them. This reinforces a broader pattern: expectations are rising faster than reassurance 
can keep up.

The strategic takeaway is that AI’s value case is narrowing at exactly the moment the 
guardrail case is widening. That is not a reason to slow ambition. It is a reason to get more 
serious. In 2026, the organisations that lead will not just be the ones deploying AI. They 
will be the ones that can prove its value, explain its boundaries, show its oversight, and 
account for its broader costs.
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New Question Added in 2026**

Q. Which of the following are you most concerned about? (Select any that apply).**
Base: Those who are concerned about sustainability or environmental impacts (n=438)

Areas of Concern

66%

51%

50%

47%

44%

3%

9%

Increased electricity use

Increased water use

Electronic waste or hardware turnover

Local environmental impacts

Increased carbon emissions

Other

I’m not sure



 
 

The macro challenge has changed. A year ago, the central question was how 
quickly AI would move into mainstream use. In 2026, the question is whether 
institutions can earn the confidence required for AI to go further. 

New Zealand has a genuine opportunity here. AI could help address 
productivity constraints, improve service delivery and open up new forms of 
value. But that future will not be built on technical capability alone. It will be 
built on public legitimacy.

Leaders now need sharper answers to five questions:
1.	 Where should AI assist, and where should it never decide alone? This research makes clear that high-stakes 

settings demand visible human accountability, especially in healthcare, finance and government. If leaders cannot 
define those boundaries clearly, the public will assume they are not being managed.

2.	 What proof of human oversight can a customer actually see? Trust is not built by saying a human is in the loop 
somewhere. It is built when people can reach that human, understand what they are responsible for, and feel there 
is still a path to judgment when AI falls short.

3.	 How will mistakes be detected, owned and put right? If 70% of users are already experiencing issues, then incident 
management, escalation and accountability are now core parts of AI strategy. A bad deployment is not a side 
problem. It is a trust event.

4.	 What public or customer value are you delivering beyond cost reduction? New Zealanders still see the case for 
efficiency. But if AI is sold only as a tool for lower costs, it will struggle to earn broader legitimacy. The public wants 
productivity, but it also wants wellbeing, fairness, privacy and social benefit.

5.	 Who is being left behind – and what is your plan for that? Digital capability gaps, data sovereignty concerns and 
environmental impacts all sit inside the trust conversation now. If AI advances faster than public inclusion and 
safeguards, the country will widen the very divides it hopes technology can help close.

What this means for Kiwi organisations and government

For any organisation helping shape 
New Zealand’s connected future, the 
implication is not to claim perfection. 

It is to lead with seriousness. 
Responsible AI is no longer just a 
governance topic at the edge of 
deployment. It is becoming a brand, 
customer and social licence issue at 
the centre of it.

For government, the message is equally direct. 
The public is not asking for vague reassurance.

It is asking for clearer expectations, stronger protections, 
active monitoring, and visible accountability when 
harm occurs. That does not require government to solve 
every question before innovation can move. 

But it does require setting credible rules of the 
road. Trust will not be rebuilt by optimism alone. 
It will be rebuilt by structure.



 
 

New Zealand has moved beyond the 
first phase of its AI story. Awareness is 
high. Experimentation is real. But the 
public is no longer prepared to give AI 
the benefit of the doubt by default. 

This research shows a country that is 
open to usefulness, but increasingly 
skeptical of hype. New Zealanders are 
interested in AI driving productivity, 
but more demanding about proof. 

They are willing to engage, but 
only if human judgment, privacy, 
accountability and public safeguards 
remain intact.

That should be taken seriously, not defensively. It means 
New Zealand still has room to shape its AI future before 
trust erodes further. The opportunity is not gone. But it 
is becoming more conditional. The organisations that 
succeed in the next phase will not be those that treat 
trust as a communications layer added after deployment. 
They will be those that build it into design, governance, 
operations and customer experience from the start.

There is also a broader structural context beginning to 
emerge behind these trust questions. Much of the advanced 
AI capability New Zealand relies on today is developed 
and operated offshore, often by a small number of global 
platforms. As AI becomes more embedded in economic 
activity and public services, this concentration raises new 
considerations for smaller economies — including questions 
of dependency, resilience and where local capability 
matters most.

This does not suggest New Zealand needs to build 
everything itself. But it does point to a more deliberate set of 
choices ahead: where to adopt global AI capabilities, and 
where greater control, transparency or local oversight may 
be required to maintain trust and confidence over time.

The national question, 
then, is not whether 
New Zealand wants AI. 

It is what kind of AI 
future New Zealand is 
willing to trust.

Conclusion



 
 

The 2026 One NZ AI Trust Report was conducted by Perceptive using 
an online survey of New Zealanders aged 18 and over. 

The research used a nationwide sampling framework and results were 
weighted to Statistics New Zealand census data, including gender, 
age and location, to produce a nationally representative sample. 
A total of 1,001 responses were collected. 

Fieldwork took place between 6 March and 20 March 2026. 
The study has a margin of error of plus or minus 3%.

Methodology and role of AI

This report was developed through a human-led, AI-assisted 
process using a range of tools, with ChatGPT being used most 
extensively.

AI was used to support drafting, synthesis and editing, while all 
analysis, review and final approval remained the responsibility 
of the One NZ team. 

The use of AI throughout the report development process was 
undertaken in line with One NZ’s Responsible AI standards.



Ngā mihi 
For more information, please visit our website:

one.nz/business

http://one.nz/business

